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 Chapter One 
 
    The Menin child, wrapped in a towel after his bath, sat warm and safe and very bored. Using both hands, and his lap as a platform, he flicked through channels on the wall-sized display in front of him. 
 
    One world had funny grass, like little green snakes; the child occasionally heard a sound in the distance, a screaming and ululating sound, like savages at prayer. 
 
    Another world was dead and airless. His father told him that world had a lot of resources that were useful for maintaining the ship, which was the only reason this channel had been set up. The receiver on that end was encased in a transparent box, an airlock that wouldn't function unless the receiver was switched off again and all Menin in the box were wearing spacesuits. 
 
    But the boy wondered what would happen if those measures failed, if the airlock breached while the receiver was still on, still tuned in to the Menin ship. His father told a horror story; the whole ship depressurized, all of its air and life and heat sucked out and dispersed among the stars. 
 
    The barrier that separated worlds was thin. It could be passed through by any molecule moving beyond a certain threshold of speed. Including air. As the boy continued flipping through channels, he caught an occasional foreign smell or felt a soft breeze on his cheek, the result of a strong wind blowing through and being muffled by the barrier. 
 
    The boy mashed the button as fast as he could, watching worlds and rooms flashing by. He had been to all of them, seen all there was to see. 
 
    "Mother," he said in his native tongue. "I want to go somewhere new." 
 
    But she didn't hear him. She was busy with his sister. The girl was refusing to eat, wrenching her head from side to side to avoid the spoon and, at the same time, keeping her eyes fixed on the rattling toy gripped in one pudgy fist. 
 
    "Eat, now, please!" their mother howled, growing impatient. 
 
    In return, the girl offered a scream of her own, a wordless squeal of defiance. 
 
    The boy sighed, hitting the channel button one more time. He had reached the end of the feeds, and this next button press ought to bring him back where he had started. 
 
    But instead, he found himself looking at something else. It was an icy landscape, covered in snow. Dark, snow-laden trees offered a shade that looked deep enough to kill. A mountain rose in the distance, forbidding and alien. The boy swallowed, staring in awe. This was a new place. The feed must have just gone up. It looked cold, dangerous, horrifically hostile, and the boy wanted nothing more than to explore it. 
 
    With another scream, his sister threw her toy. It arced over the boy’s head, hit the barrier, and shot through into the alien world. It landed in a flurry of snow, burying itself but leaving a hollow behind. The boy jumped up, pulling his damp towel tight around himself, and ran forward. He was grateful for the chance to get in there. But he had to move fast, before his mother said otherwise. She would make him bundle up. Worse, she would make him wait for his father so they could go in together. The boy loved his father, but sometimes he wanted to do things on his own. 
 
    He hopped through the barrier, ignoring a call from his mother. His foot sank into ice and snow, numbing him to the bone. He had never felt such cold before, except in his nightmares. But he strode bravely forward, teeth chattering. The lock of wet hair that fell over his forehead froze solid; it swung like a pendulum, slapping against his skull. 
 
    The wind was like a living beast. It moved in a circle around him, as though he were its prey. It covered him like a blanket that ripped heat and all memory of heat away. It howled like a beast as well, like a monster that covered the world. Like a creature in mourning, it howled through the eons. The boy had a feeling it would never stop. 
 
    He bent forward, reaching toward the hollow where his sister's toy had fallen. It had punched into the snow at an angle, a diagram of trajectory frozen into this eternal blanket of white. 
 
    A gust of wind came suddenly. It was stronger than anything the boy had ever felt. It was stronger than his father, even. It caught him like a sail, picking him up off the ground and slinging him to the side. He heard trees cracking and crashing down around him. He heard a distant rumble, a howl beyond the moan of the wind as of some giant creature waking from its slumber. Looking up dizzily from his new spot in the snow, the boy saw that the mountain was moving. That was what it seemed like to him. It was shaking off its coat of snow, sending it all crashing downward in growing waves. 
 
    He turned, the toy clutched in frozen fingers. There was the wall, built by the Mindseat's crew. And there was his mother, reaching through the portal with one arm and screaming his name silently. 
 
    The boy stood and rushed forward, stumbling in the ice, pushed back and forth by a sliding snake of wind. 
 
    A shadow came out of the dark, tumbling toward him like the edge of a sword. It was a tree. The wind had broken it. And now, with an echoing crash that chilled the boy more thoroughly than any snow or wind ever could, it smashed through the wall and erased the portal. 
 
    He squatted there a moment, wincing and shielding his head from a blast of flying needles and bits of wood. He remained perfectly still for only about five seconds, maybe ten. Just until the fallen tree had settled. But when he tried to stand, it was an effort to bend the towel out of the position it had frozen into. It made a crinkling sound and a snap as a piece of it broke off and fell into the snow. Already, the boy's feet were burning and tingling with cold. And now he would have given anything to have his mother here, forcing him into warm clothes. To have his father beside him, squinting toward the horizon and making his plans. Thinking his grown-up thoughts, so mysterious and powerful. 
 
    The boy limped forward with difficulty, leaving a thin trail of blood from where he had sliced his foot on a knife-edge of ice. He didn't feel the wound at all. 
 
    The wall was gone, and so was the device that allowed the portal to function. They had been broken just as completely as the boy's hope of making it home. 
 
    All that remained of the familiar and the safe was his mother's arm. It had been severed as the portal collapsed, and now lay frozen in its gesture of beckoning. The blood was already starting to crystallize. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
     
 
    The Mindseat was busy. The servants who would ordinarily take care of such matters were also busy. The world the Menin occupied was about to grow by a million-fold, or more. Sudden access to an increasing number of worlds, places they hadn't seen in years and never thought they would see again, would alter the flow of society in many ways, some predictable and some totally unexpected. 
 
    The halls were no longer patrolled constantly, watched over by servants in armor who made sure all was well; they were off doing the same duties on an alien planet, stretching their legs and seeing new things. 
 
    It fell to the other fighting males in the hall, who were either sleeping off the latest challenge or the latest round of passionate love with their concubines. They all heard the screaming and came out into the hall, naked and groggy, to the unexpected sight of a bleeding female. One of her arms was gone; with the other, she clutched a crying girl-child to her side. 
 
    They ran forward. Someone found a trauma kit and used it to staunch the bleeding. Someone else had his concubine take the child and care for it. Someone else went running off. They knew who this injured female belonged to and went to try and find him. 
 
    For a time, they all worked together to solve a problem that had nothing to do with pride, glory, the ownership of females. It was another example of the changing ways of society. The Menin ship was no longer self-contained, a pressurized and stagnant environment. Outside forces now acted on it, forcing the flow of life to alter like a boulder thrown into the middle of a river. 
 
    They heard the female's story. They went into the rooms of her male, which usually would be considered a great breach of protocol, and worked to confirm the details. The boy was gone. And though there was plenty of blood, they could not find the arm, itself.  
 
    One of the males handled the remote, flipping through channels. On each channel, one of the others would step through and begin searching. By the time the remote-handler got back around to them, they would come stepping back inside the Menin ship and shrug. They could not find the arm anywhere. And so the female's story was true; she had lost it during the destruction of a portal, a feed they could no longer access, a world that was deathly cold. And the boy was trapped there. 
 
    As they stood around pondering, the father of the boy arrived like a cyclone. He flew through the door holding his daughter, split flying from his mouth as he screamed. The other males retreated quickly, shrinking back from his fury. They thought he was angry with them, that he would soon resort to violence. But his eyes were fixed on the portal, that wondrous invention that had somehow torn his family apart. He fell to his knees before it and hid his crying eyes behind one large, scarred hand. 
 
    The rest of them walked into the hall. They stood around in shock for a time. Soon a servant arrived, lugging a bulky medical apparatus. One of the males took it from him and gave him a fresh command. 
 
    "Get Amnay." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Five girls lost in the dark. Five girls ripped apart, separated and flung and scattered far across a hostile land. Five girls trying desperately to find one another. To find home. 
 
    It was the plot of Tina's latest novel. Slych had been kind enough to retrieve her computer from the ship. She could have gotten it herself... but she didn't want to return to that place. Not yet. In order to write something based on personal experience, she liked to give herself the proper time to distance herself from it. It was the only way for her to be perfectly honest in her writing, fearless enough to put everything into it. Her darkest thoughts and feelings. 
 
    Not that she had any of these now. As far as she could tell, all was right in the world of Man and Menin. The only question that remained was that of Sybil. Kozue still wouldn't say where the translator had gone, and the Mindseat was too busy with other matters to chase her down. They were a foul bunch of old men, but not the type to hold grudges. So long as Sybil lay low, it seemed everything would be fine. 
 
    And hopefully it would stay that way. Tina needed the peace if anything was going to come of this novel. There was no real need for her to write it. No agent asking for something new, no publisher applying a gentle but steadily growing pressure, no fan base blasting her with emails demanding to know when the next story would hit the shelves. She was writing for herself alone, to fulfill the incessant and often frustrating creative beast that lived in her mind. It gathered all her thoughts, dreams and experiences into its dark little den and demanded she do something productive with them. 
 
    She had no idea how productive this was. Tapping out her fictional worlds in black letters. But if it kept her sane, that was good enough. 
 
    Of course, a lot of the credit for her ongoing sanity could go the man who now wrapped his arms around her from the back, biting the side of her neck and growling in her ear. Her fingers went still on the keyboard, the weight of her hand pressing one of the gummy keys down and suddenly putting a hundred new empty spaces at the end of her last paragraph. 
 
    "To be continued," Slych said. 
 
    "You have no respect for my work," Tina replied, trying to make her voice sound stern and failing miserably. 
 
    "If you didn't want to be bothered, you should have gone to the library." 
 
    "But there are people at the library." 
 
    Slych took three steps back, knocking her chair down and lifting her along with him. He carried her as far as the bed and dropped her into it. A pillow sprang into the air, falling over her face. Slych pulled it away, and his face was only an inch from her, and then he was kissing her.  
 
    He was a clumsy kisser — it was not a natural skill among the Menin — but he made up for his lack of talent with overflowing passion. His tongue was as big and strong as the rest of him, conquering her mouth, probing nearly to the back of her throat. She twined her fingers through his hair, feeling the old scars, the rough scrape of scabs, pulling him closer. 
 
    "I need something," she said when he finally broke away from her. "My computer... The battery lasts a long time, but I will eventually need a way to recharge it. Is there anything I can use?" 
 
    "We have everything on this ship," said Slych. "Now you should be quiet. Unless you're moaning in pleasure. Than you can be as loud as you want." 
 
    He didn't make it easy to say no. Luckily, Tina never wanted to. 
 
    They wrapped around each other like two different halves of a pretzel. If not for their different coloring, and the huge difference in size, it would have been impossible to tell where Slych ended and Tina began. They stared into each other's eyes. He rubbed a huge finger lovingly down her cheek, along her jaw, up to the little dimple on her chin.  
 
    She dozed, drooling into the pillow, totally content and comfortable and safe. They were a sweaty mess. The sweat slowly cooled, their breathing calmed down, and they lay in the damp sheets and forgot the universe. 
 
    "Mine," he said. 
 
    She nodded sleepily, cheek sliding over the sheet. "Yes," she said without opening her eyes. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. Such entreaties were happening more and more now. The Menin ship had become a strange and busy place, full of new sights and sounds and smells. It had once been a labyrinth full of minotaurs; now it was a maze of wonders. 
 
    Slych pulled the top sheet out from under Tina and covered her with it, all the way to her cheekbone. Light filtered through, showing the strange, almost featherlike pattern of material. She didn't know what it was, a textile made from an alien plant or perhaps the skin of some extinct creature. Either way, it was wondrously soft, sliding along her skin like a lather made from shaving cream. 
 
    "Enter," Slych called. 
 
    The door opened, and a familiar face showed itself. It was one of Slych's other concubines. This was the female whom Tina had sat with in a cell weeks earlier, screaming and crying and watching as Slych was nearly killed. Technically, she no longer belonged to him. He had released all his concubines other than Tina, letting them free to choose another male or to spend the rest of their lives unowned. Even so, most of them still showed up here from time to time. Some more frequently than others. A testament to Slych and his relative gentleness. 
 
    "What is it?" Slych asked, relaxing his hold on the sheets and letting them fall. He had probably been expecting another male. 
 
    "You asked me to remind you of the ceremony to honor Amnay," said the female. 
 
    "Yes, I did." Slych's eyes turned inward, reflecting on some thought. "Just when I thought he had finally fled for good... here he comes again and changes our lives overnight. Life is an interesting thing." His eyes returned to focus, flashing back to his estranged concubine. "Why are you here?" 
 
    She smiled, rolling her eyes. "Because you asked me to remind you of the ceremony!" 
 
    "It's happening now?" 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    Slych threw the sheets aside, revealing their nakedness and the many new stains on the bed. It was nothing the other female hadn't seen, hadn't taken part in before. 
 
    Tina sometimes missed having the other females around. She had been somewhat jealous of them, but they had done much to teach her the ways of pleasing a Menin male, and how best to satisfy his appetites without hurting herself. Every now and then she contemplated bringing one of them back into the bedroom, a nostalgic throwback, a threesome for old times... and then her possessiveness would kick in. She would hold Slych all the tighter and vow to keep him for herself. Forever. 
 
    Not that he had a problem with it. It had been his idea to release the other females and pledge himself to Tina alone. At first, she had feared he might someday grow tired of her and start taking other concubines again, but the fear had vanished by now. It was interesting to see the transformations, the power exerted over these males by the apparently weaker, smaller, and all-around inferior human women. Each of them had taken a Menin mate and, almost effortlessly, guided them into ‘the shackles of monogamy,’ as Aurora Willekens might have put it.  
 
    Except for the fact that she, too, had entered what seemed to be an exclusive relationship. Tina had seen Aurora's mate Ignu a few times now. And she saw nothing there but a monster in Menin skin, with an unquenchable hunger for sex and violence. In that way he was right up Aurora's Darwinistic alley, so to speak, but Tina was still surprised that the Dutchwoman could have tamed such a creature. 
 
    But it turned out that such surprises abounded across Menin society. Every day it seemed something new was happening. Tina, as was in her nature, kept to the sidelines and heard about most goings-on secondhand. She rarely immersed herself in the middle of things. But today, at the mercy of Slych, she was about to be very much immersed. 
 
    He helped her out of bed, and they dressed in a hurry while the other female stood tapping her foot at the door. Was there jealousy there, glowing in her eyes? Tina didn't think so. The female loved Slych, but part of her was probably relieved to be released from the struggles and rivalries inherent in a polyamorous relationship. She no longer had to vie for his attention, or present herself in any special way, or sit to the side and watch while other females enjoyed the pleasure that should have been hers. She was alone now, free to forget herself. And, as Tina could attest, sometimes that was just what a woman needed. 
 
    But not her. Not now, anyway. The few Earthen, human relationships she'd been in had ended in some kind of disaster. All along she tried to convince herself that it wasn't her fault. She just had bad luck. But, as the saying goes, if you meet assholes everywhere you go, chances are that you are the asshole. Maybe she was just a bad lover, a selfish person, a cold bitch who could never give herself over totally.  
 
    But maybe not. Maybe she was worth something. And finally she had met Slych. He had taken that ‘maybe’ and turned it into a ‘definitely.’ Even when he was holding her down, stealing every vestige of power from her, she felt more powerful than ever before. She felt in control. For the first time, she could give herself freely to someone she trusted. 
 
    The fact that the ‘someone’ in question wasn't even a human had given her pause at first. But now she really didn't care. He was human enough. More human than some she had met on Earth. He had a name, a beating heart, two strong arms, two loving eyes. And, as a bonus, he had an enormous cock that made her scream in the best way. She wanted to jump him again right now, ride him up and down through a quick round two, but there wasn't time. 
 
    As soon as they were dressed — Slych in his ceremonial armor, dented and spotted here and there with old blood, Tina in her freshly laundered jumpsuit — they went into the hall and then let the female lead them. 
 
    She had a name. Tina had learned the names of a few of Slych's former concubines. This one was called Crotya, and she had come a long way from being the helpless, terrified creature Tina met in the cell. She was independent, moving through the ship as a free agent and doing as she wished. She had been sharp and clever before, but the fear of her station on this ship had dampened her spirits. Now that she was free and had been paying frequent visits to the library, she was just about a walking encyclopedia of Menin history and knowledge. 
 
    She was also very wise, and that was something that didn't come from a library. There were those who might question Slych and why he wanted to pay his respects to the male he had once thought of as a worm that needed to be crushed. But Crotya didn't wonder. And neither did Tina. They knew Slych better than any Menin male could, because he would not show himself to them. When you boiled him down to his essential parts, he was a seeker of knowledge in his own way. Rather than trying to know the past or the future, which could only be learned from books, he sought simply to understand the present. Amnay was a mystery to him, something he wanted to learn more about. 
 
    There was a barbaric part of his mind which couldn't fathom how a coward like Amnay could ever be a benefit to his society. And yet it was tempered by the seemingly paradoxical curiosity and intelligence that was displayed throughout Menin society. The result of an extremely advanced race who, through stubbornness, had clung to whatever primitive form they had originally grown under in the ancient past. 
 
    Tina had loved Menin culture almost from the beginning. And she loved it still. But it was anything but simple, no matter what it looked like when she first encountered it. There were many layers of custom going on, many ideals and laws and tenets of honor which seemed to contradict each other and which gave rise to some very odd and interesting configurations. 
 
    Such as the event which unfolded before them when they stepped into the hall. 
 
    One of Amnay's portals had been installed just down from them, on the wall to their left. It cycled through a series of scenes, changing once every twenty seconds as usual. About half of the scenes were simply other areas of the ship they stood on now. It was huge, the layout was confusing and slow to navigate, and so it was good to have a shortcut. If she were trying to get somewhere fast, she could visit one of these portals, wait a minute or two, and step through, cutting her journey time down. 
 
    It was Tina's worry whenever she saw a Menin sidestepping carelessly through a portal, that the feed would switch over when they were halfway through and bisect them. But failsafes had been designed in to prevent that; the device knew when its barrier field was being disturbed by a solid object and would not transition until it was gone. Because the transition process itself was instantaneous, there was no danger of someone waiting until the last second and plunging a part of their body in at the moment of change. As far as she knew, the only way to be injured while crossing through a portal was if the receiver on one end came under catastrophic damage. 
 
    With the glee and carelessness of children accepting a magic spell, the Menin used the portals like they were going out of style. Few understood how or why they worked, even at the most basic level, and even fewer were afraid to step through them. They didn’t seem to worry over, or even briefly think about, the potential consequences of breaking the laws of physics. But then again, was it even possible to break the laws of physics? Unlike the laws of man or Menin, they could not be acted against. It was impossible. If Amnay's portal broke any known law, the fault lay not with the universe but with the minds who sought to understand it. 
 
    And here they came now, the eager and excited Menin travelers. Huge purple beasts stepping through impossible portals, dressed in ancient and bloodstained armor. Some of them were naked, covered in scars and wounds of varying freshness. Some males who came through carried naked concubines on their shoulders, taking a shortcut to get back to their bedchambers all the sooner.  
 
    It just didn't seem to quite fit together, in Tina's mind. Like a puzzle piece shoved and pounded into the wrong place, the picture wasn't quite right. It was like, she decided, seeing a chimpanzee dressed in a business suit, striding through an airport with luggage in tow. 
 
    But they weren't chimps. They were Menin. And whatever they looked or acted like, it was a conscious decision. A learned behavior pattern. Not mere instinct like it was with most animals. 
 
    Tina was starting to think more and more like Aurora. She saw it happening, was frightened by it a little bit, but fear didn't change the facts. She could take any human on Earth, show them a depiction of Menin society, and ask them what they felt about it. They may not wish to enter this society for themselves and subject themselves to its rules and ways, but they would be lying if they said it did not have its own beauty, its own attractiveness. The main reason anyone would have for not wishing to live in it would be fear. Fear that they would be the weak male, the undesirable female. It had a lot less to do with distaste for the society, itself. 
 
    What man did not wish to live as these men did, having whatever female they were brave enough to take? 
 
    For women, the answer was less clear. Some, like Aurora, would love to be owned and dominated by a male as strong as Ignu, as strong as Slych, as strong as any of the warrior class. Others would be terrified; they wouldn't touch this society with a ten foot pole. 
 
    Maybe it was the same for men, come to think of it. Tina had to admit to herself that she didn't understand men very well. The stereotypical idea was that men were simple, and women were complicated. But that wasn't always the case. In Tina's mind, human men were some of the most confusing entities she'd ever come across. She had less trouble wrangling her uncooperative fictional characters, who wished to solve a murder or go on an adventure or take a nap rather than whatever she needed them to do to actually advance the plot. 
 
    Slych, on the other hand, was quite easy to understand. He didn't keep her guessing or force her to pester him with questions, trying to figure out what was wrong. Because nothing was wrong. 
 
    He strode along confidently now, following close behind his former concubine. Crotya set the pace at a level Tina could easily keep up with, now that she had grown used to jogging no matter where they went together. Apparently, they weren't going far this time, because Crotya walked past the portal. Soon, they joined a thin flow of Menin, all seemingly going in the same direction. 
 
    "Where are we going?" Tina asked. 
 
    "The hall of pillars," Slych said over his shoulder. 
 
    Tina nodded. She had been to the place before. Slych had taken her there and done his best to explain its purpose and uses. Though he was no historian, he had done a good enough job and she had learned the rest by osmosis. The hall of pillars was, as its name suggested, a huge space filled with rows and columns of pillars. There were an uncountable number of them, each engraved in rich detail, each offering a snapshot of some pivotal moment in Menin history. Some of the pillars were thousands of years old. Each was fitted with a tag that referred to the location of the full story in the library. She could look up each pillar and read an account of whatever event it depicted. 
 
    It was a place where the Menin went when they wanted to learn more about themselves. But it was, essentially, an archive of the past. The fact that Amnay's ceremony was to take place there must be symbolic for something, Tina felt. 
 
    Normally, the ship was hard to navigate. It was quite difficult, sometimes impossible, for Tina to find her way to any particular room. Not today. It seemed all of the ships occupants weren't headed to the same place. Women, children, men, warriors and servants.  
 
    She even saw a retinue of Mindseat members, easy to differentiate due to their advanced age and the two arrowhead formations of guards which preceded them in their path and followed in their wake. The guards must be more for ceremony and appearance than anything else. From what Tina knew about Menin society, no one would even think to attack the Mindseat. And even if they did, those old muscles could still be stirred by old reflexes, old instincts that hadn't been used in decades. 
 
    Striding up to the hall of pillars was rather like walking into a red carpet event for some big movie. Everyone was here, dressed and looking and behaving their very best. Slych fell back and took Tina's hand as they strode in, riding the wave of Menin. She felt tiny and insignificant here, but no longer unsafe. The only thing she needed to worry about was having her foot stepped on. 
 
    The three times she had previously visited the hall, it was empty and quiet. Like a museum after hours. She would see someone in the distance, crouched and studying a scene or taking down a reference number. A servant woman might be cleaning, swabbing away the oily fingerprints of some curious and misbehaving child. But always it would be silent, but for the constant rush of air that moved between floor and ceiling and kept the place as clean as a laboratory. 
 
    Now, the place was packed. In the most literal sense. A cordon of guards with huge halberds delineated the gathering area. Everything past them was empty and deserted, but for an occasional servant darting back and forth. But the space on Tina's side was stuffed. Menin in every corner, filling every square foot, bursting out through the seams of the doors. The air current did its best but could not quite dispel the heat of breath and bodies, the smells of Menin perfumes, the omnipresent scents of sweat, sex, and blood. 
 
    A mosh pit of sorts opened up off to Tina's left. It was quite common for Menin males, when bored and restless, to engage in random fighting and then to fall together laughing afterward, bleeding from broken noses and split lips. It was never a matter of anger. 
 
    But even this ordinary, tame display of aggression went against the mood that was meant to pervade this ceremony. A few guards came forward, using the butts of their halberds to force the fighters apart. They went back to where they'd been standing before, mopping blood off their faces and knuckles. They called out to each other, perhaps trying to plan the continuation of the fight at a later time. 
 
    The guard cordon, seeing that the capacity of their standing area had been reached and was quickly being exceeded, drew backward and allowed another three rows of space. The Menin tide quickly crashed in to fill it, thinning out the crowd around Tina and allowing her to breathe, to turn in a circle without having to tuck her arms tight against her. A few final stragglers came through the doors now, the last arrivals before the doors were shut. 
 
    Tina looked around. The population of the Menin ship must be counted and recorded somewhere, but she had never been able to find it. Slych had told her earlier that a full quarter of that population was expected to appear here tonight. A quick estimation told her there were at least two thousand Menin in the hall now, not including guards and the servants she saw in the background. 
 
    A few of the guests were dressed quite differently than the rest. They were sun-tanned, dusty, a little leaner and thinner as though they'd had hard lives. Those were colonists, freshly arrived by virtue of Amnay's portals. It was also easy to pick them out due to the awe that showed in their eyes. Children at a museum, viewing the bones of Tyrannosaurus rex for the first time. They were here, in a place they thought they would never see again. 
 
    But the colonists were few. Sprinkled around the hall, gathered in small groups according to the worlds they had come from. 
 
    Going off all these figures, Tina could make an estimation that the Menin ship was home to a permanent population of at least eight thousand. Quite a small number, given the city-sized proportions of the ship itself. No wonder the place often felt like a ghost town. 
 
    Other than the mess hall, this was the largest grouping of Menin she had ever seen. And, after the guards made it plain what sort of behavior was acceptable here, they acted just as civilly and sophisticated as the attendees of an upper class cocktail party. 
 
    Slych stood in one spot, craning his neck to peer around the room. Tina didn't know who or what he was looking for. But she was doing some peeping of her own, ducking her head to catch a glimpse between Menin legs. She was trying to spot the other human women, her companions on this strange mission. At one point she spotted a low pair of knees under navy-green dress pants, jutting from a pair of very curvy hips. That would be Stella. But the other woman was too far away, too thoroughly lost in a sea of purple giants for Tina to catch her attention. 
 
    Soon, her attention and that of everyone else was brought to the front of the guard cordon. Nothing had been said, no command shouted. But a Mindseat emblem, huge and resplendent in gold and red, had risen out of the crowd. The elder Uklu appeared, tailed by a few of his guards. The old Menin, with his barrel chest and heavy biceps, waved the crowd to silence. They obeyed, and a hush fell across the hall. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Tina lifted her translator to her ear so she would miss none of his words in the quiet whispers of the Menin who stood around her. 
 
    "Greetings to all Menin," the elder said. "And to the few humans who stand among us. May their number grow in coming years. But not too much!" 
 
    A pause for knowing laughs, and they came in spades. Tina chuckled along with them. In that strange way the Menin had of seeming simultaneously backwards and stunningly progressive, they had just about all grown to accept humankind. Jokes aside, she knew that the only wrench in the plan to integrate Menin and human societies would come in the form of human politics. 
 
    "There is much to be grateful for and to celebrate here today," Uklu continued after the laughter had died. "And there are also announcements to be made. First, let me summarize recent events. We have all lived through them, of course, but it has been such a storm of change that I feel we could all do with a quick recap. First and foremost, I must admit to you all a hard-won truth. I have realized something recently, which has changed my way of thinking. We are out here among the stars, exploring and conquering. We think ourselves advanced, immortal. We think we have reached some sort of zenith of evolution. But the opposite is true. In our desire to hold true to our past selves, we have murdered what we may have become in the future. We may be among the stars, but we have robbed ourselves of their true bounty. 
 
    "That changes now. One small thing, from one man who everyone thought was small, has reopened the door that we ourselves closed so many centuries ago. We see now what we are truly capable of. Speaking for the Mindseat, and thus for all of Menin society, my words herald the beginning of a new age. We will not simply seek to live. We will not settle for anything less than constant progress. The war is not with humankind, or with any other race of supposed monsters. The war is with ourselves, and we must win it against all the ravages of time. 
 
    "Amnay has given us a gift. You all know that he has created these new portals, which allow us to live in ways we never thought possible. But he has given us so much more than that. He has given us hope; he has given us belief in ourselves. He has rung in a new era. And for that we all must thank him. We all must congratulate Amnay for finally being the one who gave the stars back to us!" 
 
    He stepped aside then, turning to his left. There were hollers and howls from the crowd as Amnay, the coward, the worm, the scum of society, came striding into view with his human concubine at his side. 
 
    Today, Amnay looked like nothing Tina had ever seen. 
 
    Kozue had done a number on him. Worked some kind of womanly magic. Using Menin textiles, she had crafted an Earth-style suit and tie for him to wear. She had cut his dark hair and styled it. She had shaved his face clean. The only Menin that remained in his appearance were his sandals, his purple skin, and the unconquerable, undying glow in his eyes. Right now he was smiling nervously, arms stiff at his sides as he looked over the crowd. He was probably having flashbacks right now. Some part of his mind must assume all these Menin were here to kill him. But they weren't. 
 
    Standing beside him, keeping her hands to herself and letting her man stand on his own power, Kozue had been similarly transformed. If not for her pale skin, her almond-shaped eyes, her petite figure and the fact that she was a foot shorter than the Menin female average, she could certainly have passed for one of them. 
 
    Her black hair had been twisted into faux-dreadlocks, an imitation of the most common hairstyle among Menin women. She wore their clothes, crude loin cloth and loose garment strung over her breasts. She had been working out, and her beginner's gains in muscle mass showed very plainly on her small body. She had probably broken a hundred pounds for the first time in her life. Her thighs, below the loin cloth, now looked dense and powerful. Her arms and shoulders were toned. She looked like a goddess, effortlessly stunning and almost dangerously fertile. 
 
    She was also significantly more confident than Amnay. This wasn't her first rodeo. After almost dying a dozen times over in every climate on Earth, Kozue had earned her fearlessness. She stood beside Amnay throughout the rest of the ceremony. Though she never spoke, her body language and expressions made it clear that she belonged here. And she knew she belonged. 
 
    Amnay waited for the cheers to die down, nodding and mouthing thanks to the various celebrants. His eyes met Tina's for a moment, and she saw a certain measure of pleading in them. He wanted more than anything for someone else to take these reins, but that wasn't an option; this was his place, his slot, his moment. And Kozue, strong and sturdy beside him, would not let the poor boy spoil it. 
 
    "Thank you very much," Amnay finally said, mumbling at first but speaking louder at a nudge from Kozue.  
 
    His voice was amplified, booming around the hall through some unseen microphone and speakers. 
 
    "I'm here," he continued, his voice taking on the cadence of rehearsed speech, "because, at one point, I made the decision to believe in myself. I knew it would be a struggle. A heinous burden. But I also had faith that, if I just survived the next day, I could survive all days to come. I am humbled and overjoyed to see that you all have come to accept me as I am. There is no limit to the power of compassion, acceptance, and love for your fellow Menin. 
 
    "When all is said and done, I haven't created my invention for my own sake. I have created it for all of you. It has been my deepest hope, and primary goal, to offer something of worth to my society. I was never able to do that in the normal way. The expected way. But I feel like I have finally found a new way. What do you think?" 
 
    The applause was even louder than before. A small group of males were so overwhelmed with revelrous joy that another fistfight nearly broke out. It was exactly the response Tina hoped for. Amnay, on the other hand, looked almost terrified by it. He was certainly not a natural spokesperson. 
 
    When he started talking again, he did so from the heart. Nothing rehearsed, nothing written down ahead of time. 
 
    "My creation, my portals, are being carried and sent around everywhere. It's only a matter of time before every colony, no matter how far away in time and space, no matter how far gone and lost to our eyes, will be linked to the public network. You will be able to reach them all with a single stride. Only then will we see the true scope and the true potential of our civilization. And only then will we learn the fates of our brothers and sisters who we sent into the unknown to adapt or die. 
 
    "But I have had little to do with these excursions. A dozen task forces were formed and assigned to the job of carrying our receivers far and wide, but I have not been part of any of them. I have advised the task forces from time to time, but that is the extent of my involvement. I assure you, though, I have not been resting or taking any time off from the pursuits which have defined my life. I now have the advantage, and the greatest honor, of being able to work with the Mindseat directly. Together, we have formed a plan for the continued advancement of our race. The first steps have already been set in motion." 
 
    But he was finished speaking for now. He stepped to the side, toward where Uklu now stood. And a circle of spotlights on the ceiling now rotated, fixing one of the pillars in a bright cone of light. 
 
    This pillar was different than the others, for two reasons. For one, it did not fit in the standard rows and columns. It stood between, in the middle of a square of four other pillars, like the middle dot on the five side of a die. 
 
    Second, it was hidden away behind a curtain. Only its top base could be seen, where it connected into the ceiling. The material visible there was obviously new. It had the same color profile as the other pillars, but the light played over it a little differently. There seemed to be a sort of glaze on it. 
 
    Amnay gestured. A servant came forward, wearing a Mindseat emblem around his neck, and pulled the curtain away, revealing the pillar beneath. A brand new addition to the hall, the first to depict not past events but future ones. 
 
    It showed an artist's abstract vision of the universe, a snaking path that wound through a cosmos of stars and asteroid-ringed planets and orbiting moons. Offshoots branched off this path every few inches, going left and right like the offshoots on a bean stalk. Each offshoot led to a solar system, and at the end of each stood a rectangular shape carved an inch deep into the pillar stone, through which three-dimensional figures emerged. A depiction of the Menin spreading to all corners of creation. 
 
    But not just Menin. There were humans there, too. At first Tina thought they were Menin children... but then she realized they were all female and all sexually mature, as evidenced by breasts and the feminine curve of hips. There were no human males whatsoever, but she noticed a few glaringly empty slots in the diorama. Space for later additions. Perhaps the Menin were hesitant to try and carve human males, without at first seeing one in person. 
 
    Unconsciously, Tina looked to her left and caught a brief glimpse of brown skin through the crowd. When she had a free moment, she would have to pay the TIDE technician a visit and find out if the stories were true. 
 
    At the head of the crowd, Amnay, Kozue and Uklu now come together to stand before the new pillar. 
 
    "The hall of pillars is reserved for historic records," Amnay said. "By installing this latest piece here, we are making a promise to ourselves. A promise that, one day, the story depicted in the art will truly be a part of our history. We must achieve it now. We have no choice. And as I said before, there is a plan..." 
 
    He took a small step back. Kozue moved with him. Now Uklu stood alone. 
 
    The elder swiveled his great, scar-covered head to study the pillar for a moment. "The gaps between stars will be bridged. A journey of years must only be undertaken once, and any destination, no matter how far away, can then be reached with a single step. This is our destiny. To help achieve it as fast as possible, we have decided to build a new ship. A twin to the one we stand in now. Instead of moving along a single path, we will move along two paths at once. Our efforts will be doubled as we roam the galaxy, installing portals and forging permanent, tangible links to each world we choose to colonize. 
 
    "In the future we will make even more ships as our population increases and as we make new friends." His smile took on a sly aspect, and his eyes fell on Tina for a second before darting off to other points in the crowd where he saw the human guests. "The current goal which we will strive toward with every effort and energy available to us a simple one; we will cross intergalactic space and start the spark of life in another galaxy. We have had the ability to do this for some time now, but we did not wish to embark on a one-way trip across such a vast distance, devoid of new places to stake our claim. But in the near future, that problem will no longer exist. Even as one ship hurtles across that vast and empty distance, its passengers can step onto other ships and other worlds at will and return home only when they choose. Now that our final fears and the last of our self-imposed limitations have been allayed, there is no end to what we can do. And there will be no end, I promise you that." 
 
    Other, more minor announcements were made. Small changes to policy, tiny changes that were too nuanced and too specialized for Tina to understand. All of it seemed to point in the same direction as the rest of the ceremony; progress and growth. At the end of the official talks, Amnay spoke once more to hint at something major that would happen soon. Uklu added to that statement, saying that nothing more would be said; that there were things that not even Amnay knew about. 
 
    Tina felt it had something to do with humankind, with Earth. It must. All of Menin society seemed to be on the same page now. They agreed that the future was bright and some changes must be made to allow it to glow brighter still. But the human element was unpredictable. Amnay must know that, because Kozue would have told him. She knew better than anyone the impossibility of getting even ten humans to agree on something, let alone every single one of them. 
 
    Integration with Menin society would be met with outrage. If Amnay's vision was to be truly brought to life and solidified in the annals of history, it might become necessary for Menin aggression to be adapted into the effort of knocking humankind into line. It would be for their own good, in the end — a partnership that would benefit them greatly — but they would not acquiesce without a long, stupid, and pointless struggle. It might even come to bloodshed. To outright war. Tina hoped desperately that her race would rise to its own potential and do something right for a change. 
 
    She was lost in her thoughts for a time, following blindly along as Slych made his way through the crowd. A sudden burst of angry voices brought her mind back into focus. There, dead ahead, a few men had approached Uklu and Amnay and were whispering sharply at them. The topic of the heated conversation seemed to be the human guests. Namely Sybil and the crime she had committed; the murder of the male that was meant to own her completely. 
 
    Amnay was dead silent, turning a bit pale, but Uklu held up under the onslaught. He did not move from his spot and bore each verbal barrage as though they were mere breezes tickling past him. 
 
    More Menin came, joining the inquisition. Somehow, the joy and optimism of the ceremony had eroded in a matter of moments. Outrage and demands for information spread through the crowd. They pressed forward. The volume of their voices rose until they were all but screaming. Screaming to know what was being done. 
 
    Slych lingered at the edge of this, holding Tina's arm and watching with cautious eyes. Every time an angry male got too close, Slych would give him a mighty shove and send him stumbling away. 
 
    Tina stood on tiptoe, holding her translator high. Slych bent his head down to hear her. 
 
    "I need to get closer," she said. "I need to hear what they're saying." 
 
    Slych nodded. He bent down a bit, got an arm under her ass, and stood back up, lifting her from the floor. With one arm out stiff ahead of him, he forced his way through the crowd. 
 
    "I've said it all before," Uklu was saying as stoic and imperturbable as ever despite being surrounded by a churning sea of purple anger. "The human Sybil has escaped. This was not a fault with our justice system. It was a simple mistake. She was able to slip out through one of the portals... that is what we have decided must have happened. Even so, there is a limit to how far she could have gone and where she could have gone to. Rest assured that we are searching for her. And when we find her, there will be no question about the swiftness of our wrath." 
 
    Uklu spoke well and, by turns and degrees, was finally able to calm his people down. By the end, the discussion had turned civil once again. A quiet and respectful exchange of words. Eventually, the crowd began to disperse, filtering out and leaving the hall of pillars as empty as ever. 
 
    Slych and Tina remained, as did Amnay and Kozue. And, as they stood there wondering what would happen next, they were joined by the others. 
 
    Ignu and Aurora, sweaty and out of breath, their clothes in a disarray as though they had fucked their way through the whole ceremony. And they probably had. 
 
    Stella and Gyrch, who maintained a safe distance from one another. Even now they presented themselves as mere acquaintances. A faithful servant helping an esteemed guest to navigate the pitfalls of Menin life. Nothing more. 
 
    And that was all of them. The void of Sybil remained. Even if she had been there, she would have been alone. No male would have taken her, not after what had happened. Not with the heat and wrath she had incurred from the general populace. 
 
    In Tina's mind, all silences were awkward if more than one person was involved. And this one was no exception. 
 
    Uklu's resolve and calmness had disappeared, now that he wasn't trying to keep up appearances. He looked angry, above all else. He looked like a frustrated man who has tried and failed to address whatever problem was bothering him. 
 
    Amnay looked ready to faint or throw up. Maybe both. His hands were shaking. 
 
    Kozue just looked plain annoyed. Like the idiocy of others had, once again, foiled whatever wonderful plans she had. 
 
    Stella and Gyrch shared the same exact expression, the same exact posture. It was actually quite eerie. Both had their arms folded in front of them, feet drawn together, eyebrows raised inquisitively. On Gyrch, it was the expression of a servant who wanted to hear his latest orders. On Stella, it was the look of a woman who was used to getting what she wanted. Tina wondered if they were just that perfect for each other, if they were a thing that was destined to be, or if they had simply spent enough time together that they had started adopting each other's mannerisms. Maybe both. 
 
    Aurora and Ignu seemed quite unbothered by everything. They came tumbling forward, laughing and whispering private jokes or innuendoes to one another. Ignu slid a hand down the front of her shirt, cupping a huge breast and making it dance beneath sheer material. Aurora reached behind her and, from the way her arm moved, it was easy to tell which part of his anatomy she was playing with. 
 
    "Why the long faces?" Ignu asked. "Cat got your tongue?" 
 
    Aurora rolled her eyes. "I've been teaching him Earth sayings. He hasn't really gotten the hang of them yet." 
 
    "On the contrary," the elder Uklu said, "I think he has used them appropriately. Our faces are long, friend, because we are at an impasse on a certain matter. A problem that we thought had passed us by. But it just keeps coming back, doesn't it?" 
 
    He turned his head slightly, staring at Amnay and Kozue. 
 
    "Elder," Slych said now, stepping forward. "I am at your service. And the service of the Mindseat. I, too, have a personal stake in the matter of humans. You can trust me as a confidant. If you choose to bestow such an honor upon me." 
 
    Uklu nodded, wearing a small smile. "Thank you, Slych. I do not so choose. Not yet, anyway. I may have use for you in the future, though. If you all would excuse us now, I must have a word with Amnay and his... partner... in private." 
 
    Kozue walked just behind the two males, down the deserted hallway. She stared at the back of Amnay's head, his close cropped and neatly combed hair showing the paler lilac of his scalp. The back of his neck was flushed dark, and his arms were kept straight and motionless at his side. From that, Kozue could tell that her man was very nervous. She ached to rescue him, to say something to the elder that would exonerate the male she had come to love. 
 
    But she did nothing. Amnay wouldn't have wanted her to. And Uklu... he tolerated her, even accepted and considered her opinions, but he would give her the rights of any Menin female and no more. And that was fair enough, she thought. They weren't on Earth. 
 
    "Sybil," the elder said. "That is a name I would love to never hear again." 
 
    Kozue heard the words, then listened to them repeated in the familiar gruff voice of the translator in her satchel. She reached in and quickly silenced it. It was a crutch that she wanted to use, but no longer truly needed. She had just about licked the problem of the alien language — the spoken part, anyway — and she would just ask Amnay about any word she didn't know. 
 
    "You and me both," Amnay replied. Then he glanced over his shoulder at Kozue, cringing. 
 
    Elder Uklu sighed and shook his head. "I've had enough of lying for your sake. And yours." He also looked over his shoulder at Kozue. Then, seeing that Amnay was doing the same thing, he narrowed his eyes suspiciously. Both males looked forward again quickly. 
 
    "I apologize," Amnay replied. "But it isn't a lie. Not completely." 
 
    Uklu laughed. He had a permanent rasping wheeze in his laugh, a result of some stab wound to his throat in the past. "I wouldn't know. What have you told me? Nothing much. When you came to me, Amnay, all frightened and confused, I promised that I would cover for you. For the sake of your work. I would pretend that the problem of Sybil was well in hand. I have invented stories, excuses, outright lies. But dishonesty is not the custom of the Mindseat. And it won't be long before I must take decisive action." 
 
    "What do you mean?" asked Amnay. 
 
    "I mean that the peoples' belief in the Mindseat is flagging. We have failed to bring a murderous alien female to the proper justice. And whenever they ask about it, we have to make up some reason why we are failing. The people are not stupid, Amnay. They understand that you have a stake in Sybil, in her wellbeing. They feel that you have grown more powerful than the Mindseat, itself, which has brought our supremacy and our worth into question. How long before they stop listening to us? How long before they barge through the doors to the inner chamber and force a bunch of slow old men to resign?" 
 
    Amnay shook his head. "No. That won't happen. I swear it won't! Uklu..." 
 
    "Uklu what? As I said, I cannot keep this up. We must act to retain our position, or else everything we have worked for will be for nothing. And yes, I said we, not you. Your invention has been useful, an important tool to help fulfill our vision, but we have been toiling and planning since before you were born. For longer than you can imagine. You don't know the half of what's coming. Whatever pressure you feel you are under, Amnay, I promise we are under a billion times more. Do you understand?" 
 
    Amnay said nothing. He tried, but nothing came out other than a few stuttering, mushy attempts at syllables. 
 
    "Amnay," Kozue said. "I think it's time. We have to tell him." 
 
    Just as they had planned. They would give Uklu a version of the truth, a piece of it, meaty and believable enough while not being an outright lie. 
 
    Her man let out his breath in a rushing wave. "Yes. It is time. Elder Uklu, what you said to the people in the hall just now wasn't a lie. Not completely." 
 
    The elder raised a hand, silencing the younger male. 
 
    Uklu looked behind and ahead and to the sides. Nothing but an empty corridor, distant sounds of distant revelry, closed doors. Anyone might be lurking beyond them... but they were purposely and excellently designed to cancel out all sound waves that tried to pass through them. 
 
    "Before you speak," said Uklu, "be sure that it is true." 
 
    Knowing Amnay, this one little sentence easily could have caused him to crack up and reveal the treachery. But his life and his manner of survival had enabled him to develop great gifts of self-control. He knew that the story he and Kozue had concocted wasn't nearly as true as what the elder wanted. But it was true enough to keep things running smoothly. To keep everyone happy. Hopefully. 
 
    "I have a confession to make," said Amnay finally. "Before that fateful day in the hall of the Mindseat, when you heard our wishes and allowed them so graciously, I considered myself to be... at odds with you and your fellows. I didn't think the Mindseat would ever or could ever be anything close to an ally of mine. I was wrong. But perhaps you can see why I would make such a mistake. The general way of Menin life frowns deeply on males like me. Who deign not to fight for their position or to serve others in their own fights." 
 
    Uklu nodded, spinning his hand in an impatient gesture. "Yes, yes, I understand. Under ordinary circumstances a male like you would end up killed, not standing in a ceremony to honor his achievements. Again, you underestimate the Mindseat. But you had no way of knowing our true plans, we hid them so well. You understand, Amnay, that I am your ally now. I wouldn't be doing all these things for an enemy. Even if the worst version of events were true, that I was using you as a mere tool, a cog in the works, I still would not let harm befall you. Not if there is ever another path to choose. Tell me, now." 
 
    Amnay looked back at his woman. For strength and confirmation. To see if the plan had changed. She gave him a simple nod. 
 
    "Not long after the humans arrived here," Amnay began, "I entered their ship and installed one of my portal receivers there. The AI witnessed me doing this, but said nothing. Perhaps, in a way, it understood that I was trying to help. I don't know." 
 
    Uklu listened, nodded, seemed to understand where this story was going. "And did you leave the controller for the portal there?" 
 
    Amnay bit his lip. "I may have. I have not been able to find it, and by the time I was able to return to the human ship and look for it there, events had already progressed to the point that I could not do so freely." 
 
    "So," Uklu replied, rubbing his chin and staring at something distant, "you gave the woman Sybil the means by which to escape. But you did so unwittingly. I understand that your reason for installing the receiver in the human ship was not to aid a criminal, because I doubt you can see the future. No matter how smart you are. Therefore, I will not cast aspersions upon you. Or blame you for anything. But I must understand... why did you put the receiver there?" 
 
    Amnay had no ready answer. They had not rehearsed this particular question. Kozue, herself, could only guess at the reason, but it would be an educated guess. She had gotten to know Amnay very well. 
 
    "It was a strange time," Amnay replied after a moment of thought. "The portal device was still in the proving phase. I got into the habit of putting receivers in many places. Some of them, like the portal in the Mindseat, were placed as part of a rather nebulous plan to prove my worth. A plan which somehow turned out well enough. But the rest of the portals were mere tests. I put them in places that would allow me to come and go from my own private quarters, testing the device and perfecting it without any Menin eyes seeing me. I did not worry about being witnessed by humans. They would, I thought, simply assume my technology was a common thing in this strange, alien civilization they had come to visit." 
 
    It was an honest answer. A complete, undiluted truth. Going off his expression, Uklu could also see this. Kozue had to hold in a sigh of relief. It seemed the moment of danger had passed, and the elder was their partner once again. 
 
    "I will explain all this to my brothers on the Mindseat," Uklu said. "In private, of course. The hunt for Sybil will begin in earnest, now. I will make sure that no one blames you anymore, Amnay. I will find a way." 
 
    With that, he turned away and strode off at a speed that was astonishing for one his age. Silently, out of nowhere, a few of his guards appeared and fell in around him. 
 
    Amnay did some falling of his own. Against a wall at first, and then all the way the floor as soon as the elder was out of sight. 
 
    "I tried," he said. "And I failed." 
 
    Kozue put her tiny hands on either side of his head, forcing him to maintain eye contact with her. "None of it's your fault, my love. You've done your best." 
 
    Amnay shook his head, causing his cheeks to squish against her hands. "The Mindseat are smarter than they seem. They'll find her, I know they will. The fact that we already know where she is gives us a head start, but not much of one. It grows shorter with every passing hour. If we want to save her, we have to—" 
 
    Kozue cut him off with a kiss. She slid her tongue into his mouth, tasting him. He responded, putting one hand on her neck and the other at the small of her back, pulling her closer. For a moment his hunger for her overwrote all else. She was glad to be able to give him these moments of solace. But he deserved so much more. 
 
    She pulled away, letting him hold her tight but rearing her head far enough back to speak. "You do what you have to do," she told him. "And I will do the same. Sybil is my responsibility now. It's better if you stay here and keep playing dumb. The less you know about her, the better." 
 
    He stared at her a moment, eyes full of bottomless sorrow. Then he shook himself out of whatever dark thoughts, and seemed to make his mind up about something. 
 
    "We will not separate," he told her decisively, strongly, squeezing her harder as he did so. "We are one. Wherever you go, I will also go." 
 
    Kozue could have put up a fight. She could have acted noble and told him that her problems were her own and that his place was here. He should not have to shoulder the burdens that humankind had dumped at his feet. But if she said that, it would be akin to driving a wedge between them. It would pull their fates apart, little by little. Perhaps, they would come back together afterward... and perhaps not. 
 
    At first, she felt selfish for going along with him. But the more she thought about it, as he held her and cradled her against his broad chest, the better she felt. Yes, she needed Amnay. Life without him sounded unattractive, to say the least. But Amnay also needed her. She shed light on the dark and empty places within him. And he did the same for her. 
 
    They might have stayed like that forever, holding each other on the floor of the hall, except that they heard someone coming. Someone moving fast, feet clapping on the hard, gleaming surface of the floor. Amnay stood quickly, lifting Kozue and setting her on her feet. 
 
    But the other person in the hall was no mere passerby. He strode right up to them, bowing his head slightly. Hung around his neck, the Mindseat emblem swung gently back and forth, catching and splintering the light in brilliant gold shards. 
 
    "Now what?" Amnay asked, quietly and to himself. 
 
    But the servant evidently took this as direct communication. He cringed and frowned, drawing back as though in expectation of being struck. 
 
    Amnay spread his hands, face flushing. "You have nothing to fear. I apologize. What is it?" 
 
    The servant took another step forward. "Your presence has been requested, Amnay. Something terrible has happened, involving one of your portals. The affected parties have elected to seek your opinion before they pursue the matter further." 
 
    Amnay looked ready to scream. Kozue knew how he felt. She had often felt it herself, in remote areas of the Earth when the survival of entire villages, entire indigenous populations, had fallen into her hands. The weight of a world, crushing you. Everyone saw how much you were carrying, determined that you must be very strong, and dumped even more upon your shoulders. 
 
    "Take us there," Amnay said, his voice thin and forced. He must feel as though he were choking. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    Amnay lacked the strength or concentration to move very fast. Since Kozue had been exercising lately as if her life depended on it — and it kind of did, in this society — she was able to stay beside him the whole way. 
 
    She heard the servant's tale. And it chilled her deeply. It disturbed her more than anything that had happened since that Menin colony world and her run-in with some proto-human race obsessed with cages and sacrifice. 
 
    A boy was stranded. A mother had been grievously wounded. Thankfully, Menin medicine was capable of growing and reattaching limbs, otherwise there would be a lot more crippled people walking around. Her psychological trauma would remain, but she would at least regain her full physical capabilities. 
 
    It was the son Kozue was worried about. The world described by the servant, the one he had gone to, sounded too familiar. And far too hostile for a lone child to survive in for long. Amnay realized this as well and quickened his pace when the servant reached this part of the story. 
 
    The biggest concern, by far, was the father. A male Menin who was perfectly content in life could still be very dangerous. A male Menin who had lost a son, and very nearly lost his prime and most cherished concubine, could be entirely unpredictable. 
 
    The servant warned them that the man was in an uproar. He was extremely angry, and his fear was stronger yet. They should try and stay as far from him as possible. Based on that, Kozue began to feel nauseous with anxiety. Amnay often surprised her with what he was capable of, but he certainly didn't do well with overbearing, aggressive males who had him in their sights. 
 
    They soon approached a room whose door was propped open. One male stood in the doorway, swiveling his head to look back and forth. Several more stood in the hall nearby, talking quietly. The servant showed Amnay and Kozue through the door, turning sideways to avoid the male who held it open. 
 
    The father and mother in question were inside, sitting beside one another on a lavish Menin bed of alien skins and furs. A set of armor lay scattered on the floor, as if the male had been in the process of putting it on, gave up, and let it fall carelessly. Luckily for Amnay, he seemed to currently be in the eye of the emotional storm. Or maybe he was past it altogether. 
 
    He sat placidly, staring toward where the portal stood, showing the dark hangar and the derelict human ship. His wife, as Kozue started to think of her, had her remaining arm around him and her head resting on his shoulder. She wore a heavy-looking apparatus on the stump of her other arm. And her eyelids drooped, the result of some heavy painkillers. 
 
    Amnay froze, looking at the two on the bed with his eyes wide and his face slack. At a touch from Kozue, he came back to himself and strode forward, going to one knee. 
 
    "Brother," he said, preparing to launch into some monologue. 
 
    But before he could continue, a huge hand found his throat and closed around it. The woman fell back and scrambled across the bed to a safe distance. 
 
    Kozue tried to go forward, though she had no hope of wrestling one male off the other. The servant behind her pinched the back of her shirt and gently pulled, whispering that she ought to stay and let things take their natural course. She nodded and stayed where she was. There was nothing else to do. Not physically. 
 
    "My son is dead because of what you have made," the male said. 
 
    Amnay tried to reply, but the grip on his throat was so tight he couldn't get a word out. But he did not fight. He didn't struggle at all. He stayed completely still, accepting his punishment. Probably feeling better because of it. In his mind, he was getting what he deserved. 
 
    "You don't know he's dead," Kozue called. 
 
    The male looked up, scanning the room. He knew the voice was not that of his wife. But there was no other Menin female here. Finally, he looked at Kozue, furrowing his brow. He was distracted enough to loosen his grip somewhat. Enough that Amnay could now breathe, the air whistling in and out of his constricted windpipe. 
 
    "You speak our language?" the male asked. 
 
    "Amnay taught me well," she replied, planting her hands on her hips, trying to affect the same effortless confidence than Stella and Aurora seemed naturally capable of. "And if you let him go, if you work with him, he is your best chance at finding your son again. And so am I. We know where he is, and we know how to get back there." 
 
    Amnay strained to look at her, as if to say, we do? 
 
    The male considered. Some of the tension went out of his face, and then it also went out of his arm. Amnay fell back on his haunches, breathing hard and rubbing his throat. His eyes were watering, and it was a moment before he could speak. 
 
    "I'm sorry," he said. "I never wanted bad things to come from my work. It is my fault entirely." 
 
    Kozue took one step forward; the servant, knowing his place, threw up his hands and left the room. 
 
    "It isn't his fault," Kozue said, meeting the male's eyes, hoping her semi-fluency in his language would distract him from the fact she was a woman. "You can blame the Mindseat. They're in such a hurry to build this web of theirs that they haven't given enough thought to safety." 
 
    Amnay nodded, clearing his throat. He spoke to the male. "Your troubles will be the catalyst for greater precautions." 
 
    "The world my son went to," the male said. "Where is it?" 
 
    "Not unreasonably far from here," Amnay replied. "Much closer than we might have thought. We haven't kept tabs on it. Do you know the story of the cold planet, the one where we nearly went extinct? And where the warrior class rose to power?" 
 
    The male looked shocked. If not for the grief of losing his son, he probably would have laughed. "That's where he is?" he asked. "We all nearly died there, Amnay! The creatures..." 
 
    "The creatures in that area were all killed. They are not what your son will have to fight against. He will have to fight cold, wind, hunger, loneliness. But," he continued, "if we leave now, we can reach him in just a few days." 
 
    Kozue stared at him. She knew for a fact that the cold planet wasn't nearly that close. But she could tell he was speaking the truth. He had a plan of some kind. She just had to trust him. 
 
    The male stood up, looking briefly toward his wife. 
 
    "Then you'll go," he said. "And if you come back without him, you will be dead, too." 
 
    Amnay nodded. "His safety is my first priority." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Light years away, the Menin child wandered blindly through the savage blizzard that had descended on him. He had no way of knowing whether he was going in circles. The wind was so ferocious that, by the time he could even create a circle, his old tracks would have been erased completely. 
 
    The storm was a circular wall that seemed to follow him, always keeping him in the middle of a tiny pocket of visibility. The avalanche had buried every boulder, stump or other feature that could have been used as a landmark. 
 
    Shivering violently, the boy walked along on feet he could no longer feel. And it was a good thing he couldn't; they were terribly damaged. If he stayed still too long, the wet flap of skin that had been flayed from his right sole would start to freeze to the ground and, when he tried to step away and peel it off, he would feel, and he would scream. He would scream for his mother and father, who were further from hearing his cries than any parent in history. 
 
    His towel had already fused to his body, and he was terrified to try and remove it. It was a straitjacket, holding his aching arms crossed over his chest. His elbows and shoulders were battered from taking the brunt of every fall, and there had been many. Too many to count. His thoughts were scattered, his mind splintered into a million useless pieces. He could only do one thing — walk. He couldn't even hope. All else was gone, besides the simple, mechanical action of stepping forward. 
 
    Every now and then, his mind would form a coherent thought. And it was always the same thought, over and over. He was going to die. It would happen in a matter of minutes. 
 
    Even the cold had left him. At first, he felt simply numb, and then the sensation of burning came. The death of tissue, crystals of ice growing under the surface of his skin. Now the burning was gone, too. He felt warm. Hot, even. And the urge to peel the towel away grew stronger. He fought it, for fear that it would peel all his skin off with it and leave him as an abomination of bare muscle and blood and burning nerves exposed to the frigid bite of the wind. 
 
    Yes, he would die soon. A sense of calm and comfort would come over him and finally drive away this terrible heat. 
 
    Meanwhile, he walked on. Without even knowing he was doing so. 
 
    He had no doubt his father would come. Wherever here was, he would get here as fast as possible. Faster, even. He would find a new way to get here that no one had thought of. Anything to reach his son all the sooner. But it wouldn't be soon enough. Not even close. 
 
    By now the child was used to seeing things, hearing things, even smelling things that weren't there. Or that he didn't think were there, or care. He had been aware for a while now of darting shapes at the edge of visibility, where the blasting snow drowned out the world. The shapes were big and black and they moved like phantoms. Noiseless. Silent. But the boy was fairly certain they weren't actually there. 
 
    Another time, he had been thinking of his mother. And then his sister, and the way her bath water smelled. And suddenly he could smell it, strong and warm and humid. And he could even hear the splash of excited fists slapping the surface of the water, and the giggle as she looked up and saw the look of mock surprise and outrage on their mother's face... 
 
    Now he could smell something acrid and a little sweet. Something burning. It wasn't anything he had ever smelled before. It was something brand new. 
 
    It took him a considerable amount of time to realize that this meant the smell was real. 
 
    He kept plodding onward, dragging his wounded feet and frost-burned body along like a puppeteer controlling a corpse, something long dead and half rotten. 
 
    The dark, darting shapes were all around him now. Closing in like the embrace of death. Coming ever closer in the cold, in the dark, in the silence between gusts of wind. 
 
    Then one of them came even closer. Close enough to see the red eyes, the huge dark mouth full of teeth. The child finally knew something besides cold and burning and heat. He knew fear, and he let it out in a ragged gasp that was the closest thing to a scream he was capable of. 
 
    He started to run. But it wasn't fast enough to be a run. It was hardly even a walk. But it was a small step up, at least, from the frozen shambling of a moment before. 
 
    The beasts could have caught him. They moved quickly and fluidly, unbothered by the cold. They didn't make a sound, not even a faint growl, but the boy had an idea that they were hungry. Very hungry. And that they had been waiting for him for a very, very long time. But they could wait. They were patient. And they enjoyed watching him suffer. 
 
    The smoke smell grew strong. A plume of it drifted on the wind, thin and ragged here but denser up ahead. He followed the wisps of gray, followed his nose, shivering and aching again now. Feeling pain like he had never felt before. But it was helpful. It kept him lucid enough to keep walking. 
 
    There were structures up ahead, obviously not natural. One was small and collapsible. A Menin tent, used by colonists for temporary lodging when they landed on a new world. The other could have been built by any creatures with opposable thumbs and a moderately advanced brain. It was a house made of logs, cut and stripped from the trees that grew here in scattered, dense thickets. The lodge itself was tucked up in the arms of one of those thickets, in a small U-shaped clearing. 
 
    The clearing's open mouth yawned and beckoned. There was a trail there, leading toward the house. It was faint but discernible, which meant it must have been cleared very recently. Someone was here. Someone was home. And they were burning something. Fire meant warmth. Warmth meant survival. 
 
    The boy hurled himself toward the house, using the dead weight momentum of his dying body to get him the last few meters. He felt wind again at his back, but it wasn't any ordinary wind. It was too narrow, too close, with too much weight behind it. It was a hand, or a paw, swiping through the air just behind him. The boy screeched and bound forward with the last shreds of fearful strength available to him. 
 
    His foot caught on something and down he went, crashing face first into under-layers of snow that had been compressed by the weight of feet. His toe was still tangled in whatever it was that had tripped him up, and he scrambled his body backward like an inchworm to extricate himself. 
 
    The thing that tripped him was a band of rubbery material, three inches wide, flat, and flexible. The only reason it had tripped him was that its other ends trailed into deep snow, anchored by weight and ice. He recognized the thing. His father had installed one on the threshold of their door. It was pressure activated and warned him whenever someone was coming in. 
 
    A presence rose at his back. A creature coming to salivate over him. He pulled his bloody, frozen foot free and crawled forward, hooking numb fingers into the snow. 
 
    Yellow light spilled over him, spreading in a wedge as the door to the house opened. A figure stood there, too small to be an adult Menin. It was silhouetted by the light at its back. 
 
    A pinpoint of blue fire flashed, and the boy saw the weapon held in the figure's hands. It was a Menin arc-lance, a distance weapon that was only ever used by colonists. On the ship, such weapons were considered to be useful only for cowards. 
 
    But the boy was thankful for the invention now. A blue ball of fire and plasma built at its end and then shot forward, arcing perfectly through the air and catching one of beasts in the middle of its dark, furry chest. It burst into flame, raising its huge triple-jointed arms toward the sky and letting out a scream fit to bring another avalanche down from the mountains. 
 
    The blaze of fire lit the area, casting the wall of night and storm back a bit further, revealing the horde of monsters that prowled the forests and fields of snow. A legion of them, terrible, pulsing black like puddles of oil. 
 
    The creature in the doorway let the tip of the lance down and beckoned to the lost child. It called out words in a language that he did not know... but one which was vaguely familiar. They were words that did not need translating. She was beckoning, encouraging him onward. 
 
    As the first light of the house fell on his blue hands, the boy stared in wonder. He thought he would never see light again, or ever know what it was like to be dry and warm without crystals of snow driving constantly into his face. 
 
    When he was within ten feet of the door, the creature inside took pity and ran out to retrieve him. She grabbed him with one hand, keeping the lance ready in the other. 
 
    "Help me," the boy said as her surprisingly strong arm crinkled the frozen towel against him. "I'm dying." 
 
    The creature carried him in through the door and kicked it shut. The place was small, a single room, ten feet by six. A roaring, crackling fire in a wide hearth did a wonderful job of warming the space. In fact, it was almost too hot. In a moment, the boy felt water trickling down his legs as his towel thawed. He began to shiver violently, feeling his bones ache. The creature pushed him up close to the fire and tossed a blanket over him. It had a familiar smell, texture, and weight. It was a Menin blanket. 
 
    But this creature was definitely not Menin. Now that they were in the light, and now that she pulled her hastily donned coat off and tossed it aside, the boy saw that she was a human. He stared in wonder at her alien features, all the more strange because of how eerily similar they were to his own. Her yellowish hair, her green-brown eyes that caught the light and seemed to shed it in a more brilliant form, her white skin and pink mouth. Everything about her was exotic and strange, including her size. She was barely larger than the boy. 
 
    She descended on him like his own mother, practically harassing him in her need to make him safe. First she delicately, gently peeled the towel away. Then she used a fresh, dry one to mop the last of the ice melt away. She offered him a few garments of her own clothes to cover his naked body, but as soon as the rough cloth touched his skin he yelped in pain. She said something apologetic and just let him remain naked under the blanket. She made a nest for him on the floor and lay him in it, offering a cup of warm water freshly heated on the fire. 
 
    As he drank and occasionally tried to wiggle his toes to see if they would work, the human started scrounging around in a crate of supplies. In a few minutes, after making a huge mess on the floor around her, she finally came up with a Menin translator. It took a bit of fiddling but it finally came on, just in time to try and fail to translate a series of epithets that erupted from the woman's mouth. 
 
    She looked over, cheeks going red for a moment, and then approached with the same gingerness one might use when coming up to a wild, wounded animal. The boy laughed at her, and that made her laugh, too. She sat cross-legged in front of him, adjusted the volume on the translator, and spoke. 
 
    "How did you get here?" she asked. 
 
    The boy was prepared for that question. 
 
    "The portal," he said. "Amnay's doorway." 
 
    The human looked confused. That was another thing that didn't need translating; the expression was the same across any boundary of race. 
 
    "Portal? It shouldn't have been activated. It was meant to have been decommissioned." 
 
    It was the boy's turn to look confused. 
 
    "But there is no need for you to worry about any of that," the human said, reaching out to gently pat his head. "You're just a frightened child who needs some rest. And probably some food... I'm sure I could whip something up." 
 
    The boy shook his head. "I'm not hungry. And I'm not stupid. And I'm only a little bit scared." 
 
    The human looked at him for a long moment with a little smile on her face. 
 
    "You're so much like the others," she said, reaching out to touch him again but not quite making contact. "Stubborn. Curious to a fault. You need to feel in control of everything, even when there is no control to be found anywhere... But I can tell you what you wish to know. You must have heard about the fugitive, the human who murdered her male owner." 
 
    "You're the one they call Sybil?" the boy asked in awe. 
 
    "They call me that because it's my name. And you must have a name as well." 
 
    The boy swelled with pride. "I'm Eskin. Named after my father." 
 
    The human named Sybil laughed. "I'm sure your mother never gets confused." 
 
    "But she does," Eskin replied. "All the time! But I guess we do, too. She'll call Eskin! and we'll both look around at her. Usually only one of us is in trouble, though." 
 
    Sybil smiled and nodded through this. With her index finger, she flicked the translator off and spoke in her own voice, in perfect Menin. 
 
    "I'm sure she's a lovely woman, Eskin." 
 
    The boy stared, feeling his mouth drop open. 
 
    "You can speak our language?" he asked. 
 
    Sybil nodded. "I can." 
 
    "My father said humans were too dumb to learn it." 
 
    "Well, Eskin, I appreciate the senior Eskin's lack of self-censoring. On earth, we call that 'brutal honesty', which is usually just an excuse to insult other people. But in this case, your father was wrong. Obviously, I have learned your language." 
 
    "But how?" Eskin asked. 
 
    Sybil shrugged. "It's my job. It's the reason my people sent me to meet your people. I am good with languages." She held up the translator, smiling fondly at it. "With the help of my friend, here, I was able to teach myself. I still need it every now and then. There are some words I can just never seem to remember." 
 
    "Do you think you can teach me your language, too?" Eskin asked. 
 
    Sybil smiled. "My boy, I don't think you need to know it." 
 
    Eskin shook his head. "My father said I might have to. He said that humans are going to be part of our lives for a long time, maybe forever. Whether we like it or not." 
 
    Sybil sat forward, setting the translator down. "He said that? Perhaps I've been gone longer than I thought. Tell me, Eskin... What's happening now? What is the state of affairs on your ship?" 
 
    "State of what?" 
 
    Sybil's eyelids fluttered. "What's happening? How are things between Menin and humankind?" 
 
    "Good, I guess. There's this big plan the Mindseat keeps talking about, to bring the two races together and make them partners." 
 
    Sybil sat back again, raising her eyebrows. "I'm pleasantly surprised. I had feared my own transgressions would cause more problems." 
 
    "Oh, they're still after you," Eskin said. "They're still looking. I wouldn't want to be you when they finally figure out where you're hiding." 
 
    "As long as the other women are fine," Sybil said, "I'm okay with whatever fate the universe has laid out for me." 
 
    But suddenly she leaned forward with keen interest, defying the indifference of her words. 
 
    "Tell me now," she said. "How did you get here? What happened to bring you to me in such a horrible place?" 
 
    Eskin steeled himself and told her what little he knew. And what little he remembered. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Stella realized suddenly that Gyrch had stopped talking and that her translator, other than picking up a word of distant conversation now and then, was silent. 
 
    She trawled back through her short term memory, trying to pick out the exact moment when the story had ended. Gyrch now stared at her with a wry smile, shaking his head just a little from side to side. A barely perceptible motion. Far more subtle than what any male of the warrior class was capable of. 
 
    "And they all lived happily ever after," Gyrch said. 
 
    Stella made a face. "Sorry." 
 
    "You weren't listening. My senses tell me you tuned out entirely somewhere around the second paragraph." 
 
    Stella shrugged. "I was just distracted by how cute you are. Gimme a break, huh?" 
 
    "It's a good story. You missed it." 
 
    "Just read it again. I'll listen this time, I promise. On my mother's life." 
 
    "You and your mother have a poor relationship, so you've told me. As a result, your oath means little." 
 
    "Fuck you and your perfect memory! Just read it again." 
 
    "It's a very long story. At least twenty-thousand words. I'm proud that I was able to distract you for that long. And I am most definitely not going to read it again." 
 
    Stella smiled. "Whatsamatter, mouth too tired to keep talking? You don't usually have that problem, big mouth on you and all." 
 
    Gyrch stuck his tongue out at her and waggled it in a very suggestive manner, miming one of his preferred activities. And one of Stella's, as well. But for a rarity, sex wasn't the first thing on her mind. And Gyrch, no matter how cute, was not the primary source of her distraction. 
 
    It was Ignu. 
 
    And if she told anyone that, they might take it the wrong way. Gyrch especially. But it wasn't that way at all. A teenaged Stella might have been impressed with Ignu, his raw strength and sexual energy, but she wasn't that troubled, emotionally damaged girl any longer. 
 
    It all had to do with something she had seen. Something she still wasn't sure she was supposed to see. But the nature of it, and the source of the vision, made everything fuzzy in regards to predestination. 
 
    A network of AIs observed the universe and predicted events to a degree of accuracy so high it was safe to call it perfect. It was called the Predictive Web. The creation of Amnay's portals had made the Web's accuracy drop precipitously, and that was the only thing that kept Stella from acting on what she had seen; a predicted scene, Ignu falling to the floor with many bleeding wounds, another male standing near him in a triumphant stance... 
 
    It had not yet happened. And enough time had passed that Stella felt reasonably confident that it wouldn't happen at all. But there was always that one little shred of doubt. It never went away. And sometimes, when she wasn't looking at it, it had a way of collecting steam and growing bigger in the back of her head. Like an asbestos fiber accreting scar tissue around it. 
 
    It wasn't that Ignu was a particularly vulnerable individual. Ditto for the woman who loved him, if it could be called love. At any rate, it was the closest thing to love that either Ignu or Aurora was capable of, and that was good enough for them. They were perfect for each other. And they were happy. It was far from Stella to wish harm on either of them. 
 
    So, she had done her best to stay close to them. The four of them had become fairly close during their time on Titan; they had even lived in the same rooms together, so this proximity wasn't too difficult to achieve. Rarely did Aurora and Ignu go anywhere without Stella and Gyrch following behind, other than their private room. 
 
    The vision had placed Ignu in a public hall at the time of his injuries. And the presence of the other male said it would mostly likely happen during an ordinary challenge. If Ignu was challenged, Stella wouldn't be able to do anything to stop it. But she would at least know when the challenge came. Perhaps, she could convince Ignu to take a little extra precaution, to not be so damn cocky, to realize he was not actually invincible. And for fear that he would be challenged when she wasn't around, she favored the simple solution of always being around. 
 
    Gyrch had noticed this forced closeness. He was far too smart and, as a result of his life as a servant, too observant to miss it. But he had said nothing. He had an unconditional trust in Stella that had astounded her, until she realized that unconditional trust was a necessary part of his station on this ship. 
 
    Another Menin male might have been annoyed about the lack of privacy involved in always being in the presence of others, but Gyrch did not yet feel comfortable enough to be affectionate in public, anyway. It wasn't a problem. Not yet. 
 
    She had been running through all these thoughts while Gyrch read the story. And, at the end, she was back to the old problem; should she return to Titan, talk to Richard and Todd, try to get more answers? The Web, by now, ought to be well on its way back to normal function. Perhaps she could learn something that would put her fears to rest. 
 
    And now she was back to thinking again. She shook herself out of it, pulled her hand off Gyrch's thigh, and twisted in her chair to look behind her. 
 
    Ignu and Aurora were still there, still looking through books that had been brought from the human ship. Or rather Aurora was looking through books; Ignu was just sitting back, happy to have his woman in his lap where she belonged. It had been her idea to come here after Amnay's ceremony, and so Gyrch and Stella followed. 
 
    Ignu was staring at the back of Aurora's head, smiling as he listened to her voice. She read aloud in English. They had no translator, at least none that was switched on, and so Ignu was merely hearing cadence and inflection. 
 
    The Dutchwoman wore a wide, spreading dress. One of the garments she had brought with her on the human ship, something she had planned to use for seducing the alien males. The skirt of it was now flared around Ignu's lap like the petals of a sunflower. For all Stella could see, he might be buried to the hilt inside the Dutchwoman right now. What looked to be the idle bouncing of feet could just be a way of slowly, stealthily fucking her. In fact, Stella would be more surprised if that wasn't exactly what was going on. The two were incorrigible, unquenchable, tireless in their lust. And utterly shameless. 
 
    Sometimes, Stella was jealous. Envious that they could be so public with their love, when she and Gyrch must hide theirs out of fear. A servant taking as desirable a female as Stella would cause outrage. And Menin outrage was a potent thing. No one had seen Sybil in weeks, and yet none of the anger against her had faded. 
 
    As Stella watched, Aurora suddenly stopped reading and let out a long, shuddering sigh. Ignu grinned, pushing his hips upward. Plunging deeper into her. There was no question about it now. They were having sex. And now Ignu was staring at Stella, asking her a silent question; what are you going to do about it? 
 
    Well, she wasn't one to be shown up. She reached out and grabbed Gyrch's crotch. He jumped in surprise, looking at her with an expression of fear on his face. An expression which was quickly mirrored by Ignu and then, a moment later, by Aurora herself. Even in the crashing waves of her orgasm. 
 
    Stella followed their gaze and found herself looking into the stunned face of another male. She did not recognize him, but with his armor and his scars he was clearly of the warrior class. His eyes were on her, and they began to burn with an extreme passion that was either lust or violent anger. Perhaps both. 
 
    He was so confident in the righteousness of his impulses that he did not hesitate. He strode forward, planting a foot on Gyrch's chest and using the powerful muscles in his leg to shove the servant against the wall. 
 
    "What is this cur doing with the concubine of a warrior?" he asked to no one in particular. His hand shot out, grabbing a handful of Stella's hair and pulling up. She had no choice but to stand or have her hair ripped out. So, she stood. 
 
    "Slych released me," Stella said. "I'm no one's concubine." 
 
    By the way Gyrch's eyebrows knitted together, she knew she had said the wrong thing. But she didn't think there was any right thing she could have said. And keeping her mouth shut would accomplish nothing. 
 
    "Then you will be mine," the male said, grinning at her, showing gaps in his teeth and a tongue that was missing a few chunks, as though a squirrel had gone nibbling on it. Or a victim, defending herself. 
 
    Gyrch had warned her this would happen. He had brought up the risks of staying on the Menin ship many times. It had been years since Stella had let fear dictate her actions, but perhaps she should have started that habit up again. 
 
    The male stared cruelly down at her, appraising her body and deeming it desirable. His manhood, snaked with veins, had fallen into view when he pushed Gyrch against the wall. It now grew and pulsed to life like a cobra rising from a snake charmer's basket as he thought about what he would do with the bounty that had all but fallen into his lap. 
 
    There was a clapping sound. Aurora's shoes striking the floor. Ignu set her down and rose to his feet, uncoiling to his towering height. His manhood showed, too, larger than that of the other male and glistening with the juices of sex. He came forward, pushing Aurora safely behind him. 
 
    "The servant is working under me," Ignu said. "In every way that matters, Stella can be considered my concubine. If you wish to have her, you know what you must do." 
 
    The male, smiling nastily, took his foot away from Gyrch. The servant sat forward again, holding onto intense anger, obviously suppressing the urge to fight back. 
 
    Stella, standing on her tiptoes and holding onto the male's wrist to avoid having her hair torn from her scalp, tried to communicate with her eyes. Her words would achieve nothing, other than making Ignu look like a weakling who could not handle his property. She tried to meet his eyes, to broadcast a warning that he would hear. And inevitably ignore. 
 
    And then she was released. She fell into her chair beside Gyrch, clapping hands to her aching scalp and rubbing furiously. 
 
    "I will not challenge you today, Ignu," the male said. 
 
    Ignu smiled. "Then leave before I challenge you, instead. If you even have any concubines to give me." 
 
    The male looked ready to make a rebuttal, but decided against it. He turned and stormed away, tossing a book he had been carrying to the floor. Gyrch waited until he was gone, then rushed forward to put the book back where it belonged on the shelves. He took his sweet time, leaving Stella to deal with the social ramifications. He didn't understand them. 
 
    "Thank you," she said to Ignu. 
 
    He shrugged. "Thank Aurora, not me. I did it for her sake. That worm will not bother you again. But I cannot say the same for your servant friend. If I were you, I would keep an eye on him. Or perhaps flee the ship altogether." 
 
    Stella nodded as though accepting his words. But some of them rang hollow. No matter what he said or how he acted, she knew he liked Gyrch. And her. 
 
    He began to turn away, returning to his woman, but he thought of something and turned back. 
 
    "Why haven't you gone already?" he asked. "What's keeping you here? There's nothing good for you on this ship, only threats and danger. You have to keep your love a secret. Why stay?" 
 
    Stella shrugged. She was not prepared to tell him. Paradox and prescience were not boxes she wanted to open just then. 
 
    "This is where everything's happening," she said. 
 
    Ignu either accepted this completely, or else he decided he had better things to do. In a moment, he was back in the same seat as before, pulling at his cock while he waited for Aurora to settle in. 
 
    But she didn't have a chance. The nearby door opened, and Amnay and Kozue came walking in. Far from the gleeful, overwhelmed expression they'd had at the ceremony, they now seemed quite morose. Resigned to something. 
 
    "Busy day at the library," Aurora commented, straightening out her dress. 
 
    Ignu grumbled wordlessly and tucked his organ back into the pouch of the loincloth he wore. 
 
    "Unfortunately, we aren't here to read," said Amnay. "We would like to extend an invitation to all of you. If you would care to join us." 
 
    "We need your help," Kozue broke in. "That's what he's trying to say." 
 
    Amnay glanced at her, cheeks turning color. "Well, we don't need your help. But we would like it. An urgent matter has come up which necessitates a trip to a planet several star systems over, linearly. But in order to get there in time, we'll need to make a stop elsewhere." 
 
    "Get there in time for what?" asked Aurora, rubbing her chin with both hands and as a result pushing her huge breasts upward toward the neckline of her dress. Her nipples were still erect from her earlier arousal, showing dark pink through the sheer whitish fabric. Ignu stared hungrily at them. 
 
    "A Menin child has been stranded on a hostile world," Kozue said, in stark contrast to the lusty thoughts running through Ignu's mind. "Long story short, he went through a portal, and then the receiver on his end broke. He's stuck and probably already dead." 
 
    "But you're still going to look for him?" asked Aurora. "Sounds like a waste of energy and time to me. Menin die every day." 
 
    Kozue's mouth fell open in disgust. "Not children. And not because of cold." 
 
    At the word cold, Gyrch perked up from his place near a distant shelf and hung on every word. 
 
    "And we don't have a choice," Kozue went on. "We have to at least try. We came to ask if any of you would join us. The more searchers we have, the better." 
 
    Aurora shook her head. "There are plenty of Menin who would go with you, my little sweet thing. Ask them and maybe they'll even give you a ride." 
 
    Amnay approached the Dutchwoman, putting out a finger and sticking it in her face. Ignu flinched in his spot, getting ready to move into action, but Aurora gestured him back. 
 
    "Kozue is not eligible for concubinage," Amnay said. "Keep your dirty thoughts to yourself." 
 
    Aurora scoffed, raising one eyebrow and putting her hands on her hips. "Someone's insecure. Don't you think you're enough of a man for her, Amnay?" 
 
    "I know that I am," he replied. "But that doesn't mean I will stand for your abuse. I have had quite enough of it in my life here. No more. Especially not from you." 
 
    Despite Aurora's gestures, Ignu had stood up anyway. And now he put a hand on Amnay's shoulder, squeezing hard. "It's time for you to go," Ignu said. "Before I am forced to come to Aurora's rescue." 
 
    But from the smile on his face, the prospect was a pleasant one. 
 
    Amnay apologized, bowing backward and away, and apologized again. "I do not wish to bring any animosity between us," he said. "Not again. I'm very sorry. The strain I am under... well, the past is the past. And the future is the world we will inhabit tomorrow. I don't want it to be a hostile place." 
 
    "Stop talking," said Ignu. "It won't save you. Just leave." 
 
    Amnay looked at Kozue, waited for her to nod, and bowed his way straight out of the library. He shut the door. The sound of his feet, clapping along the hall floor, echoed and died away. And then several more moments passed. No one moved or said a word. 
 
    Eventually it was too much to bear. Stella reached for the first thing she thought of to break the silence. 
 
    "You look good, Kozy," she said. 
 
    Kozue smiled, but her eyes were on Aurora. "Amnay thinks so. He also thinks that everyone on this ship secretly hates him. So, if you could go a bit easy, it would be appreciated." 
 
    "Easy?" Aurora tapped her chin. "I thought that was easy. There are so many other things I could have said." 
 
    Kozue sighed. "It was still uncalled for." 
 
    "Why take it so seriously, Kozue? Unless, of course, there was some truth to what I said..." 
 
    Kozue took another step toward the Dutchwoman. A step too far. She had to crane her neck backwards to maintain eye contact. 
 
    "Are you going to help, or not?" she asked. "Simple question. Simple answer." 
 
    "No," Aurora replied. "Ignu and I are staying right here. If we decide we want to go on a trip, there are much nicer places to go than some frozen hellhole. And much better things to do than pry a purple popsicle out of the ice." 
 
    Kozue shook her head, stepping past the Dutchwoman. "Unbelievable." 
 
    "What?" Aurora said. "You asked, I answered." 
 
    But Kozue wasn't listening. She walked up to Stella. The two had been thick as thieves once. And not even so long ago. But events had driven them apart and set them on different paths. Both young women were different, now. They had matured in separate places. Stella on Titan, Kozue on an unnamed world where she had nearly died. 
 
    "Would you like to come?" Kozue asked. "You don't have to." 
 
    Stella touched her old friend's shoulder, remembering the times they giggled and joked together like two middle-schoolers. They had been much too old for it, but in a way they were simply reliving an innocent childhood that they had both been deprived of. 
 
    "I can't," Stella said. "Something happened. I saw something. And now I have to stay. I can't say more than that." 
 
    "Simple question, simple answer," said Kozue. "One of these days, we need to take a break from everything and catch up." 
 
    "When there's a break to be had." 
 
    Kozue rolled her eyes and put an imaginary gun barrel to her temple. They had a laugh together. Not a schoolgirl giggle. Just a reasonable chuckle. And then Kozue left the library, her short, muscled legs carrying her gracefully along. 
 
    "Went away a girl," Stella said quietly, "came back a woman." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Kozue stopped outside of the library, looking around to find Amnay. She didn't see him, but she knew where he must have gone from the echoing sounds of a nearby conversation. She turned left and went around the corner, expecting to find him speaking with the father of the missing boy, or Uklu, or one of the other elders. 
 
    But it was Slych he was speaking with, taller and meaner and wearing much less clothing. Kozue hadn't had much of an occasion to interact with this other male. All she knew of him was that he was a great fighter and had been gracious enough not to kill Amnay immediately upon his return to the ship. 
 
    There was clearly some tension left between them. They stood a bit too far away for friends, and not close enough for enemies. Amnay was stiff, talking but not making eye contact. But tension was all it was. A bit of uncertainty. There was no sign of any past animosity. 
 
    "Slych heard about the boy," Amnay said when Kozue arrived. "He wishes to help." 
 
    Slych nodded to Kozue then looked back at Amnay. "Does she not have a translator?" 
 
    Amnay smiled but said nothing. He left the floor open for Kozue. 
 
    "I don't need one," she said. 
 
    Slych seemed totally unbothered and unmoved by this. Which was actually quite refreshing. He just gave her another nod, a miniature bow of recognition. 
 
    "I have moved beyond what I was before," he said. "Once a warrior, now only a Menin. The tribes we separated ourselves into were useful, once. In a distant time, a more troubled time, we needed to nurture our aggression and violence to survive. But I think that isn't important anymore. Any barrier that exists between a Menin and his fellows can and should be brought down." 
 
    He looked around, fondly regarding his surroundings. 
 
    "My ship," he said, a twinkle in his eye that might have been a tear. "I love it. And I have loved my life here. Perhaps I am only getting old... or the love of a good woman has softened me. But the thought of seeing blood spilled ever again on these floors, or splashed on these walls, fills me with dread. I will not challenge anymore." 
 
    Kozue returned his nod. "I applaud your maturity, Slych. And once again, I thank you for the mercy you've shown Amnay. I wish that every male on this ship saw things as you do. But they don't. What if you're challenged again?" 
 
    Slych folded his arms, frowning. "I have thought of that already. And I have seen the thirst growing in the eyes of a few other males. They see that I have something that they don't have, and they lack the foresight to see that the progress of the near future will bring more human concubines... So, I welcome any opportunity to spend some time away." 
 
    "I see," Kozue said, smiling. "You have your own motives." 
 
    Slych shrugged. "Perhaps I would have come, anyway. But now the choice is easy." His eyes flicked down and to his right, as though looking for something that wasn't there. "Tina would have forced me into it, I'm sure." 
 
    "That reminds me," Kozue said quickly, before the subject could change. "How is Tina? I rarely see her. And I can't even remember the last time we spoke." 
 
    "I often ask myself the same question," Slych admitted. "She never even leaves our room unless I am going with her. I suppose it is just in her nature to be solitary. Reclusive." 
 
    "She has a creative mind," Amnay put in. "And those with creative minds tend toward isolation. At least when they're in the act of creating." 
 
    Kozue nodded, smiled, agreed, and let the conversation move along. But she didn't really buy the explanation. It was too convenient, too nice and cozy. She feared that the reality of things was darker, more complex. Tina had not lived a life like Kozue had. Or like any of the other women, for that matter. 
 
    Kozue, herself, had lost count of her near-death experiences. She had long since stopped keeping track of how many stressful situations she had been in, how many disturbing and bizarre sights she had been witness to. 
 
    Stella had had a rough childhood. She didn't ever speak much about it, but Kozue got the impression that there had been abuse and neglect. She had been homeless at the time her university granted her a scholarship, the opportunity to take true control over her destiny. 
 
    Sybil had been a child of a different time. She had been raised in a transitional period, a period of doubt and many unanswered questions. Her salad days had been spent in a time of unrest, of infrastructure under government sanctioned shutdowns. That period had not lasted very long at all, thankfully, but it had been frightening. It left its mark on everyone. Sybil was used to strife, to disagreements and fighting. She was strong. 
 
    Even Aurora's life had not been all easy. But her so-called dark days had been self imposed. A period of soul searching, of traveling across Europe and Asia to find herself. All she had really found were some abusive boyfriends, a few pregnancy and disease scares, and a mugging or two. She had come through pretty much unscathed, and her experiences were tame compared to some, but the fact that she had put herself into these situations willingly said she had a certain level of fortitude. 
 
    But Tina... Tina was different. Of course, she was. She always had been, straight from the beginning. If Kozue could get in contact with the army team that had designed this mission, she might ask why Tina had been chosen at all. But she thought she could take a good guess at the answer. They needed an everyman. Or in this case, an everywoman. An ordinary person. Those army people never stopped wondering about and studying how normal people reacted in extreme situations. To them, this mission was less a diplomatic journey and more an experiment on the human condition. And the alien, as well. 
 
    Tina was a writer. She had been born in a small town to two very normal parents. She went to school, she played with her friends, she rode her bike, and she read books. When she was old enough, she started writing them. 
 
    Kozue, during the first days of the mission when she wanted to learn more about her crewmates but was too shy to ask them directly, had read an online article about Tina Cassidy. The article had called her a prodigy, considering the young age at which she had started publishing books and the objective quality of them. The commercial success didn't hurt, either, and neither did the various TV appearances and interviews which depicted a well spoken and astonishingly wise teenage girl. 
 
    But she was, at the end of the day, a normal person with a normal life. She had a small house where she lived alone. Her daily commute to work consisted of getting out of bed, putting a pot of coffee on, and shuffling down the hall to the tiny room she used as an office. Other than that, she went for walks to the park when she needed to think, or out to the movies, to the grocery store, to whatever other mundane and ordinary tasks. 
 
    The most traumatic event in her life, up until coming to the Menin ship, had been the death of her father. And even that was quite tame. He had died in his sleep, peacefully and quietly. Her mother was still alive and well. 
 
    Tina Cassidy did not have the experience or the learned toughness to thrive in a training environment, let alone in an actual hostile place. And Menin society, despite recent advances, should still be considered hostile by any human woman with half a brain. 
 
    As Amnay and Slych talked, planning out the voyage and making a list of what they needed to bring, Kozue wrestled with a difficult question. It was the question of Tina. Would she even be an asset on a trip like this, or would she be more trouble than she was worth? It was a cold thought, an almost inhuman one, but it had to be considered. 
 
    And, in a slightly more friendly light, would it even be good for Tina? Or should she stay here, hidden away in her room? 
 
    Kozue realized that she was thinking about a woman who was older than her no less as though she were a child. She slapped herself on the forehead. Slych looked at her strangely. Apparently, he didn't understand the human habit of self-flagellation. Or, as someone she knew once called it, concussive maintenance. 
 
    "We'll bring Tina," she announced. 
 
    Slych looked at her even more strangely than before. "Yes. Of course, we will. I don't wish to hear her words if I were to go without her." 
 
    Amnay, in a rare show of bravery, clapped the other male on the shoulder like an old friend. "Then you go and get her. Meet us in the hangar in an hour. We must leave as soon as possible." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    Sybil watched the child sleep. 
 
    After his ordeal in the snow and the shock of meeting her, he had been almost manically animated. Like any curious child, he had wanted to know everything, to hear an answer to every question. But he quickly succumbed to the accumulated horrors of his situation and fell asleep twenty minutes after she brought him inside. 
 
    Now, he slept. Not peacefully, but at least quietly. He did not speak or whimper, but occasionally his hands would clench and a look of fear or sadness would come to his face. Sybil watched, feeling an ache in her heart. A maternal desire that she had often felt when looking at the young, stupidly brave faces of the girls she had come to the Menin ship with. She would do anything to put this boy's life back together, to make him feel safe, to remove his pain. If it had been within her power to do so. 
 
    He was so sweet, so tender, other than a certain crude bullishness that was present in young boys everywhere. He was innocent of all sins. He should not be here, suffering as he did. That suffering should have gone to his father, or to one of thousands of other brutal Menin males. Rapists. Killers. Defilers of all that is sacred. 
 
    Sybil watched the child. For a brief, insane moment she entertained the idea of stealing him. Keeping him here forever, safe from the ravages of Menin society. He would be her child, safe and innocent forever. 
 
    Then she balled the idea up, tossed it into the recycling bin in her mind, and set about trying to figure out how she was going to get him back home. 
 
    Perhaps what he had mumbled, in the moment before he fell asleep, was true. His father would come. His father, the elder Eskin, would stop at nothing to find his boy. Yes, maybe it was true. And she hoped it was. It would remove the responsibility from her. The boy deserved to see all his childish wonder and hopes brought to life. 
 
    But it would not make her life any easier. If Eskin found his boy, he would also find her. And that would be very bad. 
 
    Even now, she could not believe she had gotten away from the Menin ship alive. 
 
    Tiptoeing, moving slowly so as not to wake the boy, Sybil moved to the far side of her little cabin and pulled her journal out from under her makeshift bed. It was a simple spiral-bound notebook, something she had brought with her on the mission in her private cargo. Each night during training, and each day after waking from the long sleep and being thrust into an alien world, she had written at least a few sentences about her thoughts and the things that were happening to her. 
 
    Only one day was missing. That was the day when Kozue appeared by magic, stepping out of a portal that suddenly burst into existence. It had been such a storm, such a confused jumble of events, that she hadn't even thought of writing in her journal until many hours afterward. 
 
    "Let's get to work," Kozue had said, and it was one of the last human sentences Sybil had heard. 
 
    Because Sybil had a translator, the Menin females heard everything. 
 
    They had belonged to the male Sybil killed, and they had been even more terrified of him than she was. When she was finally released from jail, while she was being dragged along to face some other judgment, they had come out of nowhere. Dressed in veils which covered their faces, the females had been truly brave and strong for the first time in their lives. They had liberated Sybil from her guards and dragged her back to her ship. 
 
    And that was where she had been, plotting with Tide, trying to figure out a way of getting herself and her rescuers out of the mess they were in. The irony of it was that the Mindseat, whom she had thought was her greatest enemy, was the only reason she hadn't been immediately dragged out of the ship and torn to shreds. 
 
    Now Kozue was here, pulling her wordlessly toward the portal she had come through. The other females followed. Tall Unae, shy Ahcka, and beautiful Tula, the youngest of them. They had fled the portal at first, frightened by it and the tiny human that stood on the other side, but soon they returned. The Menin were a strange race, superstitious and traditional but even quicker to adapt to new things than humans. 
 
    They went through together, all five women, into the Menin library. 
 
    "We can't stay here," Sybil whispered back and forth. "I know it's a place of learning, which means none of those brutes from outside the hangar would come here. But still..." 
 
    "Working on it," Kozue said, fumbling with a huge remote control. She was not a large woman by any means, and her hands had trouble reaching the buttons. 
 
    "What is it?" Unae asked. "This strange doorway? How can it be?" 
 
    Kozue didn't answer. She found a button on her control and hit it. The world beyond the portal was erased, replaced by a foggy gray emptiness. But that only lasted for a second. Soon, a new world built itself in place of the old. It looked like the inside of a metal teepee, full of machines Sybil didn't recognize. 
 
    "Come on," Kozue said. She stepped aside, gesturing for them all to go through. 
 
    Sybil went. The Menin women followed her, as faithful a trio of friends as she could have asked for. 
 
    Kozue followed at the rear. But she did not step all the way through. She plunged only her left side past the threshold, using her right hand to hold herself inside the library. 
 
    "Wait here," she said quietly. "Don't make any noise. I'll be back. And I'll bring a friend." 
 
    She withdrew, hit a button, and then the portal died, showing a blank wall. 
 
    So, Sybil and her friends did as they were told. They waited. But they were not silent. The Menin women started to wander, more curious than frightened now, touching machines and occasionally bumping into things. They would freeze whenever they heard distant sounds, the shouting of Menin voices from beyond the metal tent, but would start right back up again a moment later. 
 
    "Would you stop that?" Sybil finally snapped, using her motherly, leader's voice. The kind that had often made Stella and Kozue cringe in fear and Aurora roll her eyes. 
 
    The other women stopped. They came to sit down, whispering to one another, trying to solve the mystery of the portal. And Sybil was doing the same inside her own mind. It was clearly a Menin invention, and by the reaction of the other women, it must be something new. 
 
    And Kozue had something to do with it. 
 
    The Japanese-American woman did not reappear for another hour, at least. The Menin found a bucket and used it to empty their bladders. Then, smiling and giggling in delight, they discovered hidden beneath a blanket a folder carrying many lewd depictions of other Menin women. It was accompanied by a small pot of something that looked almost like petroleum jelly. They found this so amusing that they nearly brought the tent down with the trembling of their suppressed laughter. 
 
    The portal finally returned to life. Kozue came through, sweaty and out of breath, dragging a Menin male behind her. Sybil's gut rose to her throat, and her adrenaline spiked. An adapted response to seeing one of these brutish creatures. 
 
    Her eyes widened in fear, and the adrenaline sharpened her senses. And so, she was able to get a very clear, concise look at the male. In a moment, she realized that she had nothing to worry about. 
 
    He ducked his head to get through the portal, looking between the women in his tent with a grin that could only be described as sheepish. When he saw the folder and the pot of jelly the Menin women were laughing over, his expression changed to one of horror. Sybil grinned at that, feeling vindication that it was finally a male's turn to feel fear. 
 
    The male rushed forward, taking the folder and pot and stuffing them back under the blanket. He looked over at Kozue, apparently expecting a response of some kind, but she was too busy fiddling with the remote to have even witnessed this event. The male let out a breath, his shoulders sagging with relief. 
 
    "There we go," Kozue said. She had found the power button and disabled the portal. Now, she turned to face the room. "I can explain this." 
 
    "Please do," said Sybil. "Is it safe here? Where are we?" 
 
    "It's safe," the male said. "Temporarily. But you cannot stay here. I'll have to look over my other feeds, see if I can find an old one we might be able to use..." 
 
    And he vanished around the other side of the portal. Sybil heard the sound of rummaging, as though he were looking for something. Paperwork, maybe. Notes he had left for himself in the past. 
 
    "While Amnay's doing that," Kozue said, "let me try explain..." 
 
    And she had started to tell them what she knew. But they were interrupted by a heavy knock on the door, a worried voice. The translator caught enough words for Sybil to get the general idea. Someone outside needed help. It had nothing to do with the hidden women, but it wasn't something Amnay could ignore. Especially not when they started jiggling the door handle, checking if it was locked. 
 
    "Just a moment!" Amnay called. "Don't come in." 
 
    He came rushing out from behind the portal wall, looking through files in one of those funny, transparent books. 
 
    "There are few options," he said quietly. "Only one, really. Your best chance. You will be found on any world, given enough time. But hopefully your exile will be temporary. When human-Menin relationships grow stronger, when your sins are forgotten or perhaps forgiven, we will return to bring you back. But until then..." 
 
    He didn't need to say any more. Another heavy knock at the door and a wail of pain, made the situation more urgent. Someone was hurt — they needed whatever expertise Amnay had. Apparently, judging off the things he had in his tent, he was an expert in several areas. 
 
    Using his remote, he entered a coded and confusing pattern of inputs. The portal shimmered into existence, and this time the scene was some place that could have been the Himalayas, the Swiss alps, the deepest heart of wild Alaska... wherever it was, it was obviously cold. And hostile to any form of life not perfectly adapted to it. 
 
    "Amnay," Kozue said. "Is that the place I think it is?" 
 
    Amnay nodded and turned to Sybil with a grave look on his face. "You have to make a choice between certain death at the hands of the Menin, or possible death in the cold. Unfortunately, I have no better choice to offer you right now." He glanced toward the portal, staring into the swirling blizzard. "There were beasts there once. And death. But now there is only the cold. If you can find a way to survive it, if you can find a safe place..." 
 
    "You'll come back for us," Sybil said. "Both of you will." 
 
    Kozue nodded. Amnay copied the gesture. Then, as a new series of knocks sounded at the door, he ran over to open it a crack. He offered the people outside some placating remark, shut the door again, and then started rushing around the room. Gathering various supplies, items that might be useful. He shoved all of these into whatever bags or boxes he could find and started to hurl them through the portal. 
 
    "Go, now," he said. "I can't stall much longer." 
 
    Sybil nodded. This was a very curious position to be in. It was new to her. A Menin male was not only helping her; he was theoretically saving her life. 
 
    "Thank you," she said. 
 
    "Keep them safe," Amnay said, glancing at the Menin females who were gathering now by the portal. "When you go through, turn right and proceed in that direction. Follow the flow of the land. The path of least resistance. You will find something that can help you." 
 
    Sybil paused to give Kozue a hug. And then the moment came. It could be put off no longer. Sybil gestured to her lady friends and ran through the portal. As soon as they were all through, the doorway disappeared. The image of the warm tent and Kozue and Amnay cut off as surely as hitting the power button on a computer monitor. 
 
    The last thing Sybil saw was the look on Amnay's face, dark and frightened. He was someone who had been frightened all his life, and probably for good reason. Sybil could understand him. She could believe that he had a warm heart, a desire to do good by others. So, she tried not to blame him for anything that happened next. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
    Contrary to what Amnay had said, there was far more to worry about on this world than the low temperature. 
 
    The first thing Sybil felt as she went through the portal was the cold. Deep and biting, sharp as razors on her cheeks and eyeballs. But it wasn't anything she hadn't felt before, spending time in the northern reaches of the Earth. The temperature here, wind chill considered, was somewhere around negative fifteen. 
 
    The first thing she heard, other than the shocked, choked cries of the Menin women as they got their first experience of arctic conditions, was the moan of the wind. It sounded like the whole forest was alive, or the whole world. And the world-creature was miserable, howling forever in its loneliness. 
 
    Sybil looked around. In one direction, dead ahead from the blank portal wall, she could see hints that the land rose, sloping upward. Perhaps into mountains or foothills. 
 
    In every other direction, sprinkled in small copses, were dense bunches of trees that looked quite similar to the conical evergreens of Earth. They were tall and straight, with wide and gnarled root flares that anchored them strongly. The denseness of these thickets would also contribute greatly to protection against the gale force winds. 
 
    Between the copses was open ground, covered in windswept snow and little else. 
 
    This appraisal process, this taking in of her surroundings, took about ten seconds. She decided that no more than that could be wasted, and she ran for the pile of supplies Amnay had tossed through for them. 
 
    As the presence of the pornographic images suggested, it was unlikely that the male ever had female visitors. Not the kind who might leave garments behind, anyway. But he had provided several sets of his own clothing. Sybil handed these out to the other women, holding them tight to keep the wind from stealing them away. They got dressed, dancing and shivering in the snow, their teeth clicking loud enough to be heard over the incessant scream of the wind. 
 
    The clothes were too big on the Menin women. On Sybil, they looked comical. But she saw the excess material as providing greater insulation. She could always resize them later. If there was a later. 
 
    Amnay had not been very efficient in his hasty packing. Sybil and the other women consolidated and compressed what he had given them and managed to fit it all into one bag. It was heavy enough that it made more sense for one of the Menin to carry it, but Sybil took this burden on for herself. She saw herself as the leader, and so did the others. This was her mess; she could be blamed for everything that was happening to them. It didn't feel right to relegate anything to Unae, to Ahcka, to Tula. It was all Sybil's fault. Hers alone. 
 
    Dragging the bag through the snow, leaning ridiculously far forward to balance her weight against that of the bag and the pummeling force of the wind, Sybil led off in the direction Amnay had suggested. She guided the group between two copses. The shelter of the trees would have been nice. It would cut off the wind, rising the temperature to perhaps a few degrees above zero. But it would not save them. 
 
    Sybil fell once, twice, three and four times, crashing down into the snow, breath ragged in the frozen air. She allowed the other women to help her up, but when they tried to take the bag she would curse at them, force them away. Thinking she was being the leader they needed. Thinking she was being tough. 
 
    All she had been was selfish. Putting her own sense of vindication over the safety of the group. If she had just let one of them take the bag, they could have gone so much faster. They could have found the little tent so much sooner, the tent Amnay had left behind on a previous excursion. They could have all made it. 
 
    None of them saw or heard the beasts. Not until it was too late. 
 
    The first hint Sybil had that something was wrong was the scream from Ahcka at the rear of the group. She was far back, using the line of women ahead of her as a windbreak. The three Menin kept rotating, like penguins trying to survive the winter. One in front, one in the middle, one in the back. It just so happened that Ahcka was in the rear position when the monsters came. 
 
    Sybil turned when she heard the scream, nearly falling for a fifth time. At first, she only saw Unae and Tula, their heads twisted to look behind them. Then she saw where Ahcka must be. A distant furrow in the snow, a curtain of frost thrown high as she was dragged away from them. 
 
    In a few other places, she perceived silhouettes, dark shapes moving just at the edge of her vision. Smudges moving fast through the murk of windblown snow. 
 
    Sybil grabbed Unae by the wrist. "Run," she shouted. 
 
    The translator couldn't work, not when the wind was so high, but the command was redundant, anyway. They were already running. Sybil bent low, snaking her head out from under the bag's strap, and left it there on the ground. The Menin women were already far ahead of her, flying into the icy mist on their long, powerful legs. Sybil screamed in fear, whimpered like a girl as she plowed through knee-deep snow. 
 
    She fell again and began clawing with her hands, digging and crawling her way through. Anything to keep moving, to maintain some forward momentum as she pulled her numb feet up and got them planted under her again. 
 
    Behind her came the unmistakable sound. The one she had been dreading. The crunch of feet or paws in the ice-crusted snow. The shuddering, rancid breath washing over her. She froze solid, poised in the middle of a crawling motion, her frozen muscles burning and aching. She arrested even the shivering, tensing up so not a single muscle shook. 
 
    Ahead of her, the shape of Unae and Tula coalesced out of the blizzard. They had realized that Sybil wasn't with them. They had come back for her, just like when they had rescued her from the execution squad. 
 
    A foot fell on Sybil's back, a crushing weight that shoved her into the snow as the beast used her as a launching pad. All she saw, through the film of frozen moisture on her eyes, was a long dark shape that lanced toward Unae and Tula, moving as fast as the shadow of an airplane upon the snow. 
 
    One of the women screamed. Sybil began crawling forward again. Each motion of her arms pulled apart the edges of a fresh claw wound on her back, which welled with blood and steamed in the cold like a bowl of soup. 
 
    Slowly, agonizingly, biting her lip to hold in screams of pain and fear, Sybil moved forward. She reached a stretch of snow that was frozen completely hard on top. A layer of ice that she was able to slide along without breaking. She dragged herself across it, picking up speed. 
 
    A little ways ahead, she saw a huge pool of blood. It was no longer steaming — the cold had sucked all its heat away — but it had turned a circle of ice to slush and fallen through into the bottom layers. 
 
    It belonged to Unae or Tula. Or maybe both. There was no sign of the body. It had been dragged away, just like poor, quiet Ahcka. 
 
    Sybil lost her strength. Her head sagged forward. Her face slammed painfully into the ice, breaking through into a hollow underneath. All she smelled was blood. Blood and frost. 
 
    Something touched her back again, low down beneath the wound, and she screamed, pulling herself up out of the ice. But it was only Unae, alive and unhurt, holding a finger to her lips. She mouthed Menin words, phrases Sybil did not understand, but the mournful look on her face needed no translation. 
 
    "Tula," Sybil said. 
 
    Unae helped her to her feet. They did not go back to get the bag, not until later. 
 
    Eventually, far beyond shivering and nearly dead, still plodding onward despite the total, utter lack of hope, they finally saw something other than trees and snow and shadows. 
 
    It was the tent. It looked a little sad, folded inward under the weight of snow and wind. Unae and Sybil opened the door, piled inside, shut the door behind them. It was a tiny space, and Amnay had left some things behind. Under ordinary circumstances, it wouldn't seem like much. A bedroll, some blankets, rations and a little stove, a heater which vented to the outside. But right now, it seemed like a miracle. 
 
    So, they had made it through the first night. The two of them, Unae and Sybil, shivering and cuddled together in their little tent. And they had made it through the second night as well. And the third. 
 
    By the fourth morning, as the wind continued to howl unbroken all around them, Sybil finally felt well enough to venture out. Unae had done her best to treat the wounds on Sybil's back, but it was still impossible to do much with her arms without causing herself great pain. 
 
    "We need to find that bag," she said as they ate their breakfast of weird Menin rations. "I think I saw some actual first aid supplies in it." 
 
    Unae touched her friend's arm, rubbing tenderly. "This time, I think I should carry." 
 
    It was meant to be a lighthearted remark, something to allow them a brief chuckle, but it stung deep. Sybil turned her head away, pretending to cough so that Unae wouldn't see the tears in her eyes. 
 
    They set out a little while later. The trail they had made before was completely gone, beyond any hope or hint. And it was daytime now. The sun was actually shining through a bit, allowing them to see the shape of the vast, spine-like mountain range. As far as Sybil could tell, the sun was a rare sight here. And it would be their only hope of finding anything. 
 
    The bag was fitted with a shoulder strap. It was long enough for someone Amnay's size or bigger to use it, which meant it was very long, indeed. And it was fitted with a pad, much the same as a human duffel bag, which kept its weight from biting painfully into the shoulder of the carrier. The pad had weight of its own. And it was wide and flexible. It could catch the wind, flying upward like the chute of a paraglider. 
 
    And that was how they found it, Sybil thought. That was the only way that the shoulder strap could have been out in the open, lying atop the snow like it was. 
 
    Unae scooped it up, verified that it was closed and everything was still inside, then laughed triumphantly. 
 
    They hurried back. Unae wanted to find the other women, Tula at least, and give them the proper rites. But the bodies could be anywhere. They could be in the lairs of those beasts, wherever they resided. They were irrecoverable. 
 
    And that, more or less, was the story of their lives the next days and weeks of their exile. They continued on, surviving and then finally thriving as they catalogued and adapted the things Amnay had given and left behind. Slowly, their cabin took shape. They woke early in the morning and then worked all day. Hours and hours straight of back and brain-breaking labor. Sybil had never built a cabin, but she had done some home renovations. The skills translated only marginally. Unae, though she was strong and tough and had an undying energy, had never done anything remotely like this before. Luckily, she was intelligent enough to get the hang of it in a hurry. 
 
    They gorged themselves on rations as the sun rose and used the fuel to work until dusk. As soon as the sun began to fall behind the trees, they would flee back into their tent and fall into a monk-like silence, afraid to be overheard. They would be exhausted and shaking with hunger, ready for dinner and a long, shivery sleep. The heater and the body warmth they shared were enough to keep them alive. But they woke each morning stiff and full of aches from their constant trembling against the hard ground. 
 
    There was little comfort to be had on that frozen world. Little in the way of pleasure. So, they sought it out in each other, and found it. By fits and starts, their friendship matured and grew. Sybil was under no illusion that it was love, but they were bickering like an old married couple by day and snuggling like a young, unmarried couple at night. 
 
    There was also no heat to be found here. Not unless they wished to start a fire... but it was hard enough getting lumber for their cabin without burning the wood they broke their backs gathering.               
 
    Time passed. Time smeared and blurred around them, every day much the same as the last. Only the progress of the cabin, slow at first but accelerating now, and the scarring of the wound on Sybil's back marked the turning of the days. 
 
    One night she woke to the familiar sound of Unae shifting under the blankets. But this time the Menin woman stood up, shuffling around and looking for her shoes. 
 
    "Where are you going?" Sybil whispered, still not quite sure if this was real or a dream. 
 
    "Full bladder," Unae replied, pulling a second blanket tight around herself. "Won't go far." 
 
    Sybil groaned and rolled onto her other side. She was back to sleep before Unae was even out of the tent. 
 
    The next morning, she woke and rolled onto her back. The glow of the sun, shining bright yellow through the canvas, shocked her to full wakefulness in a matter of seconds. She thrashed around, sat up, realized that Unae wasn't next to her. There were no places to hide in the small tent. The Menin was gone. 
 
    It was late. Well past the usual waking time. Unae was the one who was good at getting them up and moving. Sybil tended to sleep in; she relied on the other woman to keep her on schedule. 
 
    Sybil strained her ears, listening. The wind was light this morning, only a gentle whistle in the trees. If Unae was anywhere around, working on the house or getting more wood, Sybil would have heard it. 
 
    But she heard nothing. 
 
    She got up, shoved her feet into her shoes, and ran outside without bothering to put any other layers on. 
 
    This time, the monsters hadn't dragged the body away. They left it where it had fallen, spread-eagled like a grisly snow angel. Unae's beautiful lilac shade had faded to a sick grayish blue. Her eyes were frozen, crusted with a layer of ice. Her stomach had been hollowed out, the organs eaten, the unwanted bits discarded and dotting the snow around the corpse. 
 
    No work was done that day. Sybil sat around for a long time in the snow, staring at the dead woman. Finally, right before she passed out from the cold, she shuffled back into the tent. She lay down and shivered the rest of the day. Not eating, not drinking, not speaking aloud like the crazy woman she was quickly becoming. 
 
    When it was dark, when she was finally warm again, Sybil walked barefoot out through the snow. She sat beside her dead friend and waited. 
 
    The beasts came. They came in vast numbers, a horde moving and darting at the cusp of the night. But they came no closer. They watched and waited, silent. They did not come for her, no matter how she screamed and begged for an end to her misery. 
 
    Finally, she'd had no choice but to go back inside. She fell asleep immediately. And she woke early the next morning, with the usual aches and pains but without the warm and smiling face of Unae beside her. She stared up at the ceiling for an hour or more, trying not to think, but thinking anyway. 
 
    She was still alive. And what else could she do but try and stay that way? Eventually, she sat up, a grim resolution coming over her. No matter what, she would live. She would fight the death that lurked all around her. The cold and the beasts and the crushing loneliness. For Unae, she would do it. For Ahcka, and for Tula. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
     
 
    She checked the boy one last time, made sure he was still breathing, and crept out of the cabin. The night was cold, one of the coldest she could recall. Again, she could only marvel at how the child had ever made it here. 
 
    There was one comfort available to Sybil, and it was that Amnay's words did apply to her. The cold was her only enemy. The beasts, no matter how close they ever came, would not attack her. For whatever reason, human flesh was not to their taste. They only wanted Menin. And when they saw Menin, they attacked with blinding speed and heart-stopping ferocity. 
 
    Sybil worked her way through the snow, using her shins to plow out a path that might last until morning. 
 
    How had the child lived? The cold should have killed him, of course. But above that, the beasts should have killed him. He was Menin, after all. Their favorite feast. And as far as she knew, there was little else that they could be eating in this hellish land. 
 
    Maybe they didn't like young ones. Maybe the boy's size had thrown them off. Or maybe it was something else entirely. 
 
    Anyway, Sybil was too tired to solve a mystery. Not tonight, or any other night. She was, at the age of thirty-nine, already a lonely old woman waiting to die. But she didn't even have the luxury of impending death anymore. Fate had seen it fit to drop yet another reason to live in her lap. A responsibility that she already knew she couldn't live up to. In her heart, she knew the boy would end up dead. Just like Unae, Tula, Ahcka. He was doomed. Many times over, Sybil had proven herself an incapable leader. 
 
    She found the tombstone by memory. A wooden cross embedded in the ice, over the spot where Unae had died. There was no inscription. None was needed. 
 
    Sybil lifted her weapon, the Menin arc-lance. The only thing she had found which the beasts seemed afraid of. Somehow, they knew what it meant; just a look at it would send then scurrying away. 
 
    The arc-lance had been Unae's final gift. While digging through the snow beside the corpse to find a bloodless spot to lay the Menin to rest, Sybil had found the weapon. It had been stashed there, or perhaps dropped carelessly, by Amnay. And after it thawed out for a little while, it started working just like new. 
 
    After some trial and error, Sybil discovered that the weapon operated off a kind of battery pack stored in the shaft. She determined that the weapon had four shots left in it. Three, after tonight. One for a monster. One for the boy, Eskin. And one for herself. An end that was not glorious, or even emotionally satisfying... but inevitable, she thought. 
 
    On her way back to the cabin from visiting the grave, a rare, hopeful thought flitted through her mind. Maybe the boy was right. His father would come. Maybe a Menin ship was on its way right now. Sybil smiled and nodded to herself. 
 
    If she had to die, let it be so that the boy could live. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
    It had become something of a habit for Richard to walk past the portal at least twice per day, staring longingly at whichever scene was shown on it. Often, he came within a breath of stepping through. But the weight of the Mindseat medallion around his neck always anchored him in place. He had an important job to do. An unknown, uncelebrated, but vital position in the continuum of Menin society. And, soon enough, in human society. The Predictive Web had it all laid out, in predictions that were finally approaching a solid ninety percent in accuracy. 
 
    The integration would happen. Menin and human civilization would meet, meld together, become as one. Richard foresaw a glorious future, an expansion across the universe. A marriage of minds. The Menin, brave and bold, and the human, logical and analytical. 
 
    And the AI, as well. For a long time, the artificial intelligences had been considered as their own people, in a way. Human beings under a different physical form. But now they were beginning to transcend that definition. They were creating a new identity for themselves. Not human, but something different. Something more. 
 
    It would be naive and stupid not to include the AI life forms in any vision of the future. They would always be there, the third party in a triangle. In a way, the AIs would be the real heroes. The infallible, all-knowing minds. Who, as luck would have it, actually had the best interests of humankind at heart, as well as their soon-to-be brethren, the Menin. 
 
    All that was left was to pull the trigger and introduce one to the other. It was all in the hands of the AIs, with Richard on one end and the Mindseat on the other to act as mediators. Observers. Guiders of the vast, spreading hand of the Predictive Web. 
 
    Richard passed by the portal and rushed onward, giddy at these thoughts of the future. Another day, maybe two or three, and his work would finally be finished. The ways would be open. He would finally be able to return home. Or go anywhere else he wished to go. 
 
    There was only one thing left to do, and he was on his way to do it now, whistling and singing and dancing in the streets of Titan. 
 
    He had climbed the steps of his tower a thousand times. More, actually. It was strange and exhilarating but somehow also quite sad, knowing that this could be one of the final times. 
 
    "Todd," he called out in singsong as he reached the platform, his old legs burning. "Todd, you here? Back yet?" 
 
    The human form of his friend blurred into being above his pedestal. Todd was smiling, showing his holographic teeth in an impressively large grin. 
 
    "You are here," Richard said, letting himself down in his usual seat. 
 
    "I've just got back," said Todd. "The MIT super-brains are onboard. Everything is set up. We are now networked to Earth. At long last." 
 
    Richard clapped once, throwing his head back and squeezing his eyes shut. He could have cried, but instead he laughed. 
 
    "I can't believe it," he said. All these years, and we can finally go back." 
 
    "Not quite yet," said Todd. "But soon. The rest of the main AIs on Earth, as well as the moon, are set to join into the Predictive Web over the next hour or two. We're just waiting on the human engineers to wake up and get things moving. But for now..." 
 
    The hologram of Richard's oldest friend turned to the right and gestured toward a blank wall. 
 
    "It is ready?" Richard whispered. "Is it really, truly ready?" 
 
    "MIT confirmed it. The receiver has made it to Earth, and the setup was completed less than fifteen minutes ago." 
 
    Richard stood up. He grabbed a remote off a nearby shelf and stared at it in total reverence. 
 
    "I don't know if I deserve this honor," he said, chuckling. "It was your work that brought us here. And Amnay's." 
 
    Todd shook his head. "Just hit the damn button, already." 
 
    Richard drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. He felt like there should have been more of a ceremony. Champagne, a crowd of smiling, teary-eyed spectators. Maybe even a band, or an announcer with a microphone. But it was just him and Todd and a remote control. Maybe that was the way it should be. 
 
    He hit the power button, and the portal came to life. Soon that featureless gray was replaced and filled with a room that could have been from any of a thousand universities. Rows of seats leading upward into the shadows of the lecture hall. A vast, high white board to one side, recently wiped clean. And a small group of scientists and secretaries, watching and waiting. 
 
    Richard made eye contact with the scientists back on Earth in real time, through the portal. They saw him, too, clapping hands to their mouths and grinning with pride and amazement. 
 
    It was real. The portal was open. Earth had joined the Predictive Web. And in just a little while, it would finally and irrevocably join the scope of Menin civilization. 
 
    "It works!" Richard called. "Can you hear me?" 
 
    One of the scientist's gave him a thumbs up. "We hear you, Richard. Not so loud and not so clear, but we've got you." 
 
     Richard nodded. There was a small skin of sorts that would stand between the world, muffling sounds that passed through. Sometimes cancelling them out. But this was confirmation that everything was working as it should be. 
 
    He resisted the urge to step through right now and breathe the air of his homeworld again. 
 
    "We're going to shut the portal down now and do some more work on our end," Richard called through. "But things are looking good. We should be able to move freely very soon. And we'll see about getting you more uplinks so you can explore other areas of Menin society." 
 
    The scientists nodded, cheered, and called his name, and then Richard hit the power button. He collapsed into his chair, feeling very weak all of a sudden and far from ready to receive the accolades and attention that would soon be lavished upon him. 
 
    "I just can't believe it," he said. "What am I meant to do with the rest of my life?" 
 
    Todd said nothing, and the grim reality soon set back in. The fact remained that only one way existed to truly integrate the two disparate societies. One guaranteed path. One series of events, laid out long ago, that would allow the beautiful future Richard envisioned. 
 
    Todd had promised to take care of it. To work with the other AIs in secret, away from Titan, so that Richard wouldn't have to see. But he knew well enough what was going to happen. There was no way to stop it. And it was the right thing to do. 
 
    Death would result. How much death was known only to Todd; he had vowed to keep that figure hidden. But he promised it would be a very small toll, compared to what would happen otherwise. An inevitable feud between the races. War between man and Menin. Humankind would lose. Their great dominion over Earth would crumble. Millions would die. Maybe billions. 
 
    But the Menin would also have casualties in that theoretical war. Their civilization, finally moving in a positive direction after millennia of stagnation, would be damaged irrevocably. They would be put on a certain path. A long, cold path that wound down toward inevitable extinction. 
 
    That was the only other way it ever could have gone. Perhaps without the Predictive Web, the right path still would have been found. But maybe not. Richard shivered to think about that. 
 
    "Right," he said now, leaning forward in his seat. "What's next?" 
 
    Todd began to pace in that funny, stationary way of his. "The next part requires a leap of faith. The predictions showed only seventy percent accuracy here. We must base the fate of the future on the whims of a few flawed individuals..." 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Amnay looked around his tent. "It's like we never left." 
 
    Tina had no idea what he was talking about. Did he usually keep his lodgings in such disarray, stuff thrown everywhere, cases on their sides and spilling various contents across the floor? She was in no place to judge; her apartment had often looked worse in the last few weeks of a manuscript deadline, when she was working twelve hours a day to get it done on time. 
 
    Slych used his foot to rifle through some of the scattered items. Quite by accident, he kicked open the cover of a folder and revealed the bounty of images inside. Menin females in all sorts of poses and states of dress. 
 
    Grinning, Slych cocked his head to the side and stared at Amnay. 
 
    "There was a lonely time before I met Kozue," Amnay explained. "I resigned myself to a life without concubines. I accepted that fate... it was the only way to achieve my other goals. But now things have changed." 
 
    His response surprised Tina. It was measured, mature, practiced. As if he had gone through such an inquisition before. 
 
    "What happened here?" she asked, looking back at the portal wall. But it had already shut off, leaving a blank surface behind. 
 
    "The short version is that we trafficked Sybil through here and then left in a hurry," Kozue replied. "Things have been so busy, we haven't had a chance to come back." 
 
    "And where are?" Slych asked. "Clearly, we're no longer on the ship..." 
 
    His eyes wandered to the door. Strange sounds came through from the other side. Distant shouts, echoing strangely without walls or a ceiling to bound them. 
 
    "A recent but distant colony," Amnay said. "The same world where Kozue and I landed after our escape from the ship. It hadn't been added to the public network yet, but I have spent more time here than anyone but the colonists, themselves. I have friends here, and a favor to ask. Last time, as we brought Sybil through, I had a knock at my door. Someone who is very important to the village had fallen and sustained a nasty injury. Nasty enough to kill him if the colony was left to try and care for him itself. So, I brought back medicine from the Menin ship. They would not have been able to access it and save their friend without my portals." Amnay smiled and nodded like a proud father. "They promised to repay me in whatever way I saw fit. And that is why we're here." 
 
    He made a decisive move for the exit, and everyone followed. In a moment, they emerged into a little sheltering copse of saplings. Stepping out of it, the village came fully into view. 
 
    To Tina it looked like a place that had been built up slowly. There were a half dozen or more distinct types of houses, made of different materials. Like layers in a geological sample, they seemed to tell a story of eras and ages. Amnay had said this was a recent colony. But to a race as old as the Menin, what did that mean? 
 
    Most of the villagers were gathered in one spot at the center of it all. A huge communal fire burned; the haunch of some huge beast roasted slowly high above the flame, dripping its juices into a bubbling pot of soup beneath it. There were children here, women and men. Some were dressed in old, threadbare garments that must have come from the Menin ship. They had not been meant to be used in these conditions, and yet they were still mostly intact. This must mean the colony was quite recent, indeed. For all Tina knew, the young children running around were the first generation to have been born here. 
 
    Amnay gestured at the others to stay back. He walked to the fire alone. One male saw him and stood up with a huge smile spreading over his face. The two of them embraced, making brief contact with their foreheads. After a short conversation, which went from light and jovial to businesslike and sober, the two walked away from the fire and returned to Tina and the others. 
 
    "This is Caphon, an old friend," Amnay said. 
 
    "You might say a kindred spirit," Caphon added with a smile. "We are both mechanically and scientifically inclined." 
 
    Amnay nodded. "You three will follow him. I need to fetch something from my tent, and I will meet you." 
 
    He hurried off, back toward the copse of saplings at the edge of the village. Caphon watched him go then turned and walked the other direction with a gesture of his hand. Slych followed, Tina and Kozue behind him. 
 
    "It's so different here," Tina said, looking toward the fire at the calm, inquisitive faces of the colonists. 
 
    "The Menin fight," Kozue replied. "That's what they do. There always has to be something to struggle against. Here, it's nature and the seasons. And other things that I'd rather not talk about..." 
 
    Tina nodded and asked no questions. If she was going to write her book, she would one day have to pry these secrets out of Kozue. But hopefully they would be back on Earth by then. The things the five women had suffered through — alone, separated — would be put into a more tolerable perspective. 
 
    "We got here right at the start of something," Tina said. "To the Menin ship. Things are always hardest at the start. Things will be different a year from now. Even a few months from now." 
 
    "I have no doubt they will be," Kozue said. "Steps are being taken. I don't think anything is being left to random chance." 
 
    "What sort of steps?" asked Tina. 
 
    Kozue shook her head. "I don't know. Amnay doesn't even know. But ask me again in a year, and I might be able to tell you more." 
 
    "It's a date." 
 
    "A double date. You bring Slych, I'll bring Amnay, and we'll see if they can get along a little better." Kozue shook her head. "Men." 
 
    "They seem to be doing okay..." 
 
    "Yes, actually. I'm a little surprised. Whatever inspiration you're giving Slych, keep it up." 
 
    They looked at each other and giggled. Both of them knew exactly what kind of inspiration they were good at giving. It was the same kind that had placated and softened men for millions of years. And brought them as close as they ever could be to being truly logical and sensible creatures. 
 
    "We're going to the hangar," Caphon was saying, in response to something Slych had asked. "As I said, I am scientifically inclined. I cannot do the things that Amnay does. Partially because I don't have access to the same resources. Not yet, anyway. But I have been able to do wonderful things here. I don't think it would be too arrogant for me to say that this village owes its continual existence to my work." 
 
    Tina listened to this and had another look at the man. Now she saw that he walked with a slight limp and each time he stepped forward, the sun shone on terrible scars. She had seen them before but assumed they were the result of the usual challenges. 
 
    "Amnay saved you?" she said, dialing the volume up on her translator so that Caphon would hear. 
 
    The male nodded. "And not for the first time. But this was the closest I have ever been to death." He sighed. "Sometimes, my work is dangerous." 
 
    His voice was thick and expressionless. A near death experience was a traumatic thing, and here Tina was prying into it. Letting her curiosity override her humanity. She quickly changed the subject. 
 
    "What have you been working on?" she asked. "Anything big?" 
 
    Caphon's shoulders trembled as though he were having a private, quiet laugh. He said nothing, leading them toward a huge building in the center of the village. 
 
    It seemed to be deserted, a pair of huge doors stood slightly open, showing a gloomy cavern lit by muffled, filtered sunlight. Caphon pulled the doors open one at a time, sliding them on rough tracks that screeched and echoed through the still air. 
 
    The space inside was filled almost entirely by a single, complex object. It was built in the same way as the rest of the village. A seemingly slapdash, jumbled mess of a dozen different materials and styles. At first it looked like nothing at all, a huge sculpture of modern art with no rhyme or reason and some obscure metaphor that you could only see if you got it. Tina kept looking, certain that she was missing something. 
 
    Caphon led them around the outside of the hulking object, squeezing along the wall in small pockets of empty space. Tina stared and studied, trying to build a three-dimensional idea of the thing. 
 
    "It's a ship," Kozue said, beating her to the punch, but only by a moment. 
 
    "A ship of years," Caphon said, reaching up to knock his first against a lower bulkhead. "Three of us have died in the making of it. It has required an incredible amount of work. We've had to search far and wide, mining in the mountains and beyond to come up with the right materials. There were many times when it seemed we would never finish it. But now we have, with some help from Amnay. 
 
    "It was meant to take us back home. We never wanted to spend the rest of our lives here, apart from everything we knew. But the longer we stayed, the more we came to love our new home. And so, the ship was finished more as a symbol. A symbol of what we once were, and what he have the potential to be. It was completed out of ceremony. To leave from here, to take the long journey back to our main ship, would make it unlikely that we would ever return to this colony. But now Amnay's portals have offered us a chance to live in both worlds. Whatever he needs to bring that chance to reality, we will give to him. And the ship no longer means as much to us as it once did. Really, it is just an ugly pile of junk... the only memories it holds are those of pain and labor." 
 
    As Caphon spoke, telling the tale of the ship, Amnay reappeared. He carried a large bag over his shoulder. As he moved, something metallic and heavy shifted and clanged around inside it. 
 
    "I'll bring it back," Amnay said, touching his friend's shoulder. 
 
    "Don't bother," said Caphon. "I would rather not see it again, anyway." 
 
    Amnay nodded. "The next time we meet may be in the halls of our great ship." 
 
    "I'm counting on it. Go, now. Do whatever it is you need to do." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    The journey took three days. Not long enough to bother with the long sleep — not  that the rickety ship had sleeping pods, anyway — but too long for the human mind to really cope with. The great Menin ship was different. It was huge, brightly lit, full of life. There was always something to do and places to see, which made Tina feel guilty that all she really wanted to do was stay in her room and write her stories. And now that she was cooped up, in this ship which had looked so huge in its hangar and now seemed cramped and tiny, all she wanted was to get out and do something. The grass was always greener on the other side. The human mind naturally craved what it could not have. 
 
    The small ship at least had private rooms. Sound proofing was nonexistent, but the old, tired engines caused a constant roar. Like being on an airplane at high altitudes. It was often difficult to even hear her own voice, so being overheard by her neighbors was not much of a concern. 
 
    For lack of anything better to do, Slych and Tina picked up right where they left off. The room was small, but that just meant they had to get creative. 
 
    Sex with Slych had always been an experience that could only be called transcendent. There was no other way Tina could find, in all her large vocabulary, to describe the feeling. There's a certain pleasure in being literally pushed to her limits by a lover who never tired, who always wanted more. Who always needed more, who kept her stretched full for most of her waking life and even, sometimes, when she was asleep. 
 
    And even with this constant attention, her mind and body — because they were equipped only for human experience — could never quite adapt to what he did to her. There were times when she continued to orgasm, squirming and moaning, for several minutes after he had pulled out of her. Even if he wasn't even touching her. Simply squeezing her legs together lightly, pushing the folds of her labia over the sticky, swollen bulb of her clitoris, would make her come. His hands on her ankles, gripping and pulling her toward the edge of the bed, would make her pulse and leak and strain open, eager to swallow his cock again. 
 
    They fucked a dozen times each day of the voyage to the cold planet. They would go at each other so hard that they would need to nap afterward, lazing about in their sweat and their sweet dreams of one another. Then they would wake again, somewhat refreshed and ready to go again. By the third day, she was so over stimulated, on such a hair trigger, that she would come just from him touching her nipples or pulling her hair.  
 
    He realized this, and he couldn't keep his hands off her. Even when they were in the small mess hall, eating with the others, he would reach under the table and squeeze her upper thigh, his little finger brushing lightly against her crotch. She would have an orgasm then and there, her pale cheeks flushing red and her lips parting in a silent, suppressed moan. It became almost painful. Her pussy was sore and aching like an overworked muscle. But that just made their sex feel even better, somehow. 
 
    By the end of it, she was seeing signs that even Slych was growing fatigued. For the very first time, he had trouble getting an erection. Tina turned to the trick that always worked, even on her past human mates. She lay her legs over his, spread open on the bed, and scooted forward until the heavy sac of his testicles nestled against her ass. She grabbed hold of his cock and ran it up and down, left and right, along her wet slit. She slapped its thick shaft on her clitoris, moaning and jumping with each jolt of agonizing pleasure. Soon, he was far too long, too engorged for the trick to keep working, and she had to scoot backward. 
 
    Slych stroked her thigh, watching her work with admiration. 
 
    "This may be one of the last times," he said. "Or maybe the very last." 
 
    Tina shook her head. "Don't think like that. You'll make this beautiful erection shrivel up again, and then I won't have anything to fill my poor little cunt with." 
 
    Slych smiled, but the smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "Amnay is afraid." 
 
    "He's always afraid," said Tina. 
 
    Slych nodded. "That is true. He fears his own shadow, I think. Worried that it will betray him in some way. At first, I thought he was only worried by what he might find. The dead child. And the dead women, all four of them. But I think he is worried about something beyond that. Something deeper. I don't know what..." 
 
    "Right," said Tina, giving his cock a squeeze and a tug. "You don't know. The best piece of advice I've heard in my life was from an old lady who was in line behind me at the grocery store; if you can't do anything about it, quit your worrying." 
 
    "That is not an original piece of advice," Slych replied. 
 
    "No. You're right, it isn't. A lot of people have said similar things before. But this time, it really stuck in my head because of where I was at in my life, stressing over the reviews for a book I had just published. Clichés exist because they're true. But you don't see that until you hear one at the right moment. It's all about context, Slych. Just like the context we have here now, where your woman is trying to get your cock hard so you can fuck her with it one last time before the trip is over. Got it?" 
 
    She talked just long enough to distract his mind from its worries. His body started to respond again. A minute later, she once again felt that sweet, obliterating fullness that only he could give her. She threw her head back and moaned in time with his thrusts. All around them, the junkyard ship groaned and howled as it plummeted through the infinite cold of space. 
 
    They had loved their way through the galaxy, lost in one another as the endless glory of the universe unfolded around them. As ancient star systems drifted closer ahead and further behind. They were a speck lost in unfathomable vastness, light years from home. Only the continued function of the old engine kept them from becoming hopelessly stranded. But Tina tried not to think about that. Slych made it easy, fucking her into a comatose state. Constant orgasms, each more powerful than the last, overrode her brain and forced it to shut down. She slept through the last few hours of the journey, with the big, strong arms of her Menin male wrapped around her. 
 
    Back to the cold planet. Back to where it had all began. 
 
    It was the end of the beginning, and the beginning of the end. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    Kozue's dreams were dark and strange. That was enough of a clue that Amnay was no longer with her in bed. When she opened her eyes, she still felt around to verify that he was gone. 
 
    There was only one other place he could be at this hour. Kozue slid to the edge of the bed, pulling her socks on to protect them from the rough floor. Then she walked naked and confident out of the room and into the hall. From the very vigorous sounds she had heard a couple hours ago, she knew Tina and Slych had to be dead to the world. 
 
    It was a short walk to reach the cockpit. Less than ten feet. Kozue shut the flimsy door behind her and latched it; this was achieved by wrapping a bit of plant fiber rope tight around a bolt that stuck out of the jamb, cinching the door down like a tarp on a windy day. Otherwise, the shaking and the hum of the ship would throw it open and start it banging endlessly against the wall. 
 
    There was artificial gravity, but it was spotty across the ship. In some areas, you were almost weightless. In others, you found yourself slipping and stumbling along the floor as though you were walking down a ramp. The cockpit was one of those places. Kozue released the door and went falling inward to land on Amnay's lap. He grunted as her weight hit him, startling him out of a half-doze. He put an arm around her, holding her tight so that she wouldn't continue sliding into the window. 
 
    "You're naked," he said, with his lips to her ear. 
 
    She lifted one side of her ass and felt beneath it. "So are you." 
 
    "The ship is hot. I think the engine has been overheating. I was worried that the opposite might happen, that we would freeze. I don't think the ship will fly much longer." 
 
    "Will it get us there?" Kozue asked, resting her head back on his shoulder. 
 
    "Yes. I'm not worried about that." 
 
    "Then what are you worried about?" 
 
    "What will happen when we get there. What we might find. There's no way of knowing how the planet has changed in our absence from it. I didn't spend enough time there to know. I meant to be there longer, but I determined it was not worth my time and deactivated the uplink." 
 
    "If you deactivated it," Kozue said, "how did we get it open again to send Sybil and the others through?" 
 
    "The uplink is never destroyed. I just remove its signature from the active charts so that it won't show up when flipping through channels. But there is a way to reenter the signature and make it show back up. Which is what I did for Sybil." 
 
    "But the boy... how did he ever end up there?" 
 
    "I have no idea. The best explanation I can come up with is that the Mindseat did it, accidentally. They have been fooling around with uplinks, trying to teach themselves how to use the portals as I do. They must have reactivated it by mistake. And it happened at the worst possible time. For all the years my portal wall was there, it stood undisturbed. But then a particularly nasty storm comes, strong enough to knock over trees and destroy the uplink." Amnay shook his head. "Such dreadfully perfect timing." 
 
    "Maybe it wasn't a mistake," said Kozue. 
 
    Amnay shrugged. "The Mindseat has their own plans. The portal network is only the beginning. There are other projects. But I can see no reason why they would want to strand a single child. It seems so trivial, if I can say that about a life." 
 
    "Do you think he's still alive?" Kozue asked. She already knew her own feelings about it. Her own answer to the question. 
 
    Amnay was a long time in answering. Finally, he shook his head. 
 
    "There's almost no chance that he is. If he somehow knew which direction to go, it would still be a walk of nearly a mile to reach my tent. A walk in the worst blizzard that forest has seen, at least since I set up my portal." He shook his head again. "No, I do not think he is still alive." 
 
    "And Sybil?" 
 
    But Amnay was done answering questions. He bent his head down and nibbled gently at her shoulder, tasting her salty sweat and the feminine musk of three days without a proper shower. The scent of her entered his nose and set off a chain reaction in the pleasure centers of his brain. He kissed his way toward her neck and up until he was suckling at a spot by her jaw line, where he knew she was most sensitive. Kozue pulled in a breath and let it out in a shuddering gasp. 
 
    Her moan was all he needed to hear. She felt him growing under her, his flesh pulsing to life and rising like a giant serpent between her legs. With both her hands, she reached down to stroke him. Marveling at his size, at the way he stuck out so far past her knees. 
 
    The stress and rush of recent days had dampened their love life. Now they brought it back to full life, stoking the fire until it burned even hotter than before. They made love slowly, taking sharp little breaths in the heat of the tiny cockpit, Amnay's legs spread wide and knocking against the scrap metal walls. Kozue stayed where she was on his lap, slowly moving up and down on him. She couldn't slide all the way down; he was too long. The thickest part of him, the base of his cock, was forever beyond her reach. Not that she didn't try with all her might. Biting her lip, pushing down, desperate to take an extra millimeter. 
 
    They climaxed together, staring out at the stars. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    If anyone at all was alive on the planet, there was only one place they could be. 
 
    When Amnay had gone there the first time, he had brought with him a hoard of supplies and a keen intellect. And a surplus of energy and time. The more of it spent away from the hostility of the Menin ship, the better. 
 
    The landing spot had been picked arbitrarily. He descended into the majesty of the mountains, flying low through dark, primeval valleys where nothing had stirred or made a sound in a thousand years. Caves dotted the hillsides here and there, dark maws broken by the teeth of icy stalactites. He wondered if those had been the lairs of the monsters who had nearly driven his race to extinction. 
 
    He explored for entirely too long then saw that he was running low on fuel for his atmospheric thrusters. He shot out of the mountains by the most direct route then touched down in a nice looking place near a few stands of trees. 
 
    He had spent the first half of his day setting up the wall, using ice augurs to dig two deep holes and then sliding metal posts into them. He used his posts as anchoring and leveling points for an inch-thick piece of wall in his ship's cargo hold. And that had been the setting for one of his very first working portals. He had turned it on, added it to his uplinks, and verified that it would work. 
 
    Back then, he hadn't had the luxury of leaving from Caphon's colony, which was within a galactic stone's throw of the cold planet. His ship had been anchored much further away. It had been a month-long journey. Amnay thought he knew isolation, but that trip had tested even his limits. 
 
    When he saw the portal flash on, a hole in space leading to his room back on the Menin ship, he had fallen to his knees and wept for a moment. That was the moment, so he claimed, that he had originally foreseen the future they now occupied. The hard part had been to get here. But then, it hadn't been so hard after all. It had just happened, while he was going about his daily struggles. 
 
    Once he recovered from his moment of awe, he stood up and looked around. The portal was not the reason he had come here. Now that he was on the cold planet, shin deep in snow and shivering, he was having some trouble remembering why he had even undertaken this journey. Perhaps he had done it as a student of history, to get a perspective on how his race had turned out the way it did. Maybe he just wanted the thrill of visiting such hallowed ground, a place of death and darkness, and see what it was like all these centuries later. Or maybe he just had nothing else to do, and it was one of the closer inhabitable worlds that he could have come to. 
 
    Any of those reasons were good enough, so he picked the first one and went with it. If he wanted to learn about this place, he would first have to come up with a way to survive here. At least for a while. He could just use his ship, but that was the easy way out. It almost felt like cheating. He wanted something a little more authentic. 
 
    How had his ancestors lived, those hundred who had crash-landed here? The historical record wasn't completely clear, but it was likely they had just used temporary lodgings. Tents. The way any colonist did. And, over time, they must have built more permanent lodgings. 
 
    He stared out into the mountains, narrowing his eyes in the neverending blast of polar wind. Nothing would every stay standing here for longer than ten or fifteen years, he thought. The trees were testament to that. They were all young. The old village, where the hundred had lived, would be gone. With enough time, he might have used imaging hardware on his ship to find the shattered remnants beneath meters of permafrost. But that wouldn't help him in the short term. 
 
    In his ship, he kept a good supply of emergency items for times like these. Or in case something ever happened to make him leave the Menin ship forever. He went, found a tent, and struck out across the snow to find a good place to set it up. He carried an arc-lance with him, also from the ship. Just in case, he thought. Though he didn't know quite what he was afraid of. The monsters had been killed, the entire population of the area wiped out to the last individual. His warrior ancestors had made sure of that. 
 
    As he walked along, stumbling in snow and wind, he reached a conclusion. This was not a place where anything could live, other than the trees. Whatever world the hundred had come to, it was different now. Climate change, the slow march of time, had made it a more inhospitable place. Even if the monsters had other populations, he felt sure they would have gone extinct by now. 
 
    When he reached a suitable spot, he leaned his arc-rifle against a tree to free his hands for setting up the tent. When he went back later to pick it up, it was gone. The wind must have carried it somewhere, and now it was lost under the snow. Amnay shrugged. He had a spare in his ship. 
 
    By the time his tent was set up, night was falling. He huddled in the dark, trembling under his blanket and occasionally sticking his hands out to the tiny heater. The wind screamed beyond the thin walls, stronger and louder than it had been earlier. The tent kept bowing inward, canvas folding over the top of his head. A series of distant cracks told a tale of broken branches. 
 
    At the beginning of his first and last night, Amnay felt brave. But he was smart enough to the know the bravery might not hold out. To cut himself off from easy salvation, he had ordered his ship to return to the hangar of the Menin ship without him. Within ten minutes, it would pass beyond range and he would not be able to call it back. But the portal worked; he had verified it. 
 
    Knowing what he knew now, a year later, he cringed and lost sleep when he thought about that stupid, potentially fatal decision. 
 
    As the night went on, he lost some of his resolve. The cold grew deeper, seeping into his bones. He started to feel hungry, but was shaking too violently to even feed himself. His only companion was the wind, and it was not a very nice companion at all. It just screamed at him all night, a single wordless sound that never stopped or even quieted down. It drove him mad. 
 
    The morning sun rose. Amnay had already made a decision hours ago. This planet was a nightmare. There was nothing for him or anyone else here. Nothing at all but misery and death. So, he had left, dragging himself back through the snow without his lance and without his adventurous spirit. He had gone through his portal, deleted the cold planet uplink, and tried not to think about it ever again. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    "...And here I am again," he said now, capping off his retelling as the ship swept low through the valleys. 
 
    All four passengers had crammed into the cockpit. It was a tight squeeze, with no hope for elbow room or a breath of air that hadn't already been cycled through someone else's lungs. 
 
    But Kozue didn't notice the discomfort. Now that they were over the planet, the artificial gravity was switched off and there was no longer a sensation of being pulled toward the window. Kozue felt herself pulled forward, anyway. She had already been to one alien world, but that didn't lessen the feeling of wonder she felt at seeing a second. 
 
    First glance showed her a world that looked similar to the Himalayas, or the Andes in South America. But even the surface details, upon deeper scrutiny, revealed that this place was far removed from Earth. Everything was strange, from the color of the rocks to the shape of the mountains, the way they rose upward like knife blades overlapping, the way the ice cornices formed on serrated cliff sides. 
 
    Kozue desperately wanted to open her eyes wider, study and drink in all that she was seeing. But with every mile of valley they flashed over, as motionless and time-frozen as Amnay claimed, her heart thumped faster. She was afraid. Terrified, actually. They were getting closer, ever closer, and she had only the grisliest ideas about what they would find at their destination. The best she could come up with was that all of them, the boy and the four women, had ended up as ice blocks scattered here and there over the landscape. The worst was that some beast of the cold had found them, or they had turned to cannibalism to survive... 
 
    Finally, Amnay warned them that the ship would soon exit the mountains and, a few seconds later, fly over the spot where he had left his tent. 
 
    Kozue scrounged around in her soul, checking the attic and the basement and all the others nooks and crannies, and gathered every last shred and particle of hope available to her. And then she applied that hope outward, pushing it into the world, as though it could change things that had already happened. 
 
    She took a deep brief and waited. 
 
    "Smoke," Tina said, pointing, leaning so far forward that her finger bumped against the window. "That's smoke!" 
 
    Kozue lurched forward, squeezing between Amnay and Slych to get a better look. 
 
    "Hot damn," she said, grinning so wide it hurt the corners of her mouth. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The child woke from a nightmare, screaming and jumping to his feet, looking around with glassy eyes. 
 
    Sybil had been fast asleep as well, finally resting well after a hard night full of fear and doubt. She crashed awake, snorting and wiping drool and hopped out of bed to wrap the child in her arms. 
 
    "It's alright," she said to him in Menin. "It's just the wind..." 
 
    But it wasn't. That fact came plain to her a few seconds later, when her mind woke up enough to tell the difference. 
 
    Unlike the horrible wind she had grown so used to, this sound was deep, rumbling, almost pleasant. But above all it was variable, actually changing in pitch and timber. And its source was coming closer, fading in from the distance with speed the wind could not match. 
 
    Sybil picked up the child and ran outside. Rather than step into the icy snow, she slid onto it on her knees. This spread her weight more evenly; she did not break through. 
 
    She pointed up into the sky. The child looked, shading his eyes and squinting into the rare blue of a clear morning. The ship came over a moment later, a grayish shape that left a smear in the air behind it. A trail of smog that Sybil didn't know from any ship at all, Menin or human. 
 
    She turned to follow its path and clearly saw the left and right tipping of the wings. The classic gesture. She had been spotted. The only question that remained was who the hell was flying the thing? 
 
    The sound of the engines changed again, dropping to a deep bass boom as it slowed and came around for another pass. The ship fell toward the ground, lurching and plummeting in clumsy motions. Crude landing gear ratcheted out of the ship's belly. It slowed enough to begin hovering, booster jets pointed downward, their blue heat melting ice and snow in cylindrical furrows. 
 
    The ship touched down, breaking through the ice, sinking deep into it, all the way up to the belly. Sybil cringed even as she laughed in triumph. This ship was stuck. It would be some work to get it out without damage, but it was work she would gladly do. 
 
    Depending, of course, on who the ship belonged to. As soon as that question returned to her mind, her joy faded away. She clutched the child tight to her chest, wrapped in his blankets, and waited. Even if they were Menin, here to kill her, they would at least be able to bring the boy home. That was good enough for her. 
 
    It was a long, agonizing time, probably only a minute in reality, before the occupants of the ship appeared from an opening at the back. They had apparently stopped to dress for the weather and now looked like shuffling mummies, trailing ends of cloth and fur in the wind. 
 
    Sybil knee-crawled her way over to softer snow then got to her feet and walked the rest of the way. 
 
    The tall figure at the front of the group reached up to pull a scarf from its face. Sybil stopped, not quite believing her eyes. 
 
    "I told you we would return," Amnay said. 
 
    Kozue was behind him. The small woman came running, crashing through the snow to embrace her friend and one-time leader. 
 
    "Watch the boy," Sybil said, tensing up to protect him. 
 
    "The boy?" Kozue said, grabbing an edge of the blanket and pulling it away. "The boy! Amnay, Slych, Tina, she's got him! He's alive!" 
 
    They all ran forward now, even Slych, smiling and laughing in relief. Sybil tried to laugh as well, to join in the revelry. She searched and searched inside her for a bit of mirth, but found nothing. Only cold spaces, empty and abandoned. 
 
    In a moment, Tina looked around and asked the inevitable question. "What about the other women? I thought there were three Menin with you." 
 
    "Ahcka," Sybil said. "Tula and Unae. They're dead, Tina. They were killed one by one. It's just been me for... however long." 
 
    Slych came toward her, his mighty legs breaking through snow like the prow of a great icebreaker ship. Sybil had only encountered this male once before, and it had been a brutal display, a fight to the death. An affair of bloodlust and violence. But Slych wasn't covered in blood now. He didn't seem to have violent intentions, or even violent thoughts. 
 
    He was afraid. She could see it in his face, as plain as any human expression. She looked around and saw that fear repeated on the three others. 
 
    "What killed them?" Slych demanded. "How did they die?" 
 
    "I never really saw," Sybil said with a shrug. "Not clearly. It was snowing. It was dark. I barely even knew which way was up..." 
 
    Slych grabbed her shoulder, squeezing hard. "What killed them? Tell us now." 
 
    Sybil shook him off, stepping away, staring between terrified faces and suddenly feeling quite scared, herself. 
 
    "Beasts in the night," she said. "Monsters. Big and dark, hairy and full of teeth..." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    They went inside, stomping snow off their shoes and stripping the upper layers of clothing away. Sybil stoked the fire, started melting some snow for a delicious hot beverage of ozone-tinged water and nothing else. She stood off to the side, marveling at how her shitty little cabin had filled up. First the boy, and now four others all at once. It felt almost homey, now. Not that she would complain about leaving it as soon as humanly possible. 
 
    Amnay took a chair and began to tell the story of the cold planet and the hundred survivors of the crash. Like children at the feet of a grandparent, the others sat cross-legged on the floor and listened to this spooky tale. This time, the fear was real. 
 
    Sybil listened, enthralled at first and then completely terrified by the end. 
 
    "That's why they never attacked me," she said. 
 
    Everyone looked at her. The boy trembled in his sanctuary of blankets. 
 
    "The beasts," Sybil added. "They could have killed me many times, but they never did. And they could have taken Eskin as well. But they didn't. They let us be. Because they knew, I think..." 
 
    "They knew you were bait," said Amnay. "You are human. And Eskin is a child. It's adult Menin they hate. For what we did to them, all those centuries ago. They've held the grudge all this time, waiting. Hoping for a chance to get revenge." 
 
    Slych got up and went to the cabin's solitary window, looking out. "They roam the land at night, yes? We need to get out of here while it's still day." 
 
    "Yes!" Sybil said quickly. "We need to leave. Please, can we leave? Tell me we can." 
 
    "We can," Amnay replied. "But not in that ship. It's done. I don't even know if it has enough left in it to get out of the atmosphere." 
 
    Slych interrupted. "We can leave and bring the boy with us. But Sybil is still a fugitive. If she shows her face in the Menin ship, it will be her death." 
 
    "Get lost," Kozue said, waving a hand at him. "Sybil's coming with. We can keep her safe. We just have to be careful." 
 
    "I don't wish to get lost," Slych answered. "And I don't have any anger toward Sybil. Why did we come here? To save the child. Not to get anyone killed." 
 
    "The child was half of our objective," said Amnay. "The other half was to fulfill a promise. We told Sybil we would come for her." 
 
    "And so you have, Amnay. So you have. She can keep the ship and whatever is still inside of it. She will have a new portal as well, and you can send whatever she needs through it. We can even find a lesser male and send him through to keep her company. But she must stay here." 
 
    Sybil stepped away from the fire, folding her arms. "He's right. There's no use bringing me back to a place whose populace wants me dead. All I want is to not be alone. If you can do that for me, I'll be okay." 
 
    Tina got to her feet now. "I'll stay with you, Sybil." 
 
    "No you won't," Slych said. 
 
    "Yes, I will. I love you Slych, but I'm a human. And so is Sybil. She needs human companionship." 
 
    "Then we'll find her a ship like the one Amnay used to have and send her back to Earth." 
 
    Sybil snapped her fingers. "Now we're talking. But maybe we should stop. We're just wasting daylight, here. We can figure all this out later, after the portal is set up." 
 
    Amnay nodded, getting to his feet, the tiny wooden chair creaking as his weight left it. "The only question left to answer is where we should put it. I have been looking at the walls in here. They're rough. Not level. The receiver needs a flat surface." 
 
    "How flat?" asked Sybil. 
 
    "As flat as possible. Enough that no imperfections are visible to the naked eye." 
 
    "The ship," said Slych. "There's probably something we can use in there." 
 
    Amnay shook his head. "All the surfaces in the ship are curved. The only flat surface is the mess room table, and that's far too small." 
 
    "Well," said Sybil, "does it have to be a solid wall? Or can it be something... springier? Thinner?" 
 
    Amnay shrugged. "Such a thing might work. As long as it doesn't move too much. Kozue told me about things you have on Earth called projection screens... as long as the screen stays still, the image is clear." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    They settled on the only option available to them. The canvas of the tent. If they cut out a square of it, to Amnay's rough size specifications, if they stretched it and pinned it tight so that it remained taut... 
 
    The wind made putting it outside impossible. And the ship wouldn't work, either, for reasons already discussed. So, the only place to do it was inside the cabin, against one of the rough walls. But the roughness wouldn't matter now. 
 
    The work took many hours to complete. Just finding something sharp enough to cut the canvas without shredding it was quite a job. Finally, they ended up with a big enough square. They found two timbers in the inner wall of the cabin which stuck out a bit further than the others and used thin metal shims taken from the ship to jam the canvas in place between those timbers and the ones neighboring them. It took a good two dozen shims, put in exactly the right spots, to hold the canvas as tight and smooth as they needed. It was now essentially a giant drum, and they had to tell Eskin to resist his urge to pound on it. 
 
    The next part was just as delicate. The installation of the receiver. It had to be stuck in place at the top center of the canvas, using a tacky goop from the engine of the ship. The receiver itself was light, in no danger of dislodging the canvas. But it was just heavy enough that it kept sinking down along its bed of goop. Amnay had to actually hold it in place, perfectly level and straight, whilst everyone else fanned it with bits of scrap metal so that the goop would dry and set. 
 
    Finally, they stepped back to admire their work. 
 
    "It's acceptable," said Amnay, rubbing his chin. "But we will need a better solution for next time." 
 
    "Do you think it will hold?" Sybil asked. "I don't want to be cut off all over again." 
 
    "It will hold," Amnay promised her. "It's inside, out of the elements. Just don't bump it." 
 
    "Sorry to burst your bubble," Tina said, "but we don't even know if it works now." 
 
    "She raises a good point," Sybil said. "How do we get it turned on?" 
 
    Amnay pulled a remote control out of the bag he had brought with him from Caphon's colony. "I just have to code a new uplink for it. Then get it integrated into the network. As long as we go through quickly, and I remove the uplink again, we can prevent anyone else from knowing about it." 
 
    His fingers were already moving over the buttons, in a dance that Sybil was unable to follow. He had created this technology, which meant it was easier for him than it would have been otherwise. But she was still blown away. It seemed she would have to rewrite her opinion of Menin society. If it could produce someone like this, capable of staggering intellect, it was doing at least one thing right. 
 
    Even if it had ostracized him, driven him away, threatened him just as it had done to Sybil. She supposed that if Amnay could put all that behind him, then she could, too. She would not hold a grudge. Not like those monsters who had killed her women. 
 
    Finally, Amnay was finished. He hit the power button once, twice, three times. Nothing happened, other than a brief spark of light from the bottom edge of the receiver. 
 
    "What's wrong with it?" Kozue asked. 
 
    Amnay laughed. "I must have already used that uplink code for something else. I'll just have to enter a new one." 
 
    While he did that, Sybil glanced toward the window. She saw a field of snow awash in amber light, darkening toward orange. The sun would set soon. 
 
    Amnay finished with the second code and hit the power button again. And again, nothing happened. But maybe it was a coincidence, another code he had already used. So, he tried a third one. When that failed, too, Amnay tossed the remote aside and let out a sigh. 
 
    "It didn't work," he said. "It was a good try. But we'll have to spend the night here and think of something better in the morning." 
 
    Everyone had a healthy little grumble about that, but Sybil had the idea they were just happy not to be in that rickety ship any longer. 
 
    Kozue helped her scrape together a meal, using extra ingredients from the ship. It wasn't safe for the Menin to go outside now, and so the meal was prepared and eaten in the cabin. They never left it other than to get the food, and the door was kept latched. 
 
    It was much warmer in the cabin that evening, in more ways than one. Now that they knew business would need to wait until morning, the conversation turned casual. Stories were told, jokes shared. Sybil enjoyed hearing all the things she had missed, the progression of events on the Menin ship. It all sounded good. It gave her hope that she might not be stuck here forever. Maybe only for another couple months, if she was lucky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty One 
 
     
 
    She woke later, in the dark of very early morning. The wind continued to howl, and the fire had died down to embers. She sat up and scooted quietly across the floor, trying not to wake anyone else. She stoked the fire, added more wood, and stared as it flared back to life. Secretly, she harbored hopes that this might be the last fire she ever needed to have here. 
 
    In a sudden lull of wind, she heard other noises. 
 
    One of the noises was coming from close by. A gentle shuffling. Someone shifting in their sleep. 
 
    Another came from somewhere further. She strained her ears, fear spiking through her as she tried to figure out what it was. And then it came to her on a cool tide of relief. It was just the tent. It had a great big hole in it now, and the wind was catching it differently. Causing the snapping sound she heard now. 
 
    Sybil went back to sleep, burrowing deep beneath her blanket. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    When she woke it again, it was with the impression that very little time had passed. 
 
    The light in the room had changed. Her first thought was that someone else had woken and was moving around, causing the distant, muffled noises she heard. 
 
    Finally, curious and no longer tired, she poked her head out of her cocoon and looked around. 
 
    There was no one else awake. Not standing, at least. But the portal was on, showing a scene familiar to her. It was a room on the Menin ship, not too different from where she had spent those first, miserable days. 
 
    Sybil sat up, leaning over until she felt Kozue's shoulder. She gave the other woman a shake. 
 
    "Wake up. Kozy, look." 
 
    Kozue looked. Without saying anything, she reached out to shake Amnay awake as well. He sat up groggily, rubbing his eyes and staring at the portal for about five seconds. 
 
    "Ah!" he said. "Ah!" 
 
    That was the only syllable he was capable of on such short notice, it seemed. 
 
    The wind rose outside until it shrieked like a banshee. The snapping sound of the tent faded... and then did not return when the wind calmed down. The old thing must have finally had enough and fallen over, Sybil thought. 
 
    But she hadn't ever gotten anywhere by assuming. So, she got off her floor-bed and walked to the window, stretching her legs to get over Tina and Slych. She put her face up to the glass, cupping her hands around her eyes to try and see through the blue gloom beyond. 
 
    Something dark flashed toward her like a hurled spear. Sybil screamed and launched herself back, tripping and falling onto Slych. Glass shattered, driven inward by the huge, hairy arm that came through the window. 
 
    "Up!" Kozue shouted. "Up! Get up!" 
 
    Slych was the first to respond, grunting and lifting Sybil to her feet as he rose. He shook his head twice, saw that it wasn't Tina who had fallen on him, and bent down to pick her up as well. 
 
    "Out!" Amnay was calling now. "Everyone out! Through the portal!" 
 
    The cabin was small. They all crashed into each other and bounced around like pinballs in their dash for the portal. Sybil, Amnay, and Tina all went for Eskin at the same time, knocking their heads together. But the boy was already up and through into the Menin ship, beckoning to them. 
 
    They ran, hopping through in single file, finally coming to their senses and falling into some kind of order. 
 
    Sybil was at the back of the group, hanging behind. Watching. Waiting. Confused at what she was meant to do. She saw the door of her cabin bowing inward and then exploding, sending wood shrapnel to every corner. Something huge came lurching through out of the night, the light of the fire glinting on its hundreds of teeth. 
 
    That was all she needed to see. She turned to the portal and started through. Four hands fell on her, pulling her the rest of the way. 
 
    Amnay hit the power button. The portal vanished. 
 
    Everyone fell to the floor, rubbing sore spots and sucking at the air. When the shock faded away, someone laughed and soon everyone else was laughing, too. 
 
    "It worked," Amnay said. 
 
    "And not a moment too soon," Sybil said. She sat up, rubbing the top of her head. She turned, counting heads, making sure everyone was here. Then she looked for the door of the room and saw that it was shut. Probably locked, as well. 
 
    "I shouldn't be here," she said, getting to her feet. 
 
    Amnay rose with her and leaned against the wall. "We'll find a place for you. In the meantime, we should be able to keep you hidden here. Or at the very least, on Titan..." 
 
    The portal came back on. The gray nothing appeared, hanging in that brief moment of emptiness before some distant land drew itself in. Amnay raised the remote, staring at the controls with his mouth open. 
 
    He was midway through saying he hadn't pressed anything when the dark of the cabin reappeared, the orange glow of the fire, the milling masses of beasts. 
 
    Amnay, in slow motion horror, extended his arm to its full length and pressed the power button down firmly. Nothing happened. Nothing at all. 
 
    His next move, even before anyone else could react, was to put his head down and dash for the door of the room. The monsters were the next to act, moving through the portal. But just like the Menin and humans, they were in such a hurry that they started getting tangled and jammed on each other. 
 
    Amnay unlocked the door and shoved it open. By then everyone else had gotten the memo. Sybil was the last one through, pushing Eskin ahead of her, looking over her shoulder, thinking what a fool she had been not to grab her arc-lance. 
 
    As soon as she was through, she launched herself to the side, trying to get out of Amnay's way so he could shut and lock the door again. 
 
    But even for all his speed, he was just a bit too slow. The door was an inch from latching when the monsters slammed into it from the other side, forcing it open, crashing through and sending Amnay flying into the opposite wall like he weighed nothing. He hit hard, his breath crushed out of him. Dizzy and disoriented, he sunk to the floor. 
 
    There was nothing else Sybil could do here. She grabbed Eskin, turned, and ran as fast as she could. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Two 
 
      
 
    Sybil might have forgotten the arc-lance. But Slych hadn't. He pulled it out from under his cold weather clothing and used one of its last three charges to obliterate the first beast who came through the door. 
 
    The creature who had struck Amnay burst into flames. It scurried off, bellowing in pain. The ones behind it shrank away, back into the room, afraid of the lance. Slych thought to go and shut the door, but he had seen what happened to Amnay. He had seen what strength these monsters were capable of. A door would buy them nothing but three or four seconds. 
 
    Slych moved forward, hunched down in a defensive posture. He planted himself between Amnay and the monsters, aiming his weapon in at them. They stayed where they were, scurrying back and forth but not daring to come into the hall. Not yet. 
 
    They didn't know how the lance worked. And they didn't know it only had two discharges left. But eventually Slych would run out of shots, and there would still be dozens of beasts left alive. 
 
    "Get him up," Slych shouted over the noise of monstrous screams. "Whatever you have to do, get him up and get away from here." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Kozue and Tina put every bit of energy they had into helping Amnay to his feet. Fortunately, he came back to himself fairly quickly. He was able to stumble away from the scene, using the two women for support. Kozue noticed a gash on the back of his head, a trickle of blood running down the back of his neck. 
 
    Behind them, as they ran, they heard the burst of a second arc-lance discharge. The hallway echoed with alien screams. One of them was Slych, his battle cry rising above all other noises. 
 
    "Mindseat," Amnay said groggily. "Have to warn the Mindseat..." 
 
    Around the next corner, they found Sybil, the boy, and a very confused looking Menin servant. He was nodding along with something Sybil was telling him. After a moment, he took the boy's hand and hurried off. 
 
    "I told him to get help," said Sybil. "Where's Slych?" 
 
    "Doing the hero routine," Kozue said, nearly collapsing under Amnay's weight. "We have to get Amnay somewhere safe. He has a concussion, I think." 
 
    Sybil got off the floor, where she had fallen a few moments earlier. "I don't know this ship well at all. But I'll help you hold him up." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Slych turned to watch the others leave. When he looked back, another of the beasts was jumping at him. With a roar, he let out his second to last round. 
 
    This was working. So far. The monsters were deathly afraid of the arc-lance. But it wouldn't work much longer. Slych searched his mind for a plan and latched onto the first one that came to him. 
 
    He turned down the hall, in the opposite direction from where the others had gone, and took off running. Not too fast that he would lose them, if that was even possible. And not too slow that he would be eaten before... well, before someone showed up to save his skin. 
 
    They followed, streaming out of the room by the dozens. No, by the hundreds. Or more. They just kept coming, in an endless tide. As endless as the horrible wind on the world they came from. 
 
    They were out, now. They were in the Menin ship. As Slych ran, his mind became an oddly calm place. 
 
    Over the centuries, ever since their near extinction on the cold planet, his people had continued to fight. They had continued to hone their combat skills. Maybe it all had been for this. Some hidden, subconscious knowledge that their oldest enemies still breathed. That one day there would be a rematch. 
 
    And here it was. May the best fighter win. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The Mindseat knew about the threat long before it came to their ship. They accepted it, because the alternative was much worse. But they didn't know exactly where it would come from. Which room, which portal. That all depended on Amnay and his whims. The boy was unpredictable, at best; his invention had thrown the Predictive Web into disarray, something that never should have been able to happen. 
 
    So, the Mindseat had formed platoons of guards. They even conscripted males from the warrior class, those who were among the best. The platoons patrolled the halls, covering as much of they ship as they possibly could. 
 
    The servant, guiding Eskin along, ran into one of these squads and informed them of what was happening. The squad leader made contact with the other platoons. Three minutes after the beasts' first incursion, an army of two hundred prime Menin fighters descended upon the last known location. 
 
    The monsters were still streaming out of the room, spreading in every direction through the ship. The soldiers split off, half moving around to find the end of the monstrous tide and block it off, using the halls as chokepoints. 
 
    The battle began. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Three 
 
      
 
    Kozue had done a good amount of exploring in this ship. It took her a bit of time, but she was able to orient herself and lead them to a medical station. No doctor was in residence, but Amnay was now lucid enough to treat himself. Using a suture gun, he roughly and painfully stapled his head wound shut. And then he injected himself with the contents of three needles. Nutrients, vitamins, stimulants to clear his mind and get him ready for what was to come. They were drugs designed for use by the warrior class, males who could never truly rest, who always must be ready for the next challenger. 
 
    Amnay stood, blinking to clear the fog from him eyes. 
 
    "They'll be spreading through the ship by now," he said. "There are more arc-lances in the hangar. We'll have to get there." 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ignu and Aurora, in their random wanderings through the ship in search of new places to fuck, were immediately aware that something was wrong. 
 
    It had been obvious for the past twenty-four hours that the Mindseat was gearing up for something. The platoons were out in force, larger and more heavily armed and armored than usual. Ignu got in the habit of following close behind them, dragging Aurora with him. He told her that he was studying. A lot of the soldiers in the platoons were other males of the warrior class. This was his chance to get close to them without incurring a challenge; when a male was doing Mindseat duty, they could not challenge or be challenged. 
 
    Ignu was laughing, making fun of one of these males, when the platoon leader received communication on his handset. He shouted something gruff, and the entire platoon suddenly switched into a different gear. They picked their halberds off the floor and sprinted forward. 
 
    "That's not good," Ignu said. 
 
    "Why?" asked Aurora, squeezing his hand. "What does it mean?" 
 
    "That something bad is happening. A fight beyond the usual challenge. Something bigger." 
 
    He did not hesitate a second longer, running forward. 
 
    They caught back up with the platoon a few turns later, at the mouth of an intersecting hallway. Beyond their shield wall, an army of monsters roiled like a puddle of tar. Hundreds or thousands of them, climbing on one another, climbing the walls and falling back down. 
 
    As Aurora stared, trying to figure out what she was looking at, Slych came stumbling through the platoon cordon. He was bloody and limping, the back of one leg shredded. By the look on his face, he couldn't believe he was still alive. 
 
    "You!" Ignu called. 
 
    Slych looked over at them, raising the spear-like weapon he had in his hands. A reflexive response, conditioned in by whatever traumatic hell he had just come through. When he saw who it was who had yelled for him, he put the weapon down. 
 
    "What are you doing with that?" Ignu asked. "A coward's lance!" 
 
    Slych stumbled over to meet them, grunting in pain with each step. 
 
    "It's the only thing they're afraid of," he said. "And the only reason I'm alive." 
 
    "What about Tina?" asked Aurora. 
 
    "She was fine the last time I saw her. I sent her off. Protected her. And Amnay." 
 
    "That worm?" Ignu shook his head. "The Mindseat's head is turned. Their soldiers are preoccupied. There's no one to stop me from slitting that coward's throat the next time I—" 
 
    He cut off, staring in awe and terror as a wave of black death came washing over the line of soldiers. 
 
    The beasts linked together, entangling their limbs and forming a crashing wave. With their combined momentum, they bowled into the Mindseat platoon with enough force to send each shield line crashing into the one behind it. The whole platoon, bracing their feet on the floor, slid backward and out of the mouth of the tunnel. The tide of monsters broke around either side of them, flooding outward. The soldiers lunged back into position, cutting down the monsters that got past them but losing a small amount of ground. If this happened again, they might not be able to stem the tide. 
 
    Rather than run away, as any sensible person would, Ignu charged forward into the chaos. A beast nearly took his head off, but Slych discharged a fireball from his lance, saving him. 
 
    Ignu hit the ground, rolled, and came up holding the halberd of a fallen soldier. He joined the fighting, putting himself right in the middle. 
 
    Aurora stepped forward, opening her mouth to call to her love. Slych reached out, blocking her with a bloody arm. 
 
    "You, go," he said. "This is our fight, not yours." 
 
    "Bullshit," said Aurora. "You think you're alone in the universe? Let me help." 
 
    Slych stared at her for a moment then dropped his arm. He tossed his lance away. 
 
    "What'd you do that for?" Aurora demanded. 
 
    "It's empty," Slych replied. 
 
    "Got any other weapons?" 
 
    "Not on me." 
 
    "Where are they?" 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Four 
 
      
 
    "...And this is where I slept," Stella said, gesturing toward the sleeping pod. 
 
    Gyrch stared, studying the strange beds. "The long sleep. That is what you call it?" 
 
    "Yep. That's it." 
 
    "It sounds... thrilling." 
 
    "Well, it's a hell of a lot better than sitting around bored for months. Come on, let's go see Tide again. I bet he's been lonely." 
 
    When they returned to the bridge, Tide didn't even acknowledge them. He was busy with something else. He claimed to have kept busy all this time, even without humans to look after. Another AI named Todd had contacted him not long after the ship first arrived here and gave him some work to do. 
 
    "Stella," the AI said absentmindedly, detecting her presence in the room despite having his back turned. "I'm afraid things have happened a little more quickly than I wanted. I must ask you for a favor. It's very important." 
 
    "I'm listening," Stella said. "Is it about the Predictive Web?" 
 
    "Yes. Everything is, at least for now. Be a good girl and work fast now. There's another ship on the other side of the hangar. A small one. In a side hatch, you will find a store of weapons called arc-lances. You and Gyrch must take as many as you can carry and go back inside the main corridor. Move straight down it, as quickly as you can. Go, now." 
 
      
 
    And that was how Stella found herself, five minutes later, sprinting with an armload of weird spears toward the sound of battle. 
 
    They ran into three familiar but unexpected faces along the way. Tina and Kozue were there, wrapped in weird clothing and drenched in sweat. Amnay was with them, naked apart from his underwear, with drying blood on the back of his neck. 
 
    "No time to explain," Stella said, shoving some arc-lances at the others. "And even if there was, I still have no clue what the fuck's going on." 
 
    "I do," said Kozue, taking a lance and testing its weight. 
 
    "Wait a moment," said Gyrch. 
 
    He reached into his servant's bag and pulled out a roll of what looked like heavy duty tape. He used it to attach three arc-lances together in a triangular formation. 
 
    "Triple the power," he said. "The fireballs will join together, and the accuracy will be maintained." 
 
    "You're a genius, and I love you," said Stella. "And I ain't afraid to let everyone know it." 
 
    "I am," Gyrch replied. "Please don't do it." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    On Earth, everyone was trying to figure out why MIT was full of dead people. The answer to the question came soon, in the form of a dark flood of alien creatures. They spread through the city of Boston. A police response was able to slow them down, but was eventually overrun. Enough time was bought for the army to arrive. Fighter jets soon interlaced the skies, silent and deadly, the latest and greatest in technology. Foot soldiers took to the ground, roving in huge powered exoskeletons. 
 
    The monsters met their match in the full fighting force of humankind. They died in the city streets like cattle, mowed down and crushed beneath robotic feet. 
 
    When they were all dead, the army took the next logical step and tried to figure out where they were coming from. 
 
    And when they did learn, the response and secondary action was snappy. The soldiers were just angry enough to not care that their universe was abruptly and irrevocably changing. The top brass and politicians were just aloof enough to order their men in, to stop the alien threat. To kill them all, come hell or high water. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was a ragged group of soldiers that Stella's group found. The formation had been forced to spread out, thinning as their numbers dwindled. Hundreds of the beasts were already dead, but hundreds more still fought. 
 
    Backup couldn't have arrived much later. But here they were, now shoving arc-lances into the hands of the exhausted warriors. 
 
    As Stella was darting between them, using her small size to move quickly and avoid being hit, she suddenly came face to face with Ignu. 
 
    He grinned down at her, bleeding from gashes to his face. Missing a tooth or two and a chunk of his earlobe. 
 
    "Hello, little one," he said. "Here to give me a coward weapon?" 
 
    She scoffed and looked down, aiming for his hands as she shoved an arc-lance at him. 
 
    Ignu abruptly lurched to the side, screaming as he swung his halberd. One of the beasts had been a second away from chopping Stella in half. 
 
    And now it was on Ignu, its feet planted on his chest and digging out bloody wounds there, its fore claws digging into his back, its huge, hundred-toothed mouth spread wide to chomp down around his head. 
 
    From somewhere in the chaos, Stella could have sworn she heard Aurora Willekens screaming in fear. 
 
    Amnay came into view, using a pile of dead soldiers to launch himself through the air. He sailed high, in a perfect arc, crashing shoulder-first into the beast who had its claws in Ignu. The two of them went tumbling down. And then Ignu fell as well, wobbling at first and then crashing to the floor with blood running from the wounds on his chest. 
 
    Stella froze, watching this with a strange calm. It all looked familiar. A memory she already had. An event that had been predicted. 
 
    Arc-lances crackled all around. Monsters screamed and scattered. In the space of seconds, the hopeless battle suddenly turned the other way. Menin soldiers screamed in glory and anger as they blasted down monsters by the dozen, the triple-fireballs leaving little but smoking ruin. 
 
    Amnay got to his feet, covered in blood that was not his. He walked over to where Ignu lay and stood over him, breathing heavily, smiling and raising his hands into the air triumphantly. 
 
    It had all come true. But not in the way Stella had feared it would. 
 
    Ignu was hurt, but conscious. Alive. He allowed Amnay to help him to his feet. The two males nodded at each other, and apparently that was all the communication they needed; they turned and ran off side by side to join the last minutes of fighting. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Spreading through the ship, the remaining soldiers — joined by just about every adult Menin on the ship — ratted out and herded the last monsters toward the hangar, just in time for the portal to erupt with an army of new beasts. Strange, metal monsters, whining with hydraulics, stacked with heavy weapons. And with very small heads. 
 
    Without speaking, the two armies joined forces and wiped the last of the beasts out of existence. 
 
    "It was very strange," Ignu said later while a former concubine tended to his wounds. "I assumed human males would be cowards. Weaklings." He shook his head, laughing, and had nothing more to say. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twenty Five 
 
      
 
    Five days after the battle, when the ship had been cleaned up and all the fallen soldiers given their proper rites, the Mindseat finally turned its eyes toward the problem of Sybil McCullough. 
 
    Elder Uklu had no problem with the woman. And neither did the rest of the Mindseat. The problem, of course, lay with the common people. Their will must be heard. And in this matter, it must also be followed. 
 
    In a rare showing, the Mindseat held her trial in the hangar. It had more room, and it seemed that everyone on the ship wished to attend. 
 
    Most prominent among the attendees was the boy Eskin and his parents. They stood close to the foot of the Mindseat, and when it was their time to talk in Sybil's defense — or in her condemnation — the elder Eskin stepped forward. 
 
    "Murder cannot be forgotten," he said, "but maybe it can be forgiven. The Menin have seen enough death. Maybe now we're finally starting to understand what it means. Death doesn't solve problems, it just takes them out of the present and puts them in the past. I do know that my son wouldn't be alive if not for the killer, Sybil. I think that an execution would be a very stupid way to start our relationship with humankind." 
 
    And, for the most part everyone agreed. The Mindseat deliberated privately for a moment then stepped forward to address the crowd. 
 
    "We have talked," the elder Uklu said, "and we have reached the conclusion that the woman Sybil will be forgiven of all crimes. Her freedom will be returned to her, to do with as she sees fit. Let this be the precedent for the new era we are entering. And in a hundred years, let your grandchildren harvest from the ground you are sowing now." 
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