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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Aurora had never been carried like this, flung over the shoulder of a huge man like she weighed nothing. The sensation thrilled her, and she laughed as she was carried off through a doorway and down a corridor. 
 
    In a moment, there was a commotion in the hall they had come from. The other women and the other alien males were getting into some kind of scuffle, a disagreement. Aurora could only shake her head. What were the idiots doing? Didn't they know this was their place, to be dominated and owned? She was pretty sure that all women harbored the desire, deep down, to surrender all power. Even Sybil must have that desire, hidden inside her. 
 
    The only thing that separated her from them was the fact that she was honest with herself. 
 
    The male wasted no more time than was absolutely necessary. He got her away from the all the fuss in the main hall, carried her into a deserted little corridor, and set her down. He grabbed her by the back of the neck, huge fingers easily meeting and overlapping over her throat, and shoved her hard into the wall. Aurora let out an involuntary moan as he grabbed the hem of her pants and tore them away in one swipe, tossing the ruined cloth to the floor. 
 
    She wasn't wearing any underwear, and she was already soaked. The male touched the slippery moisture on her thighs as he slid his hands between them and up to cup her crotch. He then forced her legs apart with almost violent strength, though she did not defy him at all. 
 
    Already, she was drooling. Her entire body tingled. She felt relaxed and almost hypnotized, as though she'd just had the best massage of her life. Her knees shook, knocking together as he pushed his finger into the cleft of her labia and began sliding it up and down. 
 
    He bent down to smell her and let out a deep and bestial growl that made Aurora almost dizzy with desire. 
 
    She was ready. 
 
    The other women probably knew it, but Aurora had been very promiscuous during their training period. She had always been promiscuous, really, because she always knew she could find someone it a little bit better than whoever she was currently sleeping with. But this had reached epic proportions during those days spent bunking together, leading up to the start of their voyage. 
 
    She sought out men with the largest endowments and let them fuck her as violently and aggressively as they wanted. Often, she let them have her ten minutes after meeting them. It was all very fun, but it was really just a warmup for what was happening now. 
 
    Aurora had never wanted something more than this. When he slid into her, she screamed and felt for a moment as though she had exploded or caught on fire. The male silenced her, pushing her head into the wall hard. She felt blood trickling down her forehead, rolling around the outer rim of her eye. There was pain at her hairline, sharp and wet, and she came then, pushing her body back into her mate. She was surprised to feel her ass touch his skin, to feel the heavy weight of his balls knocking against her clitoris. She had taken every inch of him. 
 
    He seemed equally surprised by this and orgasmed a moment later. First, she felt his balls tightening up, drawing against her. Then she felt herself filling like a water balloon, a delicious pressure building inside as his cock pulsed strongly, held tight in the vice of her womanhood. 
 
    It was the start of something wonderful. It was the beginning of the rest of her life. As the male carried her away again, she realized that she had finally found her home. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    He really wasn't one for talking, or tenderness, or long romantic walks or bubble baths or any of the things a self-respecting woman might ask for from a male partner. 
 
    He was about fucking. He was about doing his best to keep Aurora full of seed and constantly aroused, ready for him whenever he chose. And he did that last part easily, simply by walking into the room they now shared or doing something as simple as picking an item off the floor. When he scratched himself, in the stomach or the leg, and she saw his shaft swinging like a pendulum under whatever clothing he wore, if any, it was all over. Aurora would pounce on him then, riding him like some beast of burden until he pumped yet another load of his thick, sweet semen into her. 
 
    That was what he was about. Luckily for him, he did it all so well that none of his limitations mattered. Not to Aurora. She felt like there must be other layers to him, different parts of his personality and passions that she had yet to see. And she was looking forward to discovering them. 
 
    But for now, this would do. She loved it when he woke her by sliding into her, still wet and open from previous rounds. She loved when he would surprise her with a new position, especially when it was a position that would have been impossible with a human mate. She was tall and well filled-out, a towering statue of a woman, and she had never met a man who could lift her clear off the ground and throw her around. She had sometimes been jealous of smaller women, especially when she woke one night during training and caught a glimpse of a stealthy round of sex between Stella and a handsome but not overly tall military man she'd brought into her bed. 
 
    But now she had met her true mate, and he could do everything a human could do and so much more. So very, very much more. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A few days into her new life, she and her unnamed mate had just finished a particularly energetic session. He stood above her, sweating and panting, when the door opened and a female of his race came trotting in like she owned the place. Aurora watched her suspiciously, expecting her mate to tell her to get lost, barking in that sexy, deep voice of his. But he just stood there as she knelt at his feet and opened her mouth, catching a string of semen that dripped from him. 
 
    Aurora would have liked to have had a mirror, just to see what her face looked like at that time. She was suddenly, violently jealous. 
 
    She had rarely been jealous in the past, because being jealous would have meant she was a terrible hypocrite. But she had an idea now that she had finally found the partner she would gladly spend the rest of her days with. To see him with anyone besides her was an agony. 
 
    He saw the look on Aurora's face. He grunted, grabbing the kneeling female by the hair and pulling her away. She scurried to her feet and out of the room, casting a worried and confused look over her shoulder as she left. 
 
    Aurora stood up, still trembling from the very athletic sex she had just had, and wrapped her arms around the sweaty male in front of her. 
 
    "Mine," she said. 
 
    He didn't understand, but he did put his arms around her and held her there for a time. 
 
    From that, Aurora learned that he had other females. Concubines. But she kept him thoroughly occupied. She used up all his energy, and he had nothing left over for the others. She had no idea what he and the concubines were getting up to outside this room, beyond her sight, but she felt confident that it wasn't anything serious. Because he always came to her raging with lust, like a starving man descending on a hot, delicious meal. And he spent most of his time with her. He seemed to have no problem with this arrangement; she doubted very much that he missed the attentions of the other females. 
 
    A few days later, perhaps after he accepted that Aurora was here to stay, he came into the room with one of those translator things. And they had their first conversation. It was weird to have her first words with someone after she had already been fucking him like crazy for several days straight, but better late than never. 
 
    First were introductions. She told him her name, and he repeated it slowly, tasting the syllables and finding them to his liking. He already knew the word Aurora from hearing it before, but until now he hadn't known it was her name. 
 
    His name was Ignu. It seemed fitting, a powerful name that got straight to the point. And it felt pleasant in her mouth, rolling along her tongue. 
 
    She asked him about his people. His society. He thought for a moment, then tossed her questions right back at her without answering. So, she spoke of humankind. Being a history professor, she felt she was qualified to give an accurate and unbiased rundown of the story of her race. 
 
    "Individual people are generally quite sane, fair-minded, and often charitable," she finally said, as Ignu nodded along. "We love to help other people out. Generally speaking, our deepest desire is to see the continuation of our species. I mean, that's just evolution. There's a reason why everyone loves sex. It's a trick by nature to make us breed more. But damn, am I glad for it. So, you have a bunch of people who want to fuck each other constantly. That's what people think about most of the time; it's the basis for most decisions anyone makes, no matter what they think.” 
 
    Ignu moved to his bed, throwing himself down onto it. He laid the translator next to him and agreed, “Sex is good.” 
 
    "It's all about sex. Women think about fucking men. Straight women, anyway, but they also think about how good other women are at fucking their men. Men want to fuck just about every woman they see, whether they admit it or not. When a man is bored, the first thing his mind goes to is sex. But he also thinks about other men, whether jealously or curiously. These things are true. And, in my own opinion, if people were more honest and open about these things, it would remove a lot of pain and conflict from our lives. 
 
    "But sex isn't the only thing, just the main thing. People also like helping each other. They want to see their fellow humans doing well, and when that happens we get a nice, warm, and fuzzy feeling inside. But you wouldn't know it by looking at the action of societies.” 
 
    Ignu propped himself up in bed on his elbows. “Societies?” 
 
    She sat on the bed next to him, running her palm up his gigantic, muscular thigh. "Societies and civilizations as a whole, or political parties, are groups of people. They're so large, and often so disconnected from the objects of their decisions and policies, that they attain a certain schizophrenic and radical component. When you look at human desire through the lens of such large groups, it suddenly becomes all about power rather than sex. Some people say that sex is power, a way to exert your strength over someone else in whatever way, but I say that's bullshit. Sex is pleasure and companionship, for the most part. For most sane people, anyway.” 
 
    “But not for all?” Ignu asked, a contemplative look on his brow. 
 
    "Power is different. In essence, it's survival. You want to control what other people can do, to give yourself some advantage. The search for power has always been a driving force, even before the invention of money..." 
 
    "Money?" Ignu asked. 
 
    "Yes, it's just... whatever, little pieces of metal or paper or anything that we decide has value. Of course, it has to be backed by some actual value, somewhere, but that's beside the point. Money is what we use to get things from other people." 
 
    "We have duels," Ignu said through the machine. 
 
    "We used to have duels," Aurora replied, "but not anymore. They're hardly a cornerstone of society. The action of societies, or rather the governing sectors of societies, is the hunt for power. Unlike sex, money is power. A physical manifestation of it. Money is a natural occurrence. An inevitable thing. Its invention was a move toward balance. If you put all the metaphorical and literal ideas of power into it, suddenly you have a way to gain what you want and make people do things without having to resort to violence. It is a more peaceful means by which the powerful people of the world alter the course of history. There is evil in money, but it's still better, in my opinion, than grabbing a mastodon bone off the ground and clobbering someone over the head with it.” 
 
    “Sounds more reasonable to me,” Ignu said. 
 
    Aurora let out a little laugh. To some, a mastodon bone would be a much more simple answer. "The competitions of battle and life were replaced by competitions of status, employment and such abstract metrics as 'happiness' and 'success'. It's all a kind of lie, a self-delusion, but a necessary step forward in the quest for self-preservation. It's natural for people to compare themselves to others, to either feel defeated or victorious. No one is ever really happy, because evolution has never favored creatures who are content and stagnant... it favors those who are constantly striving for something better, constantly growing and never being left behind.” 
 
    Aurora grazed her hand up Ignu’s thigh further, brushing against his heavy balls, the embodiment of her own quest for something bigger and better. 
 
    "But of course, you still have war and... well, it's all very complicated. Or maybe it's just embarrassingly simple, a bunch of apes freaking out on a green and blue planet, just smart enough to realize how stupid they are and no more. And that's just humankind in a nutshell. With enough time and luck, we can achieve anything, despite the fact that we can't help shooting ourselves in the foot constantly." 
 
    Ignu listened to all this like a scholar, his head tilted slightly to the side, chin resting in his hand. When she finished speaking, out of breath and red in the cheeks, he reached over to tug playfully at a loose lock of blond hair. 
 
    Then he bent forward, sliding both hands underneath to cup her buttocks. He lifted her into his lap, where his erection was already growing. They fucked for the third time that day, Aurora bucking in his lap and moaning louder and louder as the orgasm grew and finally overtook her. 
 
    She never thought she could grow tired of sex. Not mentally. And so far, she was right. But physically, it was a different story. He was so large, and went so deep, and needed her so often, that she was beginning to feel a bit worn out. There was a lovely ache inside her, but it threatened to become uncomfortable if she kept going. She assumed this was like any new, strenuous activity. At first, her body would reject it, filling with new aches and pains, but eventually she would adapt and would be fine. But until that happened, she didn't want to risk damaging herself. 
 
    So, after her first orgasm, she pushed herself off and taught Ignu the wonders of the blowjob. Aurora knew she was a master at them — she could take a man from flaccid to coming down her throat in less than a minute, on a good day — but Ignu was the ultimate test of her skill. He was just so damn big, she barely knew what to do with him.  
 
    Luckily, he didn't seem to have much experience having his cock sucked. He enjoyed every second of it. She could tell that it was giving him immense pleasure, because he soon became violent. Oftentimes during sex, he was like an animal who didn't know what to do with himself. He needed an outlet for the intense, explosive desire and hunger inside him, and he did this by pulling her hair, throwing her to the floor, hitting and slapping her. It was never enough to hurt her beyond the point her latent masochism would allow; she loved it when he got like that. 
 
    Now, as she took the head of his cock into her mouth, he struck her on the cheek with an open palm. She saw stars and knew there would be a bruise, but it made her nipples and clitoris harden and engorge. 
 
    She felt her jaw pop and knew that she had reached capacity; now all she could do was work him with her tongue. 
 
    Ignu's stamina was incredible. She knew it had something to do with the fact that they had sex so often — he was probably slightly desensitized by it — but she also thought he was just genetically predetermined to be the perfect sex machine. But he also knew his own body well enough that he could bring himself to finish whenever he wanted, and he decided that now was the time.  
 
    He grabbed her by her ponytail and started working her up and down, grabbing her chin with his other hand and rotating her mouth around his cock. It didn't take long for him to come. Aurora tried to swallow all of it, sucking greedily, but it was hard to do with her mouth open so wide. Most of it streamed and flooded down his shaft, making a hell of a sticky mess on the bed. 
 
    Pulling her head away, she bent low and licked Ignu clean, from balls to tip. He watched her with burning hunger in his eyes. His cock slowly deflated, until it rested warm and soft on her leg. She rubbed it gently for a while, bending to kiss and worship it. 
 
    If anything, their sex was getting better and better each time. Ignu seemed to be an infinite well of lust. It never ran out. Aurora was relieved at this; for the longest time, she had been afraid that she would never find a male who could match her desire, let alone one who surpassed it. She had no use for anyone else, now. It was all Ignu, all the time, forever and ever. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Stella hoped, against all reason, that the other women were faring better than her. Because she was stuck in an unending nightmare, a horror beyond all her worst expectations. 
 
    The male, huge and brutish and covered in scars, shoved her roughly into a room. He pushed her so hard that she stumbled and fell, scraping her knees on the hard floor. She turned, flipping onto her back, and started kicking at the air. An attempt to ward him off. He approached, smiling nastily, and grabbed both her ankles in one hand. She tried to kick again now, but he held her fast; she couldn't move her feet. 
 
    With his other hand, he pushed his armored trousers down. His huge member came into view, twitching and pulsing, rising a little. To Stella it might as well have been a cobra lifting its head to watch her with a solitary eye. It was her death, full of threat and venom. 
 
    The male bent down and tried to flip her onto her stomach. She knew what would happen if she let him do that. Her pants would go, and her underwear. The plump treasure of her ass, which she gave up only rarely to men who treated her right — or when she was just painfully lonely — would be bared to this alien air. He would force himself into her whether she liked it or not. 
 
    Staring into his eyes, she saw a certain animal simplicity there. She knew right away that this creature, despite how human he looked in many ways, lacked any idea about the concept of consent. To him, rape had no meaning. He would see nothing wrong with it. He wouldn't even give it a thought. 
 
    "No!" Stella shouted, reaching up to smack him in the face. 
 
    He was surprised more than hurt by this. He drew back, letting her feet go, and touched his cheek. He stared down at her, his single-minded beastly lust replaced by a certain dumb curiosity that was almost endearing. Almost. 
 
    "No," Stella repeated. "No." 
 
    She crawled away to a safe distance, then stood up and pressed herself into a wall. There was nowhere to go. He was standing between her and the only door. 
 
    Reaching behind him, he pulled a translator off a shelf and held it out, nodding to her. 
 
    "No," she said again. "You can't just stick that thing in me whenever you want. First of all, I don't agree to it. Second, you might kill me. I mean, look at my body. I'm small. And look at you. Got it?" 
 
    He waited, listening to the alien words that issued from the translator, and smiled. He grabbed his cock, waving it in the air toward her. 
 
    "You want?" he asked. 
 
    "No," she said again. "I don't." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    "I just told you why. Small me, big you. Me get hurt. Ow! Okay? Get it now, caveman?" 
 
    He stared at her a moment longer, grinning devilishly, and she realized that he knew exactly what she was trying to tell him. He was just being a smartass. 
 
    He went to the door now, sticking his head out and calling something into the hall. He returned to where had stood before. A moment later, two females walked in, wearing tiny underwear, the alien equivalent of g-strings. Their breasts were bare, heavy, and plump, the big lilac nipples stabbing the air and swaying from side to side. They were excited, these two; goose bumps prickled on their shoulders as they approached the male. 
 
    One of then bent over in front of him. The other knelt and grabbed his heavy cock in both hands, jerking it off, bringing it to full engorgement. She then guided the tip of it into the waiting cunt of her companion. With one hand, she reached around and cupped the male's ass, giving him a gentle push. He stepped forward, sinking into the other female. 
 
    While the kneeling female massaged and fondled his balls, the male began to slowly fuck the other. He stared at Stella, smiling and sometimes laughing at the various expressions that must be passing over her face. 
 
    She watched, face and neck burning in embarrassment. The female seemed to be enjoying this; her tits swung, crashing together and bouncing apart. Her mouth fell open, and she started to groan, reaching back to squeeze the arm of her fellow female. 
 
    "This will be you," the male said, patting the lower back of his concubine. "Soon, it will be." 
 
    He started pounding her hard then, shoving the other away and then grabbing her by the hips, slamming into her with such force that she fell onto her face. Like a living wheelbarrow, he fucked her across the room until her head was banging against the wall between Stella's legs. The male stared down at her, but she refused to meet his eyes. She stared off into space, her mind fleeing to some safe zone far away. 
 
    When it was all over, she came back to herself and saw that the male had gone. The females were still there, lying and cuddling and giggling together like young sisters on the floor. A bed had been set out for them, blankets and pillows and everything.  
 
    It looked terribly comfortable, a good place for Stella to go comatose and forget everything that was happening to her, but she didn't want to get anywhere close to those concubines. They seemed to her like lost souls, captives in the full swing of Stockholm Syndrome. There was something stunted and immature about them and their mannerisms. They were broken, manic girls whose only purpose was to fill the sexual desires of the brute that held them in thrall. 
 
    Stella did not want that. She had grown up under good parentage, a mother and father who had taught her to respect herself. To never sell herself short or let herself be commanded by lesser minds, lesser souls... And what was that brute of a male, but less than her in every way but physical size? 
 
    This was a living nightmare that she needed to wake from. But that wouldn't happen on its own; she would have to bring herself out of it by force. 
 
    She made a circuit of the room, dragging herself numbly along the wall, thinking. 
 
    He had taken the translator. Or it was hidden somewhere. Stella could not communicate with the other concubines. Even if she could, what help could they offer her? Much like the male didn't understand the concept of consent — or he did, which made him even more evil — these two blathering idiots didn't understand the concept of slavery. They were deep inside of it, so deep they could see nothing else. And they were probably past the impressionable age, at which all their ideas of the universe and their place in it had been formed. 
 
    What could Stella do? She could do nothing for them, that was for sure. She could only worry about herself. Yes, only herself. 
 
    If she managed to save herself, then she could try and save the women she had come here with. Though she hoped very much that they didn't need saving. Perhaps the males who had picked them more were more gentle, more understanding. 
 
    But Stella doubted that. She had come willingly into the worst society imaginable. Suddenly, she didn't feel so bad about past eras of human history; she'd give anything right now to go back in time on Earth, to be treated like a child or a treasure on a pedestal, never to be seen by the outside world. 
 
    Escape. That was the only option. 
 
    She went to the door and tried to open it. In her mind, it was already a foregone conclusion that it would be locked. So she was deeply surprised when it slid open. She stepped into the hall, expecting to be barred by a guard, but there was no one here. The corridor was empty. 
 
    "Okay," she said. "Now what?" 
 
    Now she should explore. Or maybe hiding was a better idea. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    At one point as she walked, she was pretty sure she smelled a fellow human. It was a smell of sweat and body odor, a bit of lip gloss, a tang of shampoo. She searched around, trying to find whoever it was, but they were gone. 
 
    This ship was huge. She thought back to the figure the US Army had estimated. Which had then been confirmed, more or less, when Tide had first seen the ship. Five kilometers in length, at the very least. Which was a little over three miles. And that was just an estimate. As Stella wandered, she started to think that three miles was on the low end of probable. 
 
    Three miles long, at the very least, by however many wide. She wouldn't know that for a while yet, if ever. Assuming she would be able to freely roam for the duration of her stay here — which she had a sneaking, grim suspicion would be a very long time — she could eventually map the place out. 
 
    She assumed it also had multiple levels, above and below her, which she didn't yet know how to access. Essentially, then, the ship was a like a city, completely indoors and anchored in this backwater of the solar system. She could wander for a long time, become hopelessly lost, and maybe she'd be free of her brutish captor by virtue of that. 
 
    A girl could dream. 
 
    Putting aside her fear and growing hatred for this society, she was impressed and amazed by the ship itself. Every corridor was different, every room seemed to possess some mysterious and eternal purpose that she couldn't hope to decipher. 
 
    Eventually, she was found by a patrol of several males, who intercepted her and carried her back through the ship. She was delivered back into the arms of her captor, literally, and the cycle of terror continued. 
 
    She had to fight him off twice more that day. Finally, blessedly, he fell asleep, nestled between his other concubines. There were six of them now, and the two Stella had seen earlier were not among them. 
 
    She had to wonder how many females he had. A lot, obviously, and that was good for her. They would always be there for him to fall back to. They were an easy fuck when he got tired of getting slapped and kicked at and evaded. 
 
    But none of them had her brown skin, her dark hair and eyes, her dimples. The male eternal thirst for exotic pussy would eventually win out. There would come a time when he was no longer discouraged by her fighting. 
 
    God help her, there could come a time when she no longer wanted to fight him. She hated herself for that, but it was true. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Aurora was in love. 
 
    She awoke in the middle of the night and heard Ignu snoring beside her. Slowly, gently, she crept up and straddled him. She looked down into his sleeping, peaceful face, then she balled her right hand into a fist and punched him. 
 
    He woke in a fury, shouting his anger and throwing her away. She hit the edge of the bed, nearly fell off, but caught herself on his leg. Then he was on top of her, choking her with one hand while he shoved his cock into her with the other. He fucked her like he wanted to kill her, and she kept hitting him, clawing at his back, punching him in the side of the head, biting his lips and tongue. 
 
    He retaliated, flipping her onto her belly and pulling her by the hair, forcing her head back painfully, and gnawed on her neck. She moaned and screamed and came, again and again. She spasmed and kicked her legs violently, overwhelmed with sensation. 
 
    This was so good, she thought, it must be a dream. She'd wake up soon in that shitty little tube back on the ship and find the other women standing around groggily and waiting for someone to tell them what to do. 
 
    "Hit me," she said and heard her words being translated. "Hit me hard." 
 
    He did what she said, wracking her body with painful blows. She grunted and growled and knew that this was real. It was really happening. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They lay together afterwards, half awake, their skin burning with scratch marks and drying sweat. 
 
    "I will challenge another male tomorrow," Ignu said. 
 
    Aurora nodded. She knew Ignu liked to kill. And she understood the purpose of these fights. They were the ultimate move of power, because they only ever ended in death. 
 
    "You'll take his concubines," she said. 
 
    Ignu nodded. 
 
    "But you won't copulate with them," Aurora said. It was not a question or a hopeful statement. It was a command. 
 
    "No. I won't. Only with you." 
 
    "You're goddamn right," she replied. "Only with me. Hold me tighter." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    In the evening, she got to witness Ignu's fighting prowess first hand. He challenged a younger male, who barely had any scars at all and only two concubines. The fight lasted a surprising amount of time. Ignu drew it out purposely, letting the younger male hope. Letting him think he had a chance in hell. 
 
    Finally, Ignu got bored and lopped the other male's head off. He picked it up by the hair and showed it, dripping with blood, to the small crowd of observers. A female somewhere was crying. 
 
    Aurora stared at the severed head, frowning. She did not find the sight altogether pleasant, but the joy at seeing her beloved victorious helped to suppress her negative feelings. Violence, to her, was a perfectly natural phenomenon that all races must learn to curtail. This race simply hadn't gotten to that point yet. This fact was at odds with their technology, which obviously outstripped that of humankind, but that was a quirk rather than a sign of inferiority. 
 
    She let Ignu have his fun. When he tried to touch her, with his bloody hands, she let him. As much as she didn't want to. She understood how power-centric this society was; it wouldn't do for the rest of the ship to see the real dynamic of their relationship. 
 
    Aurora had him wrapped around her finger. She had done this so effectively, so brilliantly, that he didn't even know it. He thought he still had power over her, but in reality he was her slave. It would be easy, almost too easy, to guide the course of her life on the ship. 
 
    After the fight, back in their room, Ignu laid out a plan that he had apparently been contemplating for a long time. A takeover of the ship, using his superior combat ability. A burn through the ranks, a quest to gain ultimate power. He would have the greatest collection of concubines the Menin had ever seen; he would be guaranteed a slot on the Mindseat, where he could become a king. 
 
    And Aurora would be a queen. The real source of power, the real leader. She liked the idea very much. It was a chance to show the universe what she was made of. 
 
    They began the next day. Ignu challenged two males at once, fighting them back to back, and won each fight handily. Without a scratch on him. Aurora was already starting to get used to the sight of flying blood, of body parts severed and guts spilling into the open. She almost began to like it, creating an association between the gore of the duels and the rising star of her power. 
 
    Her life eternal, out here in the stars. A new goddess. The First High Lady of Space, she might call herself... 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Stella's male, whose name was finally revealed to be Agron, had become incessant. He simply would not stop. At one point, he had all his concubines hold Stella down while he explored her body with his hands. When he finally touched the place between her legs, he frowned and shook his head. 
 
    "Dry," he said. "You are of no use to me. I should kill you. And the rest of your weak race." 
 
    He then proceeded to have an orgy basically on top of her. He smelled of blood and sweat, and his concubines submitted to him completely. One of them stared into Stella's eyes, a warning glimmer flashing there; give him what he wants, you idiot. 
 
    There was solidarity, finally. A brief hint of it. Stella knew these females couldn't help her, because they wouldn't risk endangering themselves, but it gave her a tiny bit of strength knowing that they had struggles of their own. 
 
    Finally, as a last ditch effort to save herself, Stella decided she had to give Agron something. So she woke him the next morning with a handjob. He stirred, lifting his head to watch as her tiny hands ran up and down. He did not move or say a word and soon erupted like a volcano, spewing a flood of hot cum over his belly and down her arms. Some even splashed into her cleavage, settling in sticky dampness that soon went cold. 
 
    She drew away, holding her hands out to the sides and wincing like they were covered in the most disgusting substance known to man. He reached out, grabbing her shirt and pulling her back in; he put a hand to the top of her head and tried to force her down, perhaps so that she could clean him off, but she panicked and jumped away, letting out a little squeak of terror. 
 
    She couldn't help but react in this way, and his disappointment and anger were plain to see. He got to his feet quickly, standing over her. This time, she met his eyes. She knew this was the end. It must be. There was only so much he would accept before he broke like the beast she knew him to be. He'd lose his calm and hit her. A blow from him, so huge and heavy with muscle, would be greatly damaging. It might even kill her. 
 
    He put a hand over her chest, splaying his fingers, and shoved her backward with surprising gentleness. Away from him. Then he walked over to where a bucket of water stood and washed himself. Stella stood, numb and frozen, watching as he went through a sort of cleansing ritual; he then opened a closet and donned the same armor he had worn the first time she saw him. 
 
    He left the room without saying anything. By then, a few of the concubines were awake. They sat up, rubbing their sleepy eyes. They did not look happy, not one bit; one of them leered at Stella, shaking her head in disapproval. 
 
    "What?" she asked. "What's happening?" 
 
    Though the translator was still there, and it gave her words to them in their native tongue, none of the concubines answered. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Not too long after, the door opened again, and a male stepped inside. He was not Agron, though he was similarly covered in scars. There was something rather more civilized about this one, despite the multitude of wounds both fresh and old. He was out of breath, obviously in pain, swaying a bit as though he might pass out and collapse at any moment. 
 
    The other females, upon stirring from their whispered conversations and looking to see who had come into the room, began to wail and lament. There were so many voices, wracked with sobs and drawn out syllables, that the translator could not keep up. It gave Stella only bits and pieces, disconnected and meaningless, and she could barely hear it, anyway. 
 
    The male stepped inside, followed by a few others. He looked around, said a few words, pointed between all the concubines. Then he looked over at Stella, frowning as he did so, staring at her in deep concentration for a time. Then he seemed to make up his mind about her. He said something quiet but decisive to the male beside him, then turned and left the room. 
 
    The other males approached, gathering up the concubines and leading them out of the room. One male stayed behind, waited until everyone was gone, then walked over and picked up the translator. He came to Stella, remaining at a respectful distance. He almost spoke, several times, but sighed and gave up on each abortive syllable. Finally, he held the translator out to Stella and raised his brows. 
 
    "What happened?" she asked. "What's going on?" 
 
    The male nodded in relief that she had given him a starting point. He was obviously confused by this Menin to Human discourse. 
 
    "Agron had challenged Slych," he said. 
 
    "Slych?" asked Stella. "Was he..." 
 
    "The other male you just saw, yes. Slych won the duel." 
 
    "What about Agron?" she asked. "I'm still very much in the dark about your customs. He really never spoke to me or tried to educate me in any way." 
 
    The male smiled and nodded, as though to say Classic Agron. "Agron is dead," he said to her, speaking slowly and reaching out a hand to console her, as though this was terrible news. 
 
    Stella felt a chill pass through her. A deep relief. With no guilt at all. Agron was a pig, a horrible, evil monster, and it gave her no end of joy to know she would never have to see him again. 
 
    "What now?" she asked, reaching up to touch her eye. She realized she was crying. Trembling. 
 
    "In a duel like this," the male said through the translator. "The concubines of the defeated male go to the victor. Usually, that is how it works, unless the victor decides not to take them. That almost never happens, but in this case Slych has decided to have all of Agron's concubines. Except for you." 
 
    "Wait," said Stella, pressing a hand to her beating heart. "Why not? What am I supposed to do? I'm so confused." 
 
    "In this case, you are released. You belong to no male. So you have two options. The first would be to stay here, to find a male you wish to belong to and give yourself to him." 
 
    She didn't like the sound of that very much. Her progressive mind wanted very much to believe that there was good here, that not all of the males could be bad like Agron, but she could find little evidence for it, and she didn't want to risk falling right into another trap. 
 
    "And the second option?" she asked. 
 
    "You are not Menin, so you are only attached to our laws and customs insofar as a desiring male wishes you to be. The limitations set on Menin females do not fully apply to you, in reality. It is entirely possible, I think, that if you do not choose a male, one will choose you. Either way, you must either act fast or allow yourself to be taken by the first male who shows an interest. Which will happen very quickly." 
 
    The male began to pace as he spoke, gesturing animatedly. He seemed very... sincere. Shockingly so. Stella narrowed her eyes, trying to suss out an ulterior motive, but she could detect nothing. The male was actually taking an interest here. He was truly invested in helping her. This was almost as much of a shock as hearing about the death of Agron. 
 
    He turned to her now, shrugging and sighing. "I don't know. It depends on what you want. Agron has not made a good impression on you; he is wicked to all his concubines... Slych is much gentler, he treats them as companions rather than property. But unfortunately, you cannot choose him as your owner, because he has already rejected you." 
 
    "Did he say why?" asked Stella. 
 
    "He implied that he only desires one human concubine." 
 
    "Wait. He has another? Was he one of the males who met us when we first arrived?" 
 
    The male nodded. "I believe he has taken the female with the... vividly colored hair." 
 
    "Tina!" Stella grinned, punching her right hand into the palm of her left. "So, she's getting by just fine. And you're telling me that Agron really is an asshole? Even you think so?" 
 
    The male listened then gave her a look of confusion. She decided that the word asshole probably had no good translation. 
 
    "Never mind," said Stella. "Have you seen the other ones I came with? Sybil, Aurora, anyone? How about Kozue? She's my friend. Really small, dark hair?" 
 
    The male looked to be deep in thought, but at the mention of Kozue's size and hair color he perked up. 
 
    "Yes," he said. "I saw her, the small one. She's with Agron's brother, Amnay." 
 
    Stella's heart sank. "No. Please don't tell me she's with that monster's brother." 
 
    The male reached out a hand to placate her. "Amnay is not like his brother. He is a weakling. He had no concubines before. Only his family tie to Agron allowed him to take one of you." 
 
    Stella nodded, sighing in relief. In the contest between rapist and weakling, it was obvious which of the two friends had won. 
 
    "Okay," she said. "That's good. Do you think I could go and see her?" 
 
    "Like I said, you are released. Free. So you can go where you want... within reason. But I do not know where Amnay is keeping her. I can try and find out. And come to you when I know something." 
 
    "Well, thank you. Thank you very much. I don't want to offend you, or sound ungrateful, but... why are you doing this? Answering my questions? Helping me?" 
 
    "Because Slych told me to." 
 
    "I see," she said, feeling even more jealous that Tina, of all people, had fallen into the lap of such a desirable mate. "Not because you want to." 
 
    "I have no problem with doing it. It is my job." 
 
    "Your job?" 
 
    "Yes. I am not of the fighting class. When I was young, I decided that I did not want to fight or to be challenged. I went to the Mindseat and offered myself up as a servant. Now I act for whichever male of the fighting class requires my assistance. This is what Amnay should have done, but he never did. I think because of his experiments and the things he tries to build... He doesn't want to work for anyone else. I am a coward, but I serve a purpose in our society. He does not. And now that he has a concubine, he will be challenged. It will not end well for him or your friend." 
 
    Stella stepped toward him. "Are you serious? Can't he just say no?" 
 
    "In theory. But not in practice." 
 
    "Then Kozue's in danger. We have to find her right away. Understand?" 
 
    "I will find her." 
 
    "Good. Thank you again. I don't suppose I could just become your concubine?" 
 
    It was said partially in jest. But she would be lying to herself if she said there wasn't some hope in the question. This male seemed more her speed, gentle and humane and helpful. She could get along fine with him. 
 
    "No," he said, laughing, as though it was obviously a joke. "I gave up any right to a concubine when I became a servant." 
 
    "So, you've never... you know...?" 
 
    She made a circle with thumb and forefinger, then jabbed the index finger of her other hand through it. In and out, smirking at the male with one eyebrow raised. 
 
    He took her meaning, blushing a deeper shade of purple. 
 
    "Yes," he said. "There are female servants as well, and... well, I have said enough." 
 
    "Okay. Sorry if I'm being nosy." 
 
    She waited, to see if the word would translate. It apparently did, because he smiled knowingly and waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. 
 
    "I exist to serve," he said. Then he looked over his shoulder suddenly, as though remembering something. "Is there anything else?" 
 
    "Yes! I mean, I'm in a strange place, you know? A foreign place. Is there anything else I should know? Any places to avoid?" 
 
    He stared at her a moment then fished a chain out from under the robes he wore. A medallion hung on it, showing a seated Menin with a sunburst radiating from his head in all directions. 
 
    "This is the symbol for the Mindseat," he said, "the main governing body here. If you see any doors with this symbol on them, I would advise you not to go in. Females are not allowed into Mindseat affairs, except when escorted by their mate." 
 
    Stella nodded. "Gotcha. Anything else?" 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    "Anywhere I should go?" she added. "What should I do now? Can I just... wander?" 
 
    "As long as you don't interrupt Mindseat affairs, you can go as you wish. I would advise finding a female of the servant class and making her your friend. She will be much wiser than I am about the way females conduct themselves. If there is nothing else, I should be leaving. There may be those who need my help." 
 
    She thought hard, certain she would think of a million more questions as soon as he was gone, but nothing came to mind. 
 
    "I guess I'll let you go," she said. 
 
    He nodded and headed for the door. Before leaving, he looked back and said, "I'll do my best to find your friend. If I come up with anything, I'll get in contact with you." 
 
    She nodded, thanked him again, and then stood alone in Agron's room. She looked around, and suddenly found the humor in everything. The semen-stained walls and floors, the sweat-damp and stinking bedding on the floor, the puddle where he had washed himself a short while earlier... It was like the lair of some beast. Some monster from mythology. 
 
    Humor was replaced by horror. Stella hurried out of the room and shut the door behind her. Looking both ways, she picked a direction at random and set off. With luck, she might find Kozue before her new friend could. But she had never put much stock in luck; it was better to do your research her find the best, most logical way to tackle a problem. 
 
    She would have to learn the layout of the ship and start to build a map of it in her head. If she could find something to write on, even better. And if she could make a friend, as the servant suggested, better yet. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    As they were returning to their room from another successful duel, with a quartet of downtrodden concubines behind them, Ignu stopped abruptly. He put a finger under Aurora's chin and pulled it up so that she was looking into his eyes. 
 
    "Why did you come here?" he asked. 
 
    "Short or long answer?" she asked. 
 
    "Long." 
 
    She grinned. That was the answer she hoped he would pick. 
 
    Dropping down, she fished his cock out with the ease and grace of a bona fide expert. She stroked it with both hands, palms up, reveling in its heat and firmness, the soft silky skin, the ever-present aroma of sex. 
 
    "This," she said, "is the long answer." 
 
    He couldn't help but smile, getting the joke she was going for. Meanwhile, the new concubines huddled together and looked on in horror, as though they were watching an abomination taking place. 
 
    Aurora supposed that what she and Ignu had was something of an abomination, which was part of what made it so hot. They were two separate species, after all. Putting herself in the concubines' shoes, she tried to imagine a human male with a female Menin. A normal, average man pumping away at one of these huge, voluptuous purple females. It would be ridiculous looking, sure. It would give her a good laugh. But would she also be disgusted and a little horrified? Maybe. 
 
    Ignu, paying no mind to the whispers and gasps of his new whores, grabbed Aurora by the hair and pulled her up to a standing position. She let go of his cock regrettably, giving him her world-famous pout. Bottom lip out, eyes in full puppy dog mode. He bent toward her, giving her lip a nibble and laughing at her. 
 
    "I mean the real reason," he finally said. "The original reason. What was it?" 
 
    It was actually a great question. And the reason it was so great was that Aurora didn't really know the answer. 
 
    "Career advancement, maybe," she said. "I was a history teacher. I suppose I still am; I'm just taking a break. They needed someone to work with a translator to come up with a good picture of Menin history and society. I was the perfect match, academically speaking. And you requested women. Good, fertile women. Well, hello, perfect match there, too. I was their first choice, and they made it clear how desperate they were to get me. I was able to negotiate for better compensation. I dare say I'm being paid more for this than any of my colleagues. I wouldn't be surprised if Sybil, for instance, told me that she was doing all of this for free. But no thanks, not me; if you're good at something..." 
 
    She reached down again, giving the base of his dick a squeeze. 
 
    "...never do it for free." 
 
    "Money?" Ignu asked. 
 
    Aurora nodded, thought about it a moment, then shrugged. 
 
    "Notoriety, too," she said. "But yes, I asked them for a lot of money. I won't have it until I go back home, because it's not like you all have stores or anything to buy shit at. Or banks." 
 
    He reached down, grabbing the arm that held him, and moved it back and forth. 
 
    "You're good at this," he said. "What is the payment?" 
 
    She grinned. "The way you make me feel, Ignu. It's the best payment there is." 
 
    He growled in pleasure, bending forward again to bite and suck at her neck. She closed her eyes and let him work her over, moaning and gasping at the mixed pain and pleasure of his teeth. Each nibble sent waves of electricity down to her crotch, and it wasn't long before she felt herself blooming, opening up, radiating with heat. 
 
    Ignu turned her around and had his way with her, his balls slapping heavily with each thrust, Aurora's pussy squelching as he stretched her. The concubines watched, confused; one of them stepped forward, as though to join in, but Ignu pushed her away and said something in Menin, too quietly for the translator to get. 
 
    Or maybe Aurora just wasn't paying attention. Her eyes and ears were on the group of males coming down the corridor, leading a half dozen naked females behind them. The whole parade passed by, eyes lingering, mouths dropping open at the sight before them. Aurora smiled, knowing how jealous these males must be of Ignu. Perhaps, if one of them was stupid enough, they might even challenge him. They would do anything, she knew, to sink into her the way Ignu was now. 
 
    The parade passed by. Ignu spun her back around and picked her up. She locked her ankles together behind his back, and he carried her off to their room, fucking her all the while. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Fear. Death. Spilled blood and shrieking sorrow. Victory for her, defeat for everyone else. Within the next few days, Ignu had collected over two dozen new concubines. He fought and fought and seemed to grow better each time. He never tired. His thirst for blood fed his lust for her, and vice versa. Carnage became the aphrodisiac. The looks of fear and shock on the faces of the concubines when they realized they were now mere voyeurs, never to be touched by their owner, were intoxicating. 
 
    Ignu killed, conquered, burned his way through Menin society the way he said he would. He became like a flame tossed on a pile of dry grass, in the middle of a forest full of huge dead trees and their cowering saplings. He knocked everyone down. No one challenged him. It became difficult just to find anyone to fight; the other males, cognizant of what was happening, began to hide away with their concubines, sending out servants for whatever they needed. 
 
    Because a challenge could only be given or accepted directly, with face-to-face contact, there were a few dry periods in which Ignu could find no other combatants. Aurora was there to comfort him, to ensure him his plan would succeed. 
 
    Everyone else seemed to know it would. They feared the sight of Ignu, and they feared the sight of Aurora almost as much. Whenever they walked into a room where other Menin were, most would stare at the floor or find a reason to be somewhere else. Some males, too proud to run, would have no choice but to stand their ground, putting themselves into a position to be challenged. 
 
    At first, the challenges frightened Aurora. They gave her a bit of nerves, gnawing and fluttering in her stomach. But soon she was no longer bothered by them. Ignu occasionally let himself be wounded, because that was just the kind of man he was, but he could just as easily go through a whole fight without being touched. He never even came close to losing, no matter how imposing his opponent was, no matter how many concubines they possessed. It was a decisive victory each time, no contest at all, the type of spectator sport which should have become boring after a while. There were no stakes, no possibility of defeat. 
 
    Aurora walked tall, feeling like a queen on the way to her throne. No matter where she looked, she would never meet anyone's eyes; no one dared look at her, for fear of Ignu. She felt their hate, their seething rage, but it was impotent. They could do nothing with it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ignu came into their room while Aurora was bathing herself. A grin was plastered on his face; he roared with laughter as he came over and gave her ass a smack with both hands. He had said, many times, how much he loved the way it jiggled. 
 
    She leaned back, hooking an arm around his neck and pulling him down for a kiss. 
 
    "What's got you so happy?" she asked. "Other than me, of course." 
 
    "I've located all of the other humans now," he said. 
 
    "Oh?" Aurora turned, putting her hands on her hips. "What about them?" 
 
    "The little dark one..." 
 
    "Kozue?" 
 
    "Dark skin..." 
 
    "Oh. Big tits and ass, right? Like me. But a lot shorter." 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "That's Stella," said Aurora. "She's a singer, you know. Really beautiful voice. And she knows all about TIDE. How is she?" 
 
    "She was with Agron," he said, frowning. "He is dead now." 
 
    "What! How?" 
 
    "He didn't like Stella. He challenged Slych to a duel, to try and win his concubine. Slych also owns one of the humans. She has bright hair." 
 
    "Tina! The ginger. She's very pretty. Not as pretty as me, of course, but nice to look at. She writes novels." Aurora made a sour face. "But I guess she's cool. Kind of quiet, though." 
 
    "Slych won. Agron is dead, and now Stella is wandering the ship alone. I could take her, if you would like me to." 
 
    Aurora waved her hand. "Nah. Let her do what she wants. If we can't fight anyone, there's no fun in it, anyway." 
 
    She turned back around and realized her hands were trembling. Was it a bad idea to leave Stella alone? She knew Ignu would be able to protect the woman, but she also had an idea that Stella was one of those independent types. 
 
    "Tina and Slych are doing well," Ignu continued. "She seems to enjoy being his concubine. Slych is a good fighter, but I—" 
 
    Aurora turned around fast, putting a finger to his lips. "No. Leave the other human women alone. Let me them be with whoever they're with." 
 
    He stared at her, expressionless, and finally nodded. Aurora gave him a gentle pat on the face. 
 
    "Good boy," she said. "Now tell me about the others." 
 
    As though to reassert his dominance, Ignu gave her another mighty slap on the ass, hard enough to almost lift her off the floor. She yelped and bit her lip, giving him a look that said he was being naughty. 
 
    "The older one..." 
 
    "Sybil. She's the translator I was supposed to be working with until you all decided to split us up and fill us with cock. Which is what I always wanted, by the way, ever since seeing one of you for the first time... But tell me about Sybil." 
 
    "I don't know where she is right now. She may be back on your ship." 
 
    "Why? What for?" Aurora shook her head. "I just knew that old bag wouldn't be able to handle herself. I could just feel it coming." 
 
    Ignu grabbed her chin and forced her to look at him again. His face was blank, but his eyes were serious. 
 
    "She killed her male," he said. "She found a blade of some kind and stabbed him one night, not long after you all arrived here. She was put into a cell while the Mindseat decided what to do with her. It seems she has been talking to some of our females, making friends, turning them to her side. I heard a rumor that they helped her escape, and now she's on your ship." 
 
    Aurora listened to all this, feeling faint. 
 
    "Jesus," she said, breathlessly, turning back to her bathing bucket. "Jesus fucking Christ, Sybil... What can I do, Ignu? What should I do?" 
 
    "She must be left for the Mindseat. You must allow them to determine what to do with her. Most likely, she will be executed. There is a small chance they will allow her to return to Earth as an exile, unable to interact with the Menin ever again. She would lose out on every opportunity to work with us during our future relations with humankind. For a woman like her, that may be enough of a punishment." 
 
    He stepped around the bucket to get a look at her. After seeing the pain and conflict on her face, his soft side made a rare showing. 
 
    "I will go and speak to them," he said. "The Mindseat listens to all appeals. I can try to convince them to exile her, rather than take her life." 
 
    "Please do," said Aurora. 
 
    "But you can do nothing," he added. "You can't be seen doing these things without me, you understand. You can't go behind my back and make inquiries of your own. It will make me look weak." 
 
    "You, look weak?" She stepped towards him, tapping his nose with a soapy finger and leaving a thin trail of suds behind. "I don't think that's possible. But I'll do what you say. I'm yours, after all. And you are mine." 
 
    He smiled, stepping forward and pulling her naked, wet body into him. 
 
    "Wait," she said, pushing away. "What about Kozue? You never told me about her. She's small, even smaller than Stella, but not so... shapely. She has dark hair. Cute little face. Super shy, but she'll kick the living shit out of you if she has to. Ring any bells?" 
 
    "Kozue," said Ignu slowly, doing his best not to butcher it. "That is why I was so happy when I came in. But you won't be happy, now..." 
 
    "Why? What have you done?" 
 
    "Her male is Amnay. He's Agron's brother. I've always wanted to kill him, but he never had a concubine, and so I could never challenge him. And... I've always had respect for Agron. I would not take his brother from him. But now Agron is dead." 
 
    "You challenged him?" asked Aurora, her voice growing husky, her eyes narrowing. 
 
    Ignu, though he was over seven feet tall and about three times wider than Aurora, seemed to shrink until he was the size of a mouse. But he didn't back away. 
 
    "Yes," he said. 
 
    "Then you have to cancel it. Take it back. Rescind. Whatever you want to call it." 
 
    "I can't. A challenge cannot be undone except in the event that one of the participants dies of another cause, or is chosen to be a colonist." 
 
    "God damn it, Ignu! What did this Amnay say? Did he accept?" 
 
    "A grace period is allowed. He will have to answer me within twenty-four hours. But he must accept. If he doesn't, he will be killed, anyway." 
 
    "So accepting is the only hope he has. Christ, Ignu, why didn't you tell me about this first?" 
 
    "Because I can do as I want. I belong to you in some ways, but I still must be my own man. There is no trouble here, Aurora. Kozue will belong to me. She will be safe." 
 
    She sighed, letting go of her anger and melting into him. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "There is no reason for apologies. Things are as they must be. As I want them to be." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    What was the meaning of life? 
 
    For some reason, that thought kept popping up in Stella's mind. She supposed it was caused by her loneliness, her lack of purpose, her growing depression and the monotony of her days spent wandering and waiting for something to happen. 
 
    Naturally, in such conditions, the human mind turns to existential thoughts. She knew logically the she was no closer to answering the eternal question than anybody in history, or future, but she kept feeling like she was right on the edge of figuring it all out. There had to be something here, some truth to be found in this alien world full of wonders. There was deep history, tales and truths going back much further than humanity's records. If she went deep enough, she thought she might find clues. 
 
    But the Menin couldn't know more about the reason for their existence than she did. They were animals born on some planet, evolved from lesser creatures over the course of eons. They were further along the river of evolution, paddling fast through the rapids as humankind dragged itself onto shore to dry off and craft a better boat. But that didn't mean they had the answers to the great question; how had the universe gotten here, what was beyond it, why did life exist? Where did it all come from? 
 
    She felt determined to find out. Or at least make decent headway, get a good start on the work that future generations could finish. 
 
    But for now, the main quest was to find Kozue. She had to know her friend was safe before she could do anything else. 
 
    She had already been searching for hours. She was tired and bored and hungry. She was sweaty, smelly, and needed a bath. It was time to return to the room, the lonely place where Agron had once resided, and rest up for another round of hunting. 
 
    When she reached her room, the door opened up, and her friend the male servant came out, looking a little frantic. When he saw Stella, he wiped sweat from his forehead and jogged over to meet her. 
 
    "We must go fast," he said. "Follow me." 
 
    She fell in behind him, running on sore feet. He matched her speed, staying just ahead of her. 
 
    "I found your friend," he said. "And I have learned that Amnay has been challenged by a male named Ignu." 
 
    Stella had been terrified this would happen. During her searching, with a translator for speaking with various Menin she encountered, she had heard stories about Ignu. He was on a tear, challenging and killing his way through all his peers, completely unopposed. 
 
    "Amnay has no chance," Stella said. 
 
    "No. Not against anyone, but especially not Ignu. We must get there. I don't know what we'll do, though." 
 
    "You've done enough," Stella said between little, stuttering breaths. "I'll try and think of something." 
 
    He seemed relieved by that. Stella felt confident that, if she asked him, he would help her to break every law in Menin society. But that didn't mean he was suicidal. And she couldn't use him like that. 
 
    "How much farther?" she asked. 
 
    "Far," he said. 
 
    She groaned, but kept running. But the male had already stopped. She skidded to a halt, turning to see what was the matter; he stepped forward and scooped her up into his arms. 
 
    Like a man carrying his sleeping child to bed, he went lumbering down the hall. Stella kept track of their path, all the twists and turns they made. After about ten minutes, the noise of arguing voices reached her ear. 
 
    Her friend set her down, gesturing further up the corridor. A few Menin stood outside a door, talking energetically at each other. One of then was tall, ugly, and scarred, horrific to behold. Stella recognized him from before. This must be Ignu, the challenger. 
 
    There was no blood that Stella could see, no Menin corpse or crying Kozue. However, the door of the room had been thoroughly destroyed. Dust and debris littered the hall, spread in a perfect cone outward from the doorway. 
 
    "Something is wrong here," the servant said. "Stay. I will go and ask." 
 
    She did as he said, waiting where she was while he hurried up the hall. As the other males, armored and grizzled, turned to look at him, he commenced a series of little bows. They spoke for a minute or two, answering the servant's questions, and then he came back to Stella. 
 
    "The challenge will not take place," he said. 
 
    "What, did Amnay decline?" 
 
    "Yes. As far as I can gather, Amnay met with Ignu a short time ago and told him that the challenge was not accepted. This enraged Ignu; he came with some of his friends. They threw grenades into the room..." 
 
    "Like, explosive grenades?" 
 
    The servant nodded. "They first confirmed that Amnay was inside. And Kozue was there, too. And they threw the grenades. Any living thing in that room would have been obliterated, but evidence would be left behind. Blood and scraps of flesh. Particles of bone. Hair and skin. But there's nothing in there. Amnay and Kozue did not come through the door, as Ignu and the others were standing just outside. But somehow, they vanished. One of the males claims to have seen something remarkable. He says that he watched Amnay and Kozue stepping through the wall." 
 
    Stella felt something tickling and perking at the back of her mind, but try as she might she could not bring it into the spotlight of conscious thought. It was a hunch, still cooking; in a little while, it might present itself. 
 
    "Can I see the room?" she asked. 
 
    The servant nodded, waving his arm down the hall. Stella began to move past him, had a thought, and turned back. 
 
    "I get the feeling we might be seeing a fair bit of each other," she said. 
 
    He nodded. "I wouldn't mind that." 
 
    "What's your name?" 
 
    He looked at her like she had just asked for his blood type or shoe size. He probably wasn't used to answering personal questions. She was just starting to think that maybe he didn't even have a name, that the servant class was stripped of all identifiers, when he opened his mouth to answer. 
 
    "Gyrch," he said. "My name is Gyrch." 
 
    "Like the pickle, but without the 'in' part at the end," she said, nodding to herself, then laughed at the doubting look on his face. "Never mind. We just have these things called gherkins that we... ah, who even gives a shit. I'll have to have you write your name down at some point. So I know how to spell it." 
 
    He smiled at that and once again fished the medallion out from under his robes. He turned it around, showing the opposite side. There were Menin symbols carved into it. The alien script. Stella looked at it, pursing her lips as she realized how difficult it would be to learn. It was somewhat like Arabic, letters and accents smeared together into waving strings of words, almost impossible to differentiate. 
 
    "Is that your name?" she asked. 
 
    Gyrch nodded. "And yours? I would like to hear you say it." 
 
    She smiled. "Estela Florentina. But everyone calls me Stella. That's kind of what happens, when you grow up in white suburbs." 
 
    He accepted all this as though it made perfect sense to him. "Estela Florentina," he said, doing an admirable and admittedly quite cute job of it. "You should go look, now." 
 
    "Right." She turned and walked down the hall, shaking her head, trying to figure out how she always ended up going for the geeky, awkward ones. She determined that it must be their own fault, for being so damn adorable. 
 
    But her friend was in danger. There was no time for fawning over boys, or Menin, or whoever happened to catch her eye. 
 
    The males watched her approach. The one called Ignu gave her an especially piercing gaze, but she did not get the same vibe from him as she did from Agron. Rather than lustful, Ignu just seemed curious. And perhaps a little relieved, even. Though she couldn't puzzle out the reason for that. Fighting Amnay would have been easy for him, like stepping on an ant. 
 
    As Gyrch had said, the room was devoid of any evidence of violence. 
 
    It was covered in a thin layer of dust. Pulverized floor, wall and ceiling material. The spot where the grenades had fallen before detonation was obvious, from little craters on the floor, but beyond that the destruction had a certain beautiful uniformity. Layers had been stripped from every surface, leaving raw yet glass-smooth material behind. The further from the grenade she looked, the less material had been scoured away, and so the floors, walls and ceiling had a slight slope to them. 
 
    Such an effect, she thought, could only be achieved by a great but perfectly balanced concussive blast and an enormous quantity of heat. 
 
    She bent to touch the floor and see if there was still warmth in it, when she felt a weird sucking at her feet. Looking down, she discovered that a layer of her rubber soles had melted, fusing to the floor. She quickly straightened up and danced backward out of the room, leaving black footprints behind. 
 
    When her feet touched down in the hall, the liquefied rubber picked up a thick layer of dust from the floor. It made a horrible crunch when she moved, but it formed enough of a barrier between rubber and floor that she wouldn't stick as she walked. 
 
    Like chewing gum dropped on the ground, she thought. 
 
    Turning to the males, who still spoke to one another in quiet voices, she held up her translator and said, "Which one of you saw them stepping into the wall?" 
 
    The males looked at each other, like exasperated fathers trying to figure out how to discipline a misbehaving child, but without the energy necessary for actually doing anything. 
 
    Finally, Ignu gave one of his fellows a nudge, whispering something into his ear. The male stepped forward, bending to speak directly into the translator. 
 
    "I saw it," he said. "It was like a window there, to another room. They went through. After the blast, the window was gone." 
 
    "Which wall?" 
 
    "The one to the right, when you walk into the room." 
 
    Stella nodded. "Okay. Did you check out the room next door?" 
 
    The male shook his head then shot a meaningful look back toward Ignu. Apparently, Ignu was running this show. The other males wouldn't do anything unless he told them to. 
 
    "I'll take that as a no," said Stella and walked away. 
 
    Stella passed the room with the destroyed door, following the wall, her hand running over it. She went fifty yards, a hundred, a hundred and fifty. She went around a corner and followed the wall further. Finally, she came to another door. She opened it and found a tiny room, apparently used to store implements of hygiene. There were stacks of sponges, firm and bright and new, and buckets. There were taps in the wall, like strange nipples growing out of the metal or plastic or whatever the walls were made from. 
 
    Stella searched the closet, moving things aside, running her hands and eyes over every available surface. Searching for a seam. She had an idea of what might have happened here. The kernel of it had been planted by something Gyrch had said to her. It was a wild idea, beyond all comprehension and reason, but she couldn't get it out her mind, and she knew herself well enough to know this was a sign that she should pursue it. However, before she leapt headlong into what would probably amount to a ghost hunt, she would need to rule out all other explanations. However silly. 
 
    The thought that there was a false wall in this closet was silly, indeed. She was therefore quite surprised when her fingers found a seam and then, a moment later, a little handle. She pulled at it; the wall came away, revealing a cubby beneath. But it was just a tiny box, full of valves and meters. A utility panel, nothing more. Sighing, Stella closed the hatch and stood back, hands on her hips. 
 
    This was the closest room to the wall in which the male had claimed to see a window. They had all seen Amnay and Kozue in the room and confirmed that the door they guarded was the only way out. So, how had they gotten away? 
 
    She was still standing there several minutes later when Gyrch arrived and knocked at the door. She jumped, turning quickly. 
 
    "You startled me!" she said. 
 
    "That was not the intention." 
 
    "Well, I think I'm about as far from actually solving this mystery as a girl could be. But before I can be sure, I have to check through that room thoroughly. I'll have to wait for the damn place to cool down, though." She lifted her feet, showing the soles to Gyrch. "These are the only shoes I have right now." 
 
    He stared at the melted rubber and layers of disintegrated floor, frowning. 
 
    "Ignu wishes to speak with you," he said. 
 
    Stella pressed a hand to her chest, feeling a flutter of anxiety. "With me?" 
 
    Gyrch nodded and stepped out into the hall. She followed, hobbling along on legs that moved of their own accord. She couldn't help but think of what Gyrch had said before, about the good possibility that a male would simply take her if she spent too long wandering around alone. 
 
    Please don't be as bad as Agron, she thought. 
 
    Ignu was alone now, standing exactly where he had been before. The other males had gone. Gyrch gave the other male a bow, then took off down the hall. Stella watched him go and was greatly relieved when he stopped and waited thirty feet away. 
 
    "I see you have a translator," Ignu said. 
 
    His deep voice made her heart thump. "Yes." 
 
    "So do I. But not with me." 
 
    His voice, itself, was frightening, but his tone and words were not. Nor was the way he held himself, confident and assured but preoccupied. He wasn't even looking at her now, which gave her an opportunity to study him and try to recall the events of their first meeting. 
 
    It had all happened so fast... 
 
    But Aurora being carried away had kicked it all off. 
 
    She had been lifted up and taken by the tallest of the males, a giant with many scars. A brute, but not Agron. 
 
    "How's Aurora?" Stella asked, proud of her deduction skills. 
 
    But Ignu didn't seem to notice that she had done anything impressive. He kept staring off into space, mouth slightly open, tongue darting across his teeth. Deep in thought. 
 
    "Aurora is perfect," he said. 
 
    "She seemed... rather excited about the prospect of being your concubine," said Stella. "I won't pretend like I understand her, but if she's happy..." 
 
    "She is." 
 
    "Then I'm glad for her. Can you tell me where she is?" 
 
    "My room. I can take you there, if you want." 
 
    "Really? Just like that?" 
 
    He looked at her now. "You are not concubine to anyone else. So it wouldn't be wrong to bring you into my private quarters." 
 
    "I see. Gyrch... the servant." She gestured down the hall. "He warned me that I could be taken by a male at any time." 
 
    He smiled, pushing air loudly through his nostrils. "It won't be me who takes you. Aurora has asked me not to interfere with the affairs of the other humans." 
 
    "Really? Well, I'm touched. I hear you haven't been shying away from taking other concubines, though." 
 
    Ignu's smile grew wider. "They are nice trophies to look at." 
 
    "Oh, I see," said Stella, unable to keep the smirk off her face. "Aurora's put you on a healthy new diet of monogamy, has she?" 
 
    Ignu said nothing to this. He just stared patiently, waiting for Stella to get back to the point. 
 
    She turned, looking into the destroyed room. "This business with windows and whatnot... what do you make of it?" 
 
    "I have known Ognin for all of my life," said Ignu. "He doesn't lie or hallucinate. If he says he saw something, then he did. I doubt whether his mind interpreted the sight correctly, but there is no doubt that something unusual has happened. 
 
    "But that's not all. You humans love to make trouble it seems... Sybil, the translator, has gotten herself into a great deal of it." 
 
    "How so?" asked Stella. 
 
    Ignu told her. The stabbing, the break-out, Sybil on the ship with a ‘radicalized’ group of Menin females. By the end of his little story, Stella felt as conflicted as she'd ever been. 
 
    Who to go for now? Who needed her help more? Sybil, who had directly broken Menin law, or Kozue, who was in the care of someone who had? 
 
    The logical answer was Sybil. The translator was reachable. Kozue, on the other hand, could be anywhere. If Stella's hypothesis was correct. 
 
    "I have to get to the ship, then," she said to Ignu after a few moments of thought. 
 
    She turned to leave. Ignu caught her arm, gently but firmly. He didn't pull her back, but he didn't have to; she simply couldn't move. 
 
    "I don't recommend that," he told her. "The Mindseat is not happy with you humans right now. You should distance yourself from Sybil. I am already doing what I can to calm the situation down. There is nothing you can do to help. You would only put yourself in danger." 
 
    She was about to argue, to give Ignu a piece of her mind, but a sound of conversation down the hall distracted her. 
 
    She looked and saw that Gyrch was coming toward her, leading another male. It was Slych, all six feet and nine inches of him, battle-scarred and flushed with cultivated rage. He strode forward, pushing Gyrch aside and stepping so close to Ignu that their toes nearly touched. 
 
    "You," said Slych. "This has gone on long enough. I will not wait around for you to choose me as your next target." 
 
    Ignu quickly spoke, as though to prevent Slych from uttering the word ‘challenge’ and possibly seal their fates. 
 
    "Have no fear, Slych," Ignu said. "I would not challenge you." 
 
    "No, you would not. Because I will not give you the chance to." 
 
    An expression of sorrow and disappointment came to Ignu. He seemed to lose his strength, leaning against the wall. 
 
    "Before you make a mistake," he said, "ponder my challenge record. I have not been defeated, obviously. I have fought males stronger and more formidable than you, Slych, and won. You do not stand a chance against me. Leave now, with my sincere promise that I will not challenge you." 
 
    He stepped forward suddenly, stretching to his full height, all throbbing veins and huge, rippling muscles. He towered over Slych, who made quite an imposing figure, himself. 
 
    "As much as I would like to," Ignu added. 
 
    "And why won't you?" Slych. "You fear me, do you?" 
 
    "No. I simply have a plan of my own. And it does not involve fighting you. Now return to your concubines and enjoy the spoils of your latest victory." 
 
    But Slych did not go. 
 
    The two males stood there, noses almost brushing together, staring intently at one another. A feeling of awkwardness and tension grew and was soon so strong that Stella had to turn away and pretend to look at something else. 
 
    "I came here to challenge you," said Slych. "You understand that I cannot leave without doing so." 
 
    Ignu sighed. It was a shockingly human sound, with layers of pure exhaustion. 
 
    "Do what you must," he said. 
 
    "Then I challenge you, Ignu. Do you accept?" 
 
    "I incur the grace period. Allow me time to make my response. Now leave before I lose my temper." 
 
    Slych stayed a moment longer, just to prove he wasn't afraid or worried, even though he almost certainly was, and turned to go. He passed by Gyrch, who had flattened himself against the wall. 
 
    "Fool," Ignu muttered. "I gave him a pass, the easiest escape one could ask for, and he didn't take it." 
 
    "You males," said Stella, "with your damn pride and honor." 
 
    Ignu didn't seem to hear her. "Aurora will be displeased. But I will be able to keep the other female safe, at least." 
 
    "And untouched," said Stella. 
 
    He looked at her. "Yes. Untouched. But we also must find the other one. Kozue." 
 
    "So," said Stella, "you're going to help?" 
 
    "Yes. But only for Aurora. She wishes to try and finish the job she is getting paid to do." He smiled, looking at something far away. "Though I'm not sure she will wish to go home once it's finished." 
 
    Stella almost puked. She banished all thoughts of Aurora from her mind and went to check if the floor in Amnay's room was still hot enough to melt shoes. 
 
    Ignu came with her, watching as she explored the wall where the male called Ognin had seen a window. She grew frustrated when she realized, as she knew she would, that it was just a wall. There was nothing here to suggest any hidden features. 
 
    As she worked, she couldn't help but notice Ignu's growing impatience. After a few minutes, he seemed ready to explode. Abruptly, he turned and left the room in a rush, punching the wall and roaring in anger. 
 
    His sudden departure startled Stella out of her concentration. She retreated into the corner. The primal part of her brain, conditioned by Agron's aggression, had learned to fear the bellowing voice of a Menin male. 
 
    Gyrch came to the door a moment later, looking down the hall at the retreating shape of Ignu. 
 
    "He is angry," the servant said quietly, striding in. His robes whispered, the perfect counterpoint to his soft voice. 
 
    "Isn't he always?" Stella asked. She composed herself, taking a deep breath, and began touching and exploring the wall again. 
 
    "No. He may always seem angry. But when he actually is, you'll know it. Did Slych challenge him?" 
 
    Stella nodded. 
 
    "Then I fear for the other males of the fighting class. The next twenty-four hours will be a hellish period. Once again, I'm glad for the choices I've made in life." 
 
    He stepped up behind Stella, reaching around her to push on a section of the wall. For a moment, Stella thought that maybe he had spotted something. Then she realized he was just trying to feel useful. That was, after all, his chosen station in life. 
 
    "I doubt there is anything abnormal about this wall," he said. "Your answer probably lies elsewhere." 
 
    "Yup." Stella sighed, backing away to view the wall as a whole but finding nothing new. "I bet you're right. What can I do?" 
 
    She squatted down to check her shoes, but once she was there she found it impossible to get back up. All her strength was suddenly gone; her vision blurred with tears, and she started to sob and shake. 
 
    A large, strong hand came to rest between her shoulder blades. Gyrch rubbed her back, whispering soft and soothing words. He sang them, like a lullaby, and apparently the translator was not geared for music; it failed to detect any of what he said. 
 
    But that was fine. The sound of it was enough. 
 
    She reached up, resting her hand on Gyrch's. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aurora had spent the past two hours bathing, brushing, scrubbing, and primping herself to utter perfection. She looked at her reflection in the mirror and had a hard time believing that the creature she saw was her. Or that it was even human. It must be an angel, she decided. A thing of divine beauty. 
 
    Ignu would love it. He had been working so hard to deliver her to her throne, to make her his queen, and he deserved something extra special. Tonight would be all about him. She'd even had some of his other concubines go to fetch the ingredients for a fancy dinner. It was laid out on a table behind her. She recognized none of the dishes, or the constituents thereof, but it all smelled wonderful. 
 
    She heard him coming finally, long after she thought he would be there, and could not suppress a giddy laugh. She ran to the bed, flung the covers aside, and hid herself under them. A gift for him to unwrap. 
 
    He stormed into the room. The smell of blood hung heavy. He was soaked with it; it dripped from his hair in clotted, jelly-like strings. 
 
    He met her eyes. Then he looked around the room. Seeing the food, he walked over and began to stuff his face. 
 
    "Ignu!" Aurora said, hopping out of bed. 
 
    He looked at her, and she saw a ravenous hunger that went beyond food. That made her feel a little better. 
 
    "We'll eat together," she said, pulling the hunk of meat away from his mouth. "We'll sit down and dine. But we have to clean you first." 
 
    Suddenly numb and unresponsive, he let her undress him. She called into the hallway, and soon a concubine brought a sponge and a huge bucket of steaming water. Aurora cleaned her king, sponging blood from the clefts between his muscles, cupping handfuls of water to his hair and pulling strings of gore away. 
 
    "My love," she said. "What's happened?" 
 
    "I've made a poor decision," he said. "It might ruin us." 
 
    He told the story of the past couple of hours, starting with the attempted assault on Amnay and the mysterious circumstances which sprang from it. And he told her about meeting Stella there. Nothing much to report there; from the sound of it, the little singer was the same as she always had been. An aggressive seeker of knowledge who simply could not rest until she knew everything there was know, or at least the answers to every question she deemed important. 
 
    "I wanted to stay and help," Ignu said. "For you, Aurora, I wanted to find Kozue and show you that she is safe. But I believe she is beyond my reach now. And I became frustrated..." 
 
    Aurora nodded. She knew how he got. It was bad enough when he couldn't find someone to challenge. But now, with Slych, with the conflict of interest between answering the challenge and appeasing his woman, Ignu must be going insane. 
 
    "I had to kill," he went on. "I left and went looking for someone to challenge. I searched and searched, relentlessly, but I could not find anyone. It was as though someone was going around the ship, warning everyone that I was coming. I have thought that for a while now. It angers me. And now I have found that my theory is correct. 
 
    "I caught up to a group of servants. They were going door to door, sticking their heads in. I watched and listened from around corners. Sure enough, they were informing other males in their private quarters that I was near, that they should not answer the door. I knocked at some of their rooms but received no answers. We are being sabotaged, my love. The cowards have found a way to thwart me." 
 
    "The servants?" Aurora asked, scraping a bit of dried blood from his ear. 
 
    "No. The servants do not act on their own whims and desires. They must have been commanded by someone, I knew that. So I approached them. I asked who has ordered them to do this..." 
 
    He hesitated, going tense. 
 
    "Did they tell you?" Aurora asked. 
 
    Ignu nodded, his neck stiff and his lips bloodless. 
 
    "Well then, who?" she asked. 
 
    "The Mindseat. I couldn't get many answers out of them, but it seems the Mindseat has decided to try and slow my progress down. They fear me. They worry that I might single-handedly dismantle Menin society. They feel I am unstoppable. If so many breeding females belong to me, and I don't even breed with them... They have decided that I am a problem that needs dealing with. So they have most of the servant class working in various capacities to slow me. To restore some form of balance. Cowards and weaklings, all of them. Every last spineless one. If I could kill every member of the Mindseat, I would." 
 
    But he couldn't. The Mindseat was untouchable. Its members were the most powerful warriors of their respective generations. They had lived long enough, had survived enough challenges, and won enough concubines, to have retired from that segment of society. 
 
    "What will you do?" she asked, not feeling particularly concerned. This was Ignu, after all. He couldn't fail, and he always knew the answers. 
 
    "I don't know," he said. 
 
    She stopped wiping him. 
 
    "Too much is happening. I am not sure what the best course of action is. Too many problems have presented themselves, all at the same time." 
 
    "That's life," said Aurora. "That's how it always goes." 
 
    "Not here. Life is simple. Over millennia, we have perfected and honed it. It has been distilled down to a simple and elegant system that does not allow deviation or mistake. But it seems like the arrival of you and the other humans has spoiled something. Your presence has infected us in some way. I don't understand it. And I believe the blame lies with us, not with you. We asked for you to come here, but evidently we were not prepared for the effect you would have on us." 
 
    "Ignu," she said. "It's alright, I promise. Things will work themselves out. I don't want to see Menin society ruined any more than you do. We're tying to push it to the extreme, but only with to goal to guarantee ourselves a position of power." 
 
    "What we are trying to do is unprecedented in scope, but not in overall purpose," Ignu said, nodding. "But still, the Mindseat interfering with private matters is unheard of. They respond to direct appeals and make large decisions about the course of the entire population. They don't meddle with individual affairs. Something is very wrong here. And it probably has something to do with your translator. She has the Mindseat in a state of some anxiety. They are over-reaching themselves, doing things they wouldn't ordinarily do, trying to get ahead of the curve and set things right." 
 
    He looked at her now, with violent anger in his eyes. 
 
    "They think you are the driving force behind my recent challenges. They think you are the reason I am doing these things. When the reality is that you were merely the final motivation that I needed. It would have happened eventually, no matter what. I might have tried to make them understand this, but... I may have ruined my chance of doing that." 
 
    "Does this have something to do with the blood that's all over you?" 
 
    He didn't answer right away. Walking over to the mirror, he deemed himself clean and began drying off. They sat and ate then, not speaking for a long while. Finally, Ignu smiled at her. Most of his anger had gone. Perhaps he just needed food. 
 
    "You look beautiful," he said. "Even more so than usual." 
 
    "Well, that was the idea. Are you gonna tell me what the story is with the blood, or what?" 
 
    He nodded, setting his fork down. "The servants... I was very angry. They told me what I've already told you. But they refused to say more than that. I only got so much out of them, I think, because they were terrified of me. My fury grew once I realized they would say no more. They withheld information, refusing direct orders from me. A servant is never meant to do that; they are meant to be impartial. They belong to everyone; they are not allowed to follow just a single master. So, judging them in violation of law, I sentenced them to immediate death... Four servants, cut down in the hall. Their screams echoed far, but no one came out to see what was happening or to help them. The cowards all stayed in their holes. Afraid of me." 
 
    He turned his head to the side and spat on the floor. 
 
    "I would kill them all," he said. "What I did was right. I feel good about it. But the Mindseat won't. They will not be glad to hear that I have not only caught on to their scheme, but also executed some of their pawns. They will have some words for me, I assume. In fact, I am certain they are talking the matter over right now. They will be here to drag me into a tribunal by the end of our dinner." 
 
    "What will they do?" asked Aurora. "What can they do?" 
 
    "They can do whatever they like, as long as a majority of them agree to it. They can kill me, castrate me, demote me to servant status. But I think, most likely, they will exile me. I will be sent to some colony. They will say there is honor in this, that I will be serving the greater good. It is also possible that they will do nothing... They may just set some restriction on my ability to challenge." 
 
    "All of that is wrong. Being superior is not a crime." 
 
    "In the eyes of the inferior, it is." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
    "I hope we don't meet anyone else along the way," Gyrch said. 
 
    Stella looked over her shoulder at him. She was walking along at a good clip, hurrying down the hall at about four miles an hour. In order to stay with her, Gyrch had to put in a concerted effort to slow himself down. He took baby steps, painstaking, agonizing, like a sloth crawling across a busy road while traffic backs up to either side of him. But he did not complain. 
 
    "Why do you say that?" Stella asked. 
 
    "Because they may require my services for something. I would much rather stay with you. And not only because I enjoy your company. You need the help. A servant is an impartial party, and sometimes a mediator in discussions." 
 
    "I think you should be on the Mindseat. I feel like Menin society could use a good mix. It doesn't seem like a good idea to give one segment of a population all the power." 
 
    Gyrch looked around now, making sure he would not be overheard. "They are meant to be infinitely wise, able to look at problems not as the bloodthirsty warriors they once were but simply as Menin. But that is only in theory. In practice, they behave and decide much as you might fear they would. I wouldn't want to be on the Mindseat with them, because it would just be a waste of effort. They would never agree with me on anything, and none of my ideas would ever be put into effect." 
 
    "What sort of ideas are you talking about?" she asked. 
 
    But Gyrch didn't answer. After a moment, he looked around again and said, "It is quieter than usual. I have seen no one in the halls. Have you?" 
 
    Stella shook her head. She had spent many hours wandering this ship in her days of being here, and it certainly wasn't unusual to go fifteen or twenty minutes without spotting another soul. But she would often hear sounds in the distance, doors opening or shutting, Menin shouting or barking orders. Or she would catch a glimpse of someone rounding a corner up ahead of her, or disappearing into a room. 
 
    But a different atmosphere hung over things now. A desolate, ghost-town sort of feeling. Like everyone knew a storm was coming, and they had descended into their cellars to wait it out. 
 
    She guessed it had something to do with Ignu. Or the threat posed by Sybil. Or the growing fury and overcompensation of the Mindseat. Or all of it put together. 
 
    When they rounded the final corner and entered the main hall where all of this had begun, they finally met others. 
 
    Two sentries stood to either side of the huge door into the hangar where the human ship was parked. They bore spears and grim, dutiful expressions. When Gyrch and Stella approached, one of the guards let his eyes flick over to them for a second. But other than that, they remained perfectly still. 
 
    That is, until Gyrch tried to open the door. Then the guards quickly shoved their spears into place, forming an X. And then, just in case the servant didn't get the point, one of them put a boot in his gut and shoved him away. 
 
    "No entry," the right guard barked. 
 
    Gyrch straightened up, rubbing his stomach. He turned to Stella and said, "They won't allow you through. I was worried this would happen. But I can still go through alone and—" 
 
    "No entry for anyone," the guard added. 
 
    Gyrch turned to face him. "Why not?" 
 
    "Order of the Mindseat. No one is to go in or out of the hangar until a decision is reached regarding the human insubordination." 
 
    He glanced at Stella, but his face was impossible to read. 
 
    "I have to get through," she said. 
 
    "But you cannot," the guard replied simply. 
 
    "I just have to make sure Sybil is safe and unhurt. That's all I need. Then I will come back out." 
 
    Gyrch put a hand on her arm, giving her a sidelong look of warning. But she ignored him. 
 
    "The human is unhurt," the guard said. "However, she has broken many of our laws and will need to be punished in some way. You can do nothing to help her, and you will not be allowed through." 
 
    He looked at Gyrch now and added, "Go and show your cowardly face to the Mindseat, if you wish. They will tell you the same thing that I have." 
 
    Gyrch nodded. He grabbed Stella's arm. This time, he did not allow her to ignore him; he pulled her back, spinning her around and shoving her along the hall ahead of him. 
 
    "I'm sorry for this," he said. "But nothing can be done. Not by either of us." 
 
    She twisted her shoulders, un-wedging herself from his grasp. He kept on going, slamming into her and then, reflexively, wrapping his arms around her to prevent her from falling. He stumbled forward, lifting her off the ground, then corrected himself. He set her down, letting out a sigh. 
 
    "I'm very clumsy," he said, smoothing out his robes with both hands. 
 
    His eyes traveled up her body, as though to check her for injury, but they lingered on her chest. She was unconsciously rubbing her right breast, where his wrist had dug painfully into it. Realizing how low-cut her shirt was, and how he stared and swallowed hard and quickly looked away like a boy caught staring at his teacher, she took her hand away. And turned around to continue down the hall. 
 
    "It's okay," she said. "We all have little... missteps." 
 
    She could almost hear his embarrassment. And feel it coming off him in hot waves. She smiled to herself, feeling an unaccountable thrill. Feeling merciful, she decided to change the subject, "Is it true, what they said?" she asked without looking back. "You can make appeals to the Mindseat?" 
 
    "I can make an appeal to make an appeal," he said. "They can decide whether to listen to me. If I was part of the warrior class, they would be forced to give me a time slot. But there is a chance that I might be able to speak to them." 
 
    She smiled, turning around to face him so that she was walking backwards. She was about to speak, but he broke in before she had a chance to. 
 
    "I know what you're thinking," he told her. "You are not my concubine, so I will not be able to get you inside with me. I'm sorry." 
 
    "Well," she said, turning back around with a frown. "You told me before that I can give myself to a male of my choosing." 
 
    "If he will have you," Gyrch said. "You can offer yourself to anyone, but they are not obligated to take you. Although..." 
 
    "Although...? What?" 
 
    "Although, I don't see why anyone would reject you." 
 
    "Slych did," Stella reminded him. 
 
    "Perhaps he is a fool." 
 
    There was that thrill again, moving up from her stomach and settling somewhere around her heart. "What are you trying to say, Pickle-boy?" 
 
    "Nothing!" he quickly said. "Nothing at all. Just that if you chose to find a mate, you would find it easy to do so. But perhaps it would not be easy to convince him to appeal to the Mindseat on your behalf. Most males would not care about your troubles." 
 
    "Not the way you do, huh?" 
 
    "I am a servant; it is in my nature to care and help others." 
 
    "Oh, okay," she said. "That's it, is it? Gotcha. Acknowledged." 
 
    Gyrch said nothing. 
 
    She knew he was lying to himself, even if he didn't know it. But she told herself not to hit him too hard. He wasn't used to it. He needed a break before she pushed him any further. 
 
    "We're going to appeal to the Mindseat," she told him. "I'll stand outside the door and wait if I have to." 
 
    "And what do you need me to ask of them?" 
 
    "I just want to be able to visit my fellow women. Sybil included. That's all. And if you can swing it, I would like to know where they all are, exactly." 
 
    "I will do my best." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aurora was under the table, doing her best to cheer Ignu up, when a knock sounded at the door. Ignu made a wordless sound, a grunt that was evidently interpreted as assent; the door opened, and two servant males walked in, bowing to Ignu and then bowing a second time when Aurora poked her head out. 
 
    "I will come," Ignu said. "Let me finish my meal." 
 
    But he had no plate in front of him. The servants gave each other looks of confusion, but Aurora didn't see that; she was already back to work. 
 
    Ignu did come, first in her mouth and then out the door with the servants. Aurora hopped on his back and rode along. When Menin walked at their natural speed, as they did now, not even her long legs could keep up. 
 
    Apparently, their destination was on the opposite side of the ship. At one point they even took an elevator, a tube that shot up a shaft on a tide of air and then somehow levitated in place to let them off. Probably by magnetism, if Aurora had to guess. 
 
    And they arrived at the doors to the Mindseat. They were shut and guarded, and it was easy to tell that something important stood beyond them. They were jet black, at least on this side, but seemed to absorb and hold the light, releasing it in bursts of sparkling luster. The handles were of quartz or something similar, veined with ribbons and streaks of color. As they approached, a servant dashed out of a side corridor and stood poised with handfuls of cloth squares. He distributed these to Ignu and the other servants. They used them to grasp the door handles, protecting them from oils and dirt. 
 
    Inside, a ceiling loomed high above, laden with slabs of that same black material. Between the slabs, carved and painted frescoes leapt out in three dimensions, like inverted statues. Aurora stared up at them, at these reclining and hanging shapes of Menin in various theatrical, exaggerated poses. Tales from history or mythology, things that might have happened in the deep past but whose details had been exaggerated to a degree of romance and elegance seldom seen in actual battle. 
 
    Though the ceiling must have been fifty or sixty feet high, the actual platform of the Mindseat nearly reached it. A huge set of stairs led up to the chairs where a group of elderly Menin sat speaking to one another. They used normal voices, but their words echoed and carried far in the acoustics of the room. Aurora caught their inflections and syllables, but her translator did not. 
 
    The servants accompanied them to the base of steps then saw their way out. The doors were shut behind them; the stoic guards went back to their places. 
 
    One of the elders finally broke away from the conversing group and came to the edge of the platform. Looking down the many steps, he spoke; his voice boomed through the room, filling it to every corner. This time, it was easily translated. 
 
    "Ignu and his human concubine," the elder said. "We have been trying to decide what to do with you." 
 
    "Elder Uklu," Ignu called. "Your cowardice and pathetic desperation disgust me. You have won more combats than anyone, but I see none of that fighting spirit in you now. You are nothing anymore but a set of flapping lips that need to be silenced. My appeal is that you temporarily remove yourself from the Mindseat and challenge me. There is no honorable way to deal with me other than that. I have done nothing against the law." 
 
    Uklu listened to all this very patiently, showing no sign of anger or offense. When Ignu was finished, he responded in an even tone of voice. 
 
    "You are not here to make appeals, Ignu. You are here to listen to our judgment and to submit yourself to it. We understand your ambitions, but we cannot allow you to see them through. It is true what you have said, that I have won more combats that anyone. But half of those, at least, were from challenges by other males. And they were spread out over many years. What you are doing in unsustainable. It is our deepest wish that we could alter your temperament and simply convince you to stop what you are doing. But we understand that you, if left free of consequence, would simply continue on as you are now." 
 
    Aurora wanted desperately to jump in, to defend her man, but she bit her tongue hard and tried to focus on the feeling of his hand in hers. 
 
    "We do not wish to enact physical punishment on you," Uklu continued. "Such a thing would be a great waste. If we castrated you, you might become depressed and docile; that would be of no use to society. If we had you executed, any contribution you might have made in the future would obviously be rendered impossible. And these punishments would seem a bit severe for the involved offense. No outright crime has been committed. Simply, you have shown ambition to a degree that must be checked before irreversible damage is done. Therefore..." 
 
    But now there was suddenly an audible commotion from out in the hall. Aurora recognized the voice of Stella demanding an answer to some question. The voice of one of the guards responded. 
 
    At a gesture from Uklu, a servant appeared from the rear of the platform. Uklu leaned in and whispered something. The servant hurried down the steps and went to the doors. Using the hem of his robes to grasp the handle, he opened them and stuck his head out to add something to the argument that ensued beyond. 
 
    After a few moments, the doors were drawn fully open. Stella came in, hair damp with sweat and cheeks burning red. She was followed by another servant; he walked very stiffly and had an expression of existential horror on his face. By the looks of it, he would rather be anywhere rather than here. If given the option to be jettisoned into space, Aurora felt confident he would take it without hesitation. 
 
    Stella and her companion approached the foot of the steps and stood beside the others. Aurora and the other woman shared a look. They were not friends, never had been and never would be, but by the grace of their gender and shared humanity they were able to say a lot even when limited to facial expressions. 
 
    "This is most convenient," the elder Uklu announced. "You might have chosen a slightly better time to arrive than directly before the pronouncement of a sentencing. But this saves me from having to send for you. What is your name, servant?" 
 
    "Gyrch," the servant said, staring at the floor. 
 
    "And what brings you here in the company of a female that does not belong to you, in possession or in race? What strange tale do you have to tell us?" 
 
    "She asked for my help, elder. I was going to come in and make an appeal. And leave her in the hall, of course." 
 
    "Of course! I'm glad to see that your plan was perfectly executed. Would you kindly tell me why the voice of this female so rudely interrupted our proceedings?" 
 
    Aurora looked over at Stella again. The singer showed remarkable fortitude, staring straight up at the elder with more than a hint of attitude on her face. As if she understood the dynamics here better than he did and had determined him to be an idiot. 
 
    Meanwhile, the servant had made several attempts to speak but kept stuttering and trailing off. 
 
    "Perhaps the female should speak," said Uklu, gesturing down toward Stella. 
 
    "Very well," Stella said. "First, I want to say, um, Elder, that Gyrch isn't to blame for anything. He was just doing his job, helping me out. In fact, it was a warrior named Slych who originally told him to assist me." 
 
    Ignu grunted in disgust at the name. 
 
    "I was going to accompany him just up to the doors outside," Stella continued. "But when we got here and Gyrch asked to appeal to you, the guards rejected him. I assume because you were already busy with Ignu and Aurora. But they didn't say that. They acted very rude as well, if you don't mind me saying." 
 
    "You are a servant and a guest," said Uklu. "A female guest, moreover. Our guards are not obligated to speak to you at all. You should consider even their rejection to be a courtesy." 
 
    Stella nodded. "Okay. I understand." 
 
    Do you? Aurora wanted to ask. 
 
    "And I apologize," said Stella. "But perhaps you can understand me. I'm not asking for empathy, just understanding. The male who chose me has died. I am alone. And then I hear that Amnay, the mate of my good friend Kozue, is in danger. And then he vanishes into thin air. Already, I'm confused and afraid. And lost. Add to that the news that Sybil, my mentor, has gotten herself into a bad spot. Emotionally and mentally speaking, I'm floundering. Suffocating. So when I heard this rejection from your guards, I reacted poorly. I'll admit." 
 
    Uklu, eternally patient, heard her words and waited a moment to respond in case she wanted to add anything. 
 
    "How did you react?" he asked. 
 
    "Well..." Stella smiled nervously, showing too many teeth. "I had kind of a breakdown. I started yelling. I even tried to hit one of them. Gyrch caught my arm. It wouldn't have hurt the guy, obviously, but he tells me hitting the guard would have guaranteed violent punishment. So... Thanks, Gyrch. After he saved me, I still had some stern words to say. And boy, did I say them. I pretty much demanded that Gyrch be let in. Without really expecting him to be. But then the door opened, your servant stuck his little head out, and... here we are." 
 
    Uklu seemed quite amused by this. Behind him, however, several of the other elders talked in low, grim voices. A bunch of old grumpy bastards, Aurora thought. No humor among them. But this Uklu fellow seemed cool. 
 
    "And what is your plea?" he asked now. "You came here to have your servant ask something of us. What is it?" 
 
    "I'm worried about the other humans," Stella replied. "So I wanted to ask if you would allow me to visit Sybil. I just want to be sure she's safe." 
 
    "She is," said Uklu. "For now. No decision has been made as of yet, in regards to her transgressions." 
 
    "Right. That's what the guys at the hangar doors said, too. But, you understand, I hope. I kind of want to see her with my own eyes. And I wouldn't mind if someone told me where the other humans are, too, so that I can check up on them. You see, I feel like I'm in a unique position, being without a mate and such. I can move more freely. If you would let me, maybe I could even act as a sort of middleman. Someone unbeholden to any individual. I could facilitate... things, discussions and stuff, between Menin and human." 
 
    "That would be a useful role," Uklu said. "Unfortunately, we have reached a place now where we distrust humans. We are just about to deal with Aurora, here. But there is also Kozue, who has escaped somehow with her mate. We will have to figure out how to deal with her, if she shows up again. And there is Tina, who belongs to Slych. We see no reason to disturb her; she seems to be getting on just fine. Her and Aurora, it seems, are the only human females who have been able to integrate properly." 
 
    Stella took a step forward. "Wait a second, chief. Do you think I've been given a decent chance? My guy got murdered. And I haven't had a chance to think about my future here, I've been too busy trying to—" 
 
    "Shut up," Uklu snapped. "And listen, now. We know why Agron decided to challenge Slych. You did not cooperate with him. You showed an unwillingness to fit in with our society. You are stubborn, set in your ways, and you will not change because of anything we say or do. Which is why we must, in the wake of what Sybil has done, take an extreme measure to ensure you do not interfere with our way of life." 
 
    Stella took this verbal lashing well. The servant Gyrch, on the other hand, seemed to have been struck a physical blow. He reared back, reaching up to cover his mouth with one hand. 
 
    "Elder," he said. "Please... this woman may not wish to take the role of concubine, but neither did any of our female servants. She does not have any ill intent, I assure you." 
 
    Uklu smiled, waving a dismissive hand. "We will not base vital decisions on the testimony of a servant. In fact, we must also call your loyalties into question, Gyrch. It would seem to me, based on observations by certain other servants, that you have some sort of attachment to this female. Your judgment and allegiances may be clouded. Therefore, we will have to punish you similarly." 
 
    At this, Stella's hard shell of indifference cracked. She turned around, reaching out as though to touch Gyrch's arm. She thought better of this and quickly put her arm back to her side, even as Gyrch wavered on his feet and nearly fell to the floor. 
 
    "The punishment will be lenient," Uklu said. "In fact, I will give you the same exact punishment I was going to give to Ignu and Aurora before we were interrupted. Exile to the nearest colony, to be enacted immediately and to last for an indefinite period. You will be departing as soon as a ship is prepared for you." 
 
    Uklu turned and went to sit down as calmly as if he had just made a casual announcement over dinner. The other elders, though still grumpy, seemed to approve of his actions and words. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Aurora had a hard time believing she would actually be exiled, until the doors opened and a troop of armed guards came to escort them. Then she looked up at Ignu, saw the dread and sadness on his face, and it all came crashing home. 
 
    The nearest colony. Some terrible place, it must be. A hard place, a frontier land of cold and violence. Some far-flung wasteland. For an ‘indefinite period.’ And so, she couldn't even return to Earth if she wanted to now. She had fallen through the cracks of Menin justice. Or perhaps it was more apt to say she had been grounded up and spit out. 
 
    Her one consolation was that she would be with Ignu. If they were separated, him exiled to one world and her to another, the only course of action would be to take her own life. With him, she could find a way to handle anything. But without him... alone, in a foreign place where nothing was familiar... 
 
    Stella was crying. Sobbing, really. Her earlier breakdown, paused during her time at the Mindseat, now resumed. And it seemed to be at its most intense stage. Not a hundred feet outside the doors, she collapsed to the ground; the guards had to carry her. Gyrch, the servant, tried to break in and take her from them, but one of the guards slammed the butt of his spear into the servant's crotch. He doubled over, falling behind as he winced and cursed his way through the pain, and caught back up to them a minute later. 
 
    As soon as a ship was prepared, Uklu had said. Aurora decided this meant they would be housed in some in-between place until the ship was ready. Most likely a jail of some kind. 
 
    And she was right. They were brought into a long corridor lined with cells and shoved into them. They were separated, each with their own individual cell. To one side of Aurora was a wall. To the other side was Gyrch. Beyond Gyrch was Ignu, and Stella at the other end. This had been done on purpose, Aurora assumed. With nothing to say to their neighbors, they merely sat still and waited. 
 
    Stella's crying continued at first but gradually faded away into tiny whimpers and gasps, like a toddler at the end of a tantrum. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
     
 
      
 
    How long did it take for a ship to be prepared? Stella first imagined it would be like a plane that needed its wings de-iced, or to have some piece of hardware replaced. An hour or two, tops. 
 
    Time had a way of dragging in a jail cell, with no one to talk to, but Stella was pretty sure they had been waiting for eight or nine hours. She had slept twice, woke for a cold meal shoved through her bars in between fitful naps on the hard floor. Later, a duel happened right outside their cells between two males she did not recognize. It was actually a good fight, in that it lasted a long time and was evenly matched. Once Stella grew numb to the violence, it offered a shred of entertainment. Something to kill the time with. 
 
    Ignu, her neighbor, watched the fight intently. He kept balling his hands into fists and whispering angrily. She half expected him to break through the metal bars and join the fray. But of course, not even he would be strong enough for that. 
 
    Finally, having exhausted all avenues of thought and daydream, Stella crouch-walked her way over to the bars of the neighboring cell and held her translator up so that Ignu could see it. 
 
    "Hey," she said. "Any idea where the nearest colony is? What kind of world we're going to?" 
 
    He stared at her a long time, then finally shook his head. "You are weak and fragile," he said. "You should hope that the colonists are gentle folk. Because colonies stand far beyond the Mindseat; they are lawless places, where people do everything and anything they can or need to do in order to survive." 
 
    Ignu looked over his shoulder, launching a wad of spit in the direction of the dozing servant. 
 
    "He has never fought or struggled," Ignu added. "He cannot protect you." 
 
    Scooting forward, he reached through the bars and pulled the translator closer. 
 
    "I can speak to Aurora," he said quietly. "If she wants me to, I will take you under my wing. I can protect you. I am your best chance at surviving." 
 
    Stella stared at him, too afraid and traumatized to respond. He smiled nastily then drew back and turned to face away from her. 
 
    His words echoed in her mind for a long time after that. In her heart, she knew he was right. Gyrch would try his best, she knew that, but he would be no match for hardy colonists, who had probably been sent to whatever world they lived on for political reasons. They were probably a lot like Ignu, she decided. 
 
    But perhaps her and Gyrch could move off on their own somewhere. This was no guarantee of protection, but it might be her best shot at a good life. 
 
    If she went with Ignu, who would protect the servant? And what sort of happiness could he find, with even the faint hope of her love stolen away from him? 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Finally, the guards returned. It had been so long that it was a different outfit entirely who retrieved them. Evidently, the shifts had changed at least once. 
 
    They were brought back into the main hall. Or rather, a mirror image of it that ran parallel. Through huge doors, into a hangar where a black, lens-shaped Menin ship waited. An elevator led into a hatch in its bottom; the exiles were sent up alone into the empty cabin. 
 
    "Sit," Ignu said, gesturing toward a row of Menin-sized seats. 
 
    There were harnesses here, seatbelts, but there was no chance they would fit snugly on Stella. She flung them aside and sat down, letting out a huge and involuntary sigh. Gyrch took the seat next to her and began fiddling with one half of her seatbelt. Trying to adjust it to fit her. It was a hopeless task, but it was good that he had found something to do. 
 
    Aurora was about to sit in the next seat down, on the other side of Gyrch, but Ignu put his hands on her hips and gently moved her aside. She gave him a cheeky look over her shoulder — the look that launched a thousand cocks, Stella might have called it — but Ignu's focus was elsewhere. He sat beside Gyrch and gave the servant a nod, as if to acknowledge the two were now on equal ground and could converse freely. Stella knew the brute didn't really believe that Gyrch was his equal in any way, but she was glad to see him making an effort. 
 
    "I have noticed something curious about our ship," Ignu said. 
 
    Gyrch smiled, nodding along. "As have I." 
 
    "Care to share?" Aurora asked, leaning far forward in her seat so that she could see everyone. 
 
    "We call this type of ship a Lancer," Gyrch said. "They are used to travel middle distances. Not long enough to require fugue." 
 
    "Suspended animation," Stella supplied. "The long sleep." 
 
    "Yes. The 'long sleep' is an apt descriptor." 
 
    "So... what does that mean?" Aurora asked. 
 
    Gyrch turned to look at her. "It means we aren't travelling very far. A light year, at most." 
 
    "Wow, just a single little light year." Aurora nodded. "Just a few trillion miles or so, no big deal." 
 
    "Whichever colony we are going to, it is nearby," Gyrch continued. "And..." 
 
    He cut off, casting a nervous glance at Ignu. The warrior gave him a nod of encouragement, a gesture to urge him on. 
 
    "I have a good knowledge of all our colonies," the servant said. "There is no record of Menin ever coming to this area of space until now, let alone establishing a colony here. If there is one within a light year of us now, it is not shown in our history at all." 
 
    Stella looked forward, pondering what this meant, and had a moment of panic and confusion when she saw stars and blackness through a window. They were already flying, having dropped out of the ship sometime during their discussion. She hadn't felt a thing. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Aurora was determined to find a private place. 
 
    But the ship was small. It consisted of a single narrow corridor, leading across the diameter of the ship and bisecting it. There was no cockpit — the ship was fully automated, it seemed — so both ends of the hall led to nothing much. There were rooms, but they were too small to get acrobatic in. 
 
    The largest space was the kitchen. It was sized appropriately for two or three Menin to occupy it at once. Once Aurora discovered it, she hatched a plan. She was desperate for a fuck, and not because she was just plain horny. She needed it to ground herself, to make her feel real again. She had always felt a bit of contempt for women who attached such layers of emotion to the act of sex; she thought they were sabotaging themselves, putting too much baggage and weight into such a fun activity. But now she could kind of understand it. 
 
    Ignu was sat in his original seat, staring around the ship with a look of extreme boredom on his face. Stella was asleep, or at least trying to get there. Her head was resting on the shoulder of Gyrch, who stared forward and frowned with distant eyes. She didn't want to know what harrowing thoughts he might be having. She decided that the servant was probably a coward, overthinking the dangers ahead of them, but he clearly knew more than Ignu did about the colonies. If he was frightened, they all probably had a good reason to be frightened with him.  
 
    All the more reason to get their minds off of it. Aurora had a feeling that Gyrch and Stella would be sleeping together before their ‘indefinite’ exile was up, but they weren't there yet. How very sad for them. 
 
    She went striding by, giving Ignu a meaningful glance and putting a little extra sway in her hips. He got up and followed a moment later, grinning and practically beginning to drool. Rounding the corner, he found her bent over with her pants pulled down to the backs of her knees. He sank into her familiar heat, growling softly, gathering her hair into his fist and using it to pull her back into him. 
 
    At her request, he kept it quiet. It was strange; she had no problem being loud and obvious and even exhibitionary on the Menin ship. But now, in such an intimate setting with only two others aboard, she felt self-conscious. Maybe it was just that annoying voice called empathy that piped in every now and then. Stella was having a hard enough time without having to listen to their screams and moans of lust. 
 
    Or maybe it would help. Seeing a fellow Menin giving it so heartily to a human female, Gyrch might be emboldened or at least challenged to make a move on Stella. It could only be a good thing, in the long run. 
 
    Either way, thoughts of anyone besides Ignu were quickly scoured from her mind, and she submitted herself entirely to the pleasure of being with him. 
 
    After, as she pulled her pants up and felt his seed leaking from her; she felt like a new woman. Or maybe she just felt like herself again. That was the magic of sex; she'd discovered it about as early in life as was decent. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stella opened her eyes and at first couldn't tell if she had been asleep or not. But then she saw that Aurora was in her seat again, fresh back from her exhaustive exploration of the ship. And Gyrch was dozing now, head tossed back against the headrest of his seat, mouth hanging slightly open. She stared at him a long time, smiling and feeling something warm and unfamiliar inside her. 
 
    "Hey," Aurora's whispered voice came. 
 
    Stella leaned forward. The Dutchwoman was doing the same, smiling. She stood up, beckoning, and went off down the hall. Stella got up slowly, lifting Gyrch's hand from her thigh and setting it carefully on her seat, still warm from her body. 
 
    In a way, he was touching her ass right now. She was surprised that this thought had even occurred to her. And that it made her feel so happy. 
 
    Aurora was in the kitchen, mixing a powdered drink mix into two huge cups. She handed one to Stella. The liquid inside was unattractive, syrupy, and brown with big bubbles that seemed ready to burst and fart a bunch of swamp gas into her face. But it smelled okay and tasted almost good. Sort of fruity and nutty. The thickness of it made it feel like a milkshake sliding down her throat, and it settled nicely in her stomach. Like a full meal. 
 
    "What is this stuff?" she asked. 
 
    Aurora shrugged and held out the packet she'd gotten the powder from. "I don't suppose you can read Menin, can you?" 
 
    Stella scoffed. "Hell no." 
 
    "Me, neither. I bet Kozue's got it figured out by now, though." 
 
    "Wherever she is." 
 
    Aurora was looking at the packet again. "Probably a lot of fiber. To make you feel full and to keep you regular. I do have that problem when I travel, sometimes. Whenever I stay in a new place, in a hotel or whatever, my body gets scared and just clamps down. Nothing comes out for the first couple days." She giggled, flapping the packet in the air. 
 
    Stella, though she hated to admit sharing anything with the Dutchwoman, had similar experiences. 
 
    "I wonder if it's safe," said Stella. "For us, I mean." 
 
    "Why wouldn't it be? We've been eating Menin food for however long. How long has it been? At least a week, right? The days kind of blur together... And anyway, I've been swallowing Ignu's cum like water, so I don't think a bit of powder is gonna hurt me." 
 
    "Jesus, Aurora!" Stella said. 
 
    The Dutchwoman just grinned at her, opening the packet wide to give it a sniff and a suggestive lick. 
 
    Stella turned away. "You're just too much, sometimes. Please don't make me throw up." 
 
    "Come on," Aurora said, "you're just being a drama queen now. And I think maybe you're a little jealous..." 
 
    "Of you and Ignu? Please." 
 
    "Don't tell me you don't want a piece of action, yourself. I see the way you keep looking at that servant boy of yours. Remember, we're going to a colony. No more class-based society. No more bullshit restriction. You two can start the boning as soon as we get there, and no one can tell you to stop." 
 
    "My God, Stella. Is everything about sex with you?" 
 
    Aurora at first looked a little offended, ready to make a rebuttal. Then she got a sheepish look on her face and gave a little shrug. "I think it is with you, too, Stella. You just like to delude yourself." 
 
    "Well, you're wrong. Sex is cool, but there are other concerns in life. What about you? What about your love of history? How is that about sex?" 
 
    Aurora laughed. "Have you never read a history book? An honest one, I mean. I've written some of my own. There's so much sex in there, Stella, you wouldn't believe it. Anyway, why the hell are we having this discussion? I just wanted to say that you shouldn't suppress your feelings. And there's no reason to waste your time, because you only have a limited amount of it. Life is short. If you like this servant dude, well, go at it. That's all I'm saying." 
 
    Stella nodded, taking a sip of her drink and turning to look around the kitchen. "Thanks, Aurora." 
 
    "Any time. But that's only one of the things I wanted to talk to you about. I've heard some of it from Ignu, but what happened to Kozue? Do you know anything else? I heard she disappeared. Something about... a window in the wall that disappeared?" 
 
    Stella nodded. "That's the extent of my knowledge. I'm afraid I haven't gathered any other information. Shit got too crazy, too fast. But I think the whole 'window' thing is less insane that it sounds. According to Gyrch, Amnay was a kind of tinkerer. A scientist. And we know that Menin technology is way beyond what we have, at least in most ways. So I don't think it's impossible that Amnay built some sort of teleportation device. A way to open a door between two distant points and pass through..." 
 
     "That's ridiculous," said Aurora. Then she gestured around the kitchen. "But so is this. Flying through space in a fucking UFO. With artificial gravity. Can't feel a thing, right? It's like the windows are just screens showing a changing scenery of stars and we're standing on a motionless set. That's how it feels, right? You can't tell we're moving at all. And apparently, we may be traveling up to a light year. For us, that's a huge undertaking. A decades long voyage." 
 
    She started opening drawers and cupboards. Most of them were empty; others had more packets, of different colors and sizes. 
 
    "Now, let me know if you think otherwise," she continued, "but this doesn't look like enough supplies for a journey of decades." 
 
    Stella shook her head. "No. It's not. There are enough empty seats out there to fit, I don't know, thirty passengers. And enough supplies in here to give those thirty-odd passengers a single meal. So, I'd say we're traveling in the scope of hours. Not even days; hours. And the stars... When you look out the windows, even the faint stars, the most distant ones, seem to be moving along. Crawling along the window. It's very slow, but you don't get that kind of palpable motion unless you're travelling extremely fast." 
 
    "So," said Aurora, "with all that in mind, I guess teleportation isn't out of the question. But I'm no scientist. Is teleportation even possible, theoretically?" 
 
    "Only theoretically," Stella replied. "Experiments in quantum entanglement have engendered teleportation, but only for individual subatomic particles. It's a very different matter to transfer entire beings or objects that are even large enough to be seen with an ordinary microscope. To make it happen, most people would think you would need to open a wormhole. But that involves unfathomable geometry, involving higher dimensions of space. I can't even imagine the science involved to stabilize that geometry to a degree that you would end up with a doorway like what our witness saw, a clear and elegant bridge between two points. It's a real mindfuck." 
 
    Aurora nodded along with all this politely, but by her vacant expression it was clear Stella had lost her somewhere around the mention of wormholes. 
 
    "Anyway," Stella said, "it is possible. A civilization that can cross stars, who thinks a light year is a casual journey that you don't even need a flight attendant for... that's a mindfuck, too. Might as well throw teleportation into the mix. Why the hell not?" 
 
    "Why the hell, indeed," Aurora replied. She set her cup down on the countertop, which rose nearly to her nipple line. "Have you learned anything else? About Sybil?" 
 
    "Just what that elder said. That she's safe, for now. But I'm sure she won't stay that way. And whatever chance we had for helping her, we blew it." 
 
    "Speak for yourself. I was doing my best." 
 
    "Were you, really? Or were you just getting your rocks off with Ignu at every opportunity?" 
 
    As she spoke, Aurora grabbed another cup of out the cupboard and started to fill it with water. Stella made nothing of this at first, but then she became aware of a presence at her back, and of the fact that a computerized Menin voice was dutifully translating her words. 
 
    She turned, craning her neck to look up at Ignu. He stared past her, arms outstretched, hands resting on either side of the door jamb. 
 
    "Aurora did what she could," he said, when the translation was finished. "This exile was my fault. I had a grand plan. And it would have worked, but I was too hasty. I went about it in the wrong way. If I had done things properly, we would still be on that ship. But I don't blame myself too much; I don't think saving your translator friend is possible. It would take someone with a great deal more tact that I possess. Excuse me." 
 
    He stepped forward, and Stella had no choice but to retreat further into the kitchen. Ignu approached the counter, like an adult in an adult-sized kitchen where two female children stood. He took the cup from Aurora, kissed her forehead, and then drank it down. 
 
    "One good thing about the colonies," he said, burping and wiping sludge from his lip. "They're bound to at least have better food than this." 
 
    Everyone laughed at that, feeling a bit hopeful for the first time. They all stood and spoke for a little while longer, about nothing in particular. Stella stayed to one side of the room, leaning back against the counter, while Ignu and Aurora stood at the other. He was behind the Dutchwoman, his huge arms wrapped around her like the root of a tree; immovable, eternal, wise and tolerant. Of her whims, at least. 
 
    It made Stella a little jealous. She wouldn't lie about that. Not to herself. 
 
    Eventually, the sleepy form of Gyrch came walking in, rubbing his eyes. 
 
    "I think we're nearly there," he said. "We seem to be slowing down." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A half hour later, Stella stood staring out a little window while everyone else ran off to find another way too look out. 
 
    They had come to Saturn. Or at least into the orbit of it. The gas giant, with its vast and breathtaking rings that seemed to hang motionless and impossible, was still quite far from them. 
 
    It was the moon Titan they had come to. Its yellowish, orangish haze bled up at the bottom of the window, slowing pulling them in. The ship drifted softly now, slowly, descending carefully into the thick atmosphere that made the entire moon seem indistinct and spectral to the naked eye. Like an insubstantial smudge. 
 
    There was surface down there, Stella new. It was the same rocky, gritty, dead sort of surface that every terrestrial body besides Earth seemed dominated by. But there were some unique features to Titan. And if this was where they were going, their final destination, they were in for a uniquely alien experience. 
 
    Thinking back, wracking the atrophied part of her brain used for astronomical figures, she recalled that Titan orbited Saturn at a distance of over seven hundred thousand miles. Three times the distance from the Earth to the moon. But Saturn was big, about ten times the diameter of the Earth and roughly eighty times its total surface area. Thus the planet was still quite visible, in all its stunning detail, even from such a vast distance. 
 
    Right now, the sun was shining from beyond the northern polar region of Saturn. It was just visible over the creamy scalp of the gas giant; a shadow was formed which covered and seemed to erase an oval-shaped segment of Saturn's asteroid belt. 
 
    Stella stared at the planet and couldn't help but compare its appearance to that of a cup of coffee; a splash of milk poured in, slowly settling through, clouding and forming layers of differing paleness. 
 
    "Where are we?" Gyrch asked from behind. 
 
    "The planet is called Saturn," Stella replied, still gazing out of the window. "But we seem to be landing on its moon, Titan." 
 
    "In your own star system." 
 
    "Yes. Saturn is the sixth planet out from the sun. We know a lot about it. But we know even more about Titan." 
 
    "It interests you?" 
 
    Stella nodded. "There are oceans of hydrocarbons on Titan. Useful resources. There is also some evidence that life might exist far below the surface, where it’s warmer." 
 
    "Life is common," said Gyrch. "We find it in at least half of all star systems we explore." 
 
    "I'm sure," said Stella. "But unlike the Menin, we have yet to develop the means to move beyond our solar system, so we have to really pay good attention to what we can explore." 
 
    "Not too good, if we were able to build a colony here." 
 
    "Touché." 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It soon became all but impossible to see anything through the windows. They sank further and further into the horrible orange haze. It became nauseating to look at, especially with the slight turbulence they now felt as their ship met something besides empty space. 
 
    But soon they touched down. Looking out the window, Stella could see the shoulder of a mountain rising in the distance, beyond a vast field of dust and stone. 
 
    Aurora, on the other side of the ship, called out excitedly. Stella rushed over, shoving herself in for a look. 
 
    The Menin colony stood off to this side. It looked like a giant soap bubble, complete with the iridescent rainbow sheen that seemed to crawl across it. Inside, perfectly visible, were buildings and milling groups of huge purple people. From this distance, they seemed well-mannered and also nearly as well dressed as the Menin from the big ship. 
 
    "This place must have been built for a very specific purpose," Stella said quietly. Then, realizing everyone was staring at her, she cleared her throat and continued in a louder voice. "That might explain the secrecy. This isn't the usual colony, built to allow the expansion of the Menin population. This one probably has a scientific goal. Research. Maybe it's being used to keep a closer eye on humanity. That would be my guess." 
 
    Gyrch nodded. "That would make sense. I've often wondered how we seemed to know so much about your race even before coming here. Someone had to have been feeding us information. You've probably been under surveillance even longer than you thought." 
 
    Stella's thoughts turned to stories of alien visitations and abductions. They went back many decades, centuries even. She was certain most if not all of them were bullshit, but maybe... 
 
    "Nothing's happening," said Aurora. "We touched down, but no one's coming out to get us. I haven't seen any spacesuits in here. I wonder how we're supposed to—" 
 
    A strange event outside shut her up. The bubble of the colony seemed to be bulging toward them, forming a secondary bubble. This bubble was soon large enough and stretched far enough that it broke away from its parent and came floating toward them, tumbling across the dusty landscape but picking up no residue. 
 
    Stella braced herself as the bubble crashed into them. But she felt nothing. There was no sound at all. And suddenly they were inside of it. 
 
    The ship lifted again and began to scoot gently toward the colony. The bubble followed them along, conveying them into its parent, and then it was reabsorbed, along with all the oxygen it had taken with it. 
 
    The ship touched down again. And then, abruptly and unceremoniously, the hatch they had originally come through dropped open, vomiting a collapsible ladder into the empty space below. 
 
    They climbed down one by one, paranoid about putting too much weight on the seemingly flimsy ladder. 
 
    Stella came down last, stepping to the ground. The colony's bubble hugged the landscape like shrink wrap, shiny and wet-looking but completely dry and solid to the touch. It was like epoxy poured over everything; it had soaked in between every particle of dust, seeping deep into the ground, locking and holding everything in place. 
 
    "Whoa," Aurora said. "Far-out." 
 
    "Most impressive," Gyrch added. 
 
    Ignu grunted, as if to say not bad, I guess. 
 
    They walked out from under the belly of the ship. It seemed as though the colonists had been made aware of the coming arrival and had been instructed not to bother the exiles. They kept on about their business, staring and gaping and whispering to each other as they went. 
 
    Here, Stella caught a rare glimpse of a Menin child. She had no idea where they were kept on the big ship, had never seen or heard a peep of them, but here was one in the gloomy light of the lunar day. She was nearly Stella's size, staring with innocent curiosity as her parents dragged her along. 
 
    The colony mostly consisted of a single road that went up the middle of a row of buildings, some small enough to be homes, others too large to be anything but labs or warehouses. Other structures stood off to the sides, apart from the rest. One of them was a tower, so tall it nearly punctured the top of the bubble; a light flashed lazily at its top, glowing red for a moment and then slowly fading. 
 
    From end to end, the colony was about a mile in length. The vast majority of it was empty space, littered here and there with tables or chairs or toys or other items placed for some temporary purpose. 
 
    The overall feel Stella got when looking around the place was of an ordinary suburban street, cut out of the Earth and transported here to total isolation. The people were civilized, moving in family groups, intelligent but reserved. Very different from the Menin she was used to. She was struck by a sense of wrongness, of almost painful dissonance. She fought those feelings down, trying to summon relief that they had been exiled here, of all places. The worst thing this place had to offer, she guessed, would be the standard parochial boredom. 
 
    Ignu looked disgusted. But he was putting on a brave face for Aurora, allowing her to pull him forward in her mad dash to meet the colonists. 
 
    Their progression was halted, however, by the arrival of a group of people from the tower beyond the rows of houses. They came into the road, marching forward to meet the exiles, striding along in soldierly unison. 
 
    At their head was a tiny figure. Stella first decided it must be another Menin child, dressed in a funny jumpsuit, but his skin color was wrong. 
 
    She was so unprepared to see a human face here that it took her a long moment to identify the figure as such. 
 
    A human man, ruggedly handsome and somehow scholarly in appearance. His eyes were green, a color even rarer in Menin than it was in humans. Dark stubble bristled on his chin. He came to meet them, putting out a hand, grinning and laughing at the looks on their faces. 
 
    Aurora stopped dead, mouth falling open. Ignu stepped in front of her protectively. It was a foolish thing to do; it made no sense at all, but maybe that was all he could think of. Maybe he was just as shocked as she was. And maybe he didn't even know what he was looking at, having never seen a human male before. Perhaps he thought it was some dreadful creature, some native beast of Titan that should be crushed underfoot. 
 
    "Hello, hello," the man called. He turned away from Ignu, who was staring at him with disgust, diverting toward Stella and Gyrch instead. He shook hands with Stella first, then with the servant. 
 
    Stella tried to speak. "Uh..." 
 
    "Uh," the man replied, laughing. "I guess they didn't tell you what sort of place you were coming to?" 
 
    Stella didn't think she could feel any more shocked than she already did. But then the man looked up at Gyrch and spoke out loud in perfect Menin. 
 
    "Greetings, friend," he said. "My name is Richard. How about you?" 
 
    Gyrch stared down at him, hesitated a moment, then said, "Sorry, would you please repeat that?" 
 
    Richard laughed again. He turned to Stella, bowing his head in respect. 
 
    "Richard Valentine," he said. "At your service." 
 
    "Stella," she said without thinking. "Um, Estela Florentina." 
 
    "Beautiful name! I'd kiss your hand, but..." His eyes flashed over toward Gyrch; he leaned forward, adding quietly, "These guys can get a little possessive." 
 
    "All guys can," Stella replied. "Human or otherwise." 
 
    Richard was not the first to assume that she and Gyrch were a couple. Maybe there was something to it. 
 
    "You're right, of course," said Richard. "I apologize. Actually, I have a huge amount of love and respect for the Menin. But in my line of work, it is unfortunately necessary to try and dull the extreme edges of both species so that they might fit together a little more... seamlessly." 
 
    Ignu came over now and, without a word, he grabbed Richard by the head and twisted him around for a better look. 
 
    The Menin who had come down with Richard strode forward, politely but firmly pulling Ignu's hands away. 
 
    "Curious fellow," Richard said, seemingly unfazed. "I guess I can't blame him. What's his name?" 
 
    "Ignu," the man, himself, called. "Tell them to let go of me." 
 
    Richard nodded, gesturing to his men. They released Ignu and stepped away. The brute stayed put. 
 
    "They are your guards?" Ignu asked. 
 
    "Yes, when I need them to be," said Richard. "Among other things. There aren't many people here, and most have several jobs." 
 
    Ignu looked very confused, more so than anyone else. 
 
    "If you would all follow me," said Richard, "I can try and explain what this colony is all about." 
 
    He gestured again, and the guards dispersed toward the village, leaving the five of them alone. Richard set off up the slope, past the edge of a stone house, and toward the tower at the edge of the colony. It was a long enough walk, about three quarters of a mile; enough time, when moving at human speed, for a conversation. 
 
    "Where to begin?" Richard said. "I suppose with the origin of the colony. I would be surprised if either of you women remember this, but twelve years ago a cosmonaut and his TIDE unit went missing. That man was me. My mission was to, quietly and with great discretion, investigate the source of some strange signals we detected emanating from Saturn. I don't remember the exact circumstances of my abduction, it's a bit of a blur now, but suffice it to say I ended up on a tiny Menin reconnaissance ship. Back then the, uh, interspecies discourse was in its infancy. None of these handy translators existed. Before I could even learn why I was abducted, or by whom, I had to learn the language. Talk about incentive. 
 
    "Finally, I was able to achieve a conversational understanding, and the Menin were able to tell me why they had taken me. They said they were acting for the Mindseat, a secret mission that the rest of the Menin population wasn't yet allowed to know about." 
 
    He turned around and apparently saw what he was expecting; looks of confusion on the faces of the two Menin behind him. With a smile, he continued. 
 
    "The Mindseat is generally understood to be full of idiots. Pardon me for saying it, but I think that isn't far from true. However, they do occasionally show a bit of foresight. Planning for the future. And I can tell you this; their plans are far more expansive and radical than you would ever expect. 
 
    "But to explain the rest to you, I should first take you to see my TIDE unit." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Introductions were made on the way, names and brief life stories shared, at Richard's request. He relished their words, especially the words of the humans; he almost seemed to taste them, savoring each syllable as though it was a fine wine or a fancy cheese. 
 
    They soon climbed the steps into the tower. On the inside, it was built like a lighthouse, mostly hollow with a winding staircase that led to various levels. However, one thing was different; a huge sparkling rod, covered in panels and wires and bare electronics, which ran up through the middle of the structure. 
 
    "That's the main component of the comms array," Richard explained. "It allows me to talk with the Menin at great ranges without loss. It can be a very slow conversation at times, with ridiculous transmission times, but it's at least accurate. And this is a long-term project; instant communication isn't usually necessary. We don't even talk that much, anymore." 
 
    They began to ascend the stairwell in single file, Richard at the head and Gyrch just behind him. The servant was eager, impatient even, to see and hear everything. He had hurried ahead of the others, excusing himself, and now walked as close to Richard as he could get. 
 
    The first level they came to held hulking scientific apparatus. Most of it seemed to have something to do with the comms array. But, dead ahead, there stood a TIDE pit and pedestal. As they approached, the hologram itself erupted into being to greet them. 
 
    "Hello, Richard," the AI said. 
 
    The voice was technically the same as that of the personality Stella knew from her own ship. But the inflection and mood and overall color of the voice was entirely different. Once again, she marveled at the AI, at the way it learned and adjusted and matured much like a person. She saw all TIDE units as twins, separated at birth and raised in different environments. They looked the same, but that was where the similarities ended. 
 
    "Hello, Todd," said Richard, giving the AI a little friendly bow. 
 
    "Todd?" Aurora asked, cringing. "Really?" 
 
    Everyone, even Ignu, gave her scathing looks. 
 
    "He's my friend," Richard replied. "My almost constant companion over my years of exile. Without him, I might have gone insane a long time ago. It may sound funny to you, but we have grown together. In a way, he has saved my life. More than once. So, yes, I gave him a name. Todd seemed like a fine choice, being so similar to the title of the machine which generates his consciousness." He might have stopped there, because Aurora was already pacified, but he took a step closer to her with a friendly, tolerant smile on his face. "You have a brain, Aurora. That is the machine which generates your consciousness. I could just call you HUMAN, but I would not do that because it would be an ignorant and a mean thing to do." 
 
    "Alright, alright," Aurora said, looking around with a blush in full bloom on her cheeks. "Sorry." 
 
    Ignu was grinning now. He had loved every second of this verbal lashing. But even so, he reached out to rub Aurora's back, comforting her in the wake of it. 
 
    Meanwhile, Todd's hologram was listening to all this with embarrassment of his own, staring at the floor and apparently doing his best to become invisible. 
 
    "Todd," Richard said now, turning away from the Dutchwoman. "These fine folk are the exiles I told you about. They've already arrived. It seems those Lancers have gotten even faster in recent years." 
 
    "Seems that way," Todd replied with such achingly and warmly human gregariousness. "I'm glad to see you have all arrived here safely." 
 
    Richard turned again. He vibrated with excitement, unable to keep still. "You may all have begun to understand by now, but let's just come out and say it, shall we? Todd and I have known you would be coming for a long while, you see. A very long while, before the two of you," his eyes flicked back and forth between the women, "ever even left Earth. Not because we overheard communications, or even because the Mindseat predetermined that we would be graced with your presence. No; we predicted this by a different means entirely. To make you understand... Well, Todd, would you do the honors? And tell these people what we do here?" 
 
    "I would love to," said Todd. He began to walk in place, floating above the pedestal, seeming to move along an invisible treadmill. This sort of motion was not programmed into TIDE units by default; either Richard had put it in, to give his friend a more human range of expression, or else Todd himself had observed the act of pacing and birthed the coding within himself. That sort of self-upgrading was not unheard of in AI's who had been alive for a few years. 
 
    "Our first order of business," Todd continued, "is to observe the actions of humankind on behalf of the Menin. We are not here to interfere in any way, or to try and alter the natural course of events. We just watch, listen, and relay information. The Mindseat has been crafting a plan to pay an actual, proper, open visit to you — to us — for a long while, but they wanted to wait until the right time. We have been doing our observation work for all these years, telling them exactly what we see and letting them decide the proper moment to make themselves seen and heard by all of humankind. 
 
    "The fact that you, Aurora and..." He stopped, looking at Stella expectantly. 
 
    Richard leaned toward the hologram, speaking quietly from the corner of his mouth. "Stella." 
 
    "Stella," Todd said and continued pacing. "The fact that you thought that your arrival at the Menin ship was the first interaction between the two species means that we and the Mindseat have done our job properly." 
 
    "And we don't think our abduction was the first interaction, either," Richard put in. "There's evidence of Menin-human interaction before us. Perhaps going back a long time. But we never asked about that, and the Mindseat never deemed it necessary to tell us." 
 
    Todd nodded. "For all the significance and stock we put into our lives and work, we are but cogs in the hundredth version of some vast machine. A cog at the other end, or even a few feet away, is not aware of us in any way and never will be. And vice versa. But we are all connected, by however much distance, by whatever tenuous means. Connected forever, influencing one another in intangible ways..." 
 
    "Todd," said Richard. "Tell the women how they fit in." 
 
    "Right. I apologize for going off on a tangent." 
 
    "That's okay," said Stella stepping forward. "It's what proves your humanity." 
 
    Todd smiled, looking from her to Richard. "I like this one." 
 
    Aurora cleared her throat. "How do we fit in, Todd?" 
 
    "You're the most recently enacted step in a long, detailed plan," the AI said, returning to his stationary pacing. "The Mindseat understands that the Menin way of life will inevitably have to change. The most likely cause of that change would be interaction with another intelligent race. One such as humanity, with the potential to match them in many ways. So, the Mindseat are choosing to change sooner rather than later, under their own terms. 
 
    "The biggest obstacle in this change is to bring the general population onboard with it. So they created a plan, ingenious really, to slowly adapt the public to human interaction. Who has the most power in Menin society? Warrior males. And what does a proper, brave, red-blooded Menin male like more than anything else? Concubines, of course. 
 
    "The initial phase was to bring a small group of females, the finest in body and mind that humankind had to offer, into the Menin ship. A group of males would be chosen to meet them and take them in as concubines. Thus, the relationship between Menin and human would be kicked off in a subtle and infinitely agreeable way. Later, after enough time had passed to get the public accustomed to seeing humans around, more would be brought in for more scholarly purposes. 
 
    "Eventually, the plan would involve Menin visiting Earth as well. And very publicly. Enough would eventually be sent that a person looking out their window would have a good chance of seeing a Menin walking down the street below them. This would all take place over a period of decades, a gradual process that would still be ongoing when the original planners had long since died of old age. Menin and human alike would be born and grow up in a world shared by both species. It would become a normal thing, something you don't even think about. Of course, this would require that both species change in certain ways. Humankind, too. But, as this would inevitably happen, anyway, and perhaps by less peaceful means, both Richard and I, and the Mindseat, have found no moral compunction about it." 
 
    The guests all listened to this without a word, totally transfixed. Ignu looked a little annoyed, perhaps reflecting on the fact that had been used by the Mindseat without knowing about it, but he made no complaint. 
 
    "A simple plan, really," Richard said now. "Prone to complications, of course; the transformation of both societies would not be without growing pains. But eventually it would all work out. But life is never as simple as that, is it? Certain... problems have arisen. Todd will explain it all better than me." 
 
    The AI had stopped pacing. He now sat in midair, in an invisible chair. "The Mindseat isn't foolish enough to do something so big without having a good idea of its success rate. So... they began planning ahead. Starting with Richard and I, and with other recent colonies, the Mindseat has begun fashioning a grid of information gathering technology, with my artificial intelligence as the brain behind it all. They call it, roughly translated, the Predictive Web. It analyzes events and changes of all types, down to things as seemingly insignificant as a single death. This information is put together, forming a model of future events to a degree of accuracy above ninety-nine percent. Five years ago, we predicted that two Menin males and two human women would be visiting us; we saw this before we even knew about the Mindseat's plan to bring human concubines to their ship. And here you are now. We also saw that you would be exiles, sent to us on the wake of political strife. And that one of you was guilty of a crime of ambition, challenging and killing at an unprecedented rate." 
 
    Ignu grinned proudly, raising his hand. Aurora stared up at him. There was deep love etched on her face, an expression Stella never would have expected to see on her. 
 
    "Yes, hello," said the AI, acknowledging Ignu with a nod. "You're here with us now, just as the Web predicted you would be. As I said, it's almost perfectly accurate. There is always a degree of uncertainty, but it's so insignificantly small that we can just gloss over it. However... something has changed. We don't know what it is. In fact, we are quite in the dark right now about everything. This one mysterious event, however small or large, has thrown our Predictive Web into total disarray. 
 
    "It has collapsed overnight, its predictions smearing out with accuracy ratings of less than five percent. Which means that out of every one hundred wild and surreal predictions it gives us, only five actually make sense and come to pass. It's as though all the hardware involved with the Web — and there is a ridiculous amount of it — has melted down overnight. Gone schizophrenic. I can assure you that this is not the case; I am just as I always have been. None of my files are corrupted. The Web should still be functioning just fine as far as I can tell, but it simply isn't." 
 
    "Just one event did that?' Aurora asked. "One little thing?" 
 
    "Well, we don't know exactly," Todd replied. "If we knew what the event was, then we would have predicted it in the first place. And if we had predicted it, it would not have had the power to destroy us so thoroughly. It's a bit paradoxical, but there it is. We feel confident that this event, whatever it was, will become clear at some point in the future. But for now, it has scuppered our work entirely. We cannot see what will become of current events, and so the Mindseat is now flying blind, through unknown territory. They have had to resort to their old, impulsive methods. This has been happening since around the second or third day after your arrival at the Menin ship, which leads us to believe the mystery event has something to do with you. Do either of you have any idea what the event might be?" 
 
    Aurora and Stella shared a look. They had ideas, that was for sure. They both started to speak at once, their voices clashing and cancelling each other out. They stopped; Aurora gestured for Stella to go on. 
 
    "Well, if you want my opinion," she said, thinking fast, "I think the Mindseat made a mistake. They were able to predict the future up to the point when humans arrived at their ship. But they don't know shit about human psychology. I'm sure it isn't too different, fundamentally, to Menin psychology. But we, Aurora and I, grew up in cultures that are way different. Post-feminist society, where we are allowed and even expected to do just as well in our chosen professions as men. This Predictive Web can't function anymore, because an unpredictable variable has entered the equation. Us." 
 
    Richard, hands behind his back and chin tilted slightly upward, had the respectful and confident air of a professor listening to the opinion of a student. He now opened his mouth, prepared to offer a counterargument. 
 
    "That may be somewhat true, Stella. But I am a human and, in a way, so is Todd. The Predictive Web has been our main work for the past twelve years, and I think we've done a pretty good job. And, as I've said, we have kept a close eye on humanity. In this age of exponential acceleration, a lot can happen in society in the space of twelve years, but not so much as to render it incomprehensibly different. So, with that in mind, I think the unpredictable element represented by you and Aurora and the others is probably not strong enough to corrupt the Web in such a way as we have witnessed." 
 
    Stella, in turn, listened respectfully to him. Aurora watched eagerly, perhaps expecting one of the bursts of attitude she had come to expect from the singer. But none was forthcoming; Stella reserved such outbursts for idiots, the kind of people who dismissed her ideas and thoughts without having something better to rebut them with. Richard's words did not bother her; in fact, they intrigued her, tickling her mind with new ideas. 
 
    "I think," Richard continued after a brief pause, "that there is something else happening. My, ahem, social skills are not as sharp as they once were. And they were never very sharp!" He glanced over at Todd, and they shared a chuckle. "But still," he continued, looking back at Stella, "I think you might be holding something back. If you don't mind me saying." 
 
    Stella was about to answer and come clean, but Gyrch put a hand on her shoulder and spoke for her. "There have been troubling events on our ship," he said. 
 
    Richard's eyebrows went up, and he replied in Menin. "Such as?" 
 
    "If the Mindseat has not already told you, it may not be my place to do so. But in the interest of progress, and as revenge for being exiled, I will tell you. The human named Sybil has broken Menin conduct. She has murdered her mate and now is attempting to launch a coup. She has already pulled a few of our females into her cause." 
 
    "What does she want?" Richard asked, looking at everyone in turn, hoping someone would have an answer for him. 
 
    "We do not know," Ignu grunted. "The Mindseat obviously hasn't told you. Do you think they've told us?" 
 
    "Okay," said Richard. "Aurora, Stella, you must know Sybil fairly well. What do you think she's after?" 
 
    "Equal treatment," Aurora said without hesitation. "She's stubborn, and she's got strong ideals. I was always afraid she wouldn't be able to set them aside and go with the flow. She can't stomach the idea of being owned by anyone. She wants to stand on equal footing." 
 
    Richard nodded. "That makes perfect sense, to me. I can certainly get onboard with that way of thinking. But what about this, killing her mate? Murder is generally inexcusable. Why did she do it?" 
 
    Stella shrugged. "Not sure. We haven't been able to get in contact with her at all. I asked the Mindseat to allow me to at least see her, to make sure she was alright, but I wasn't even allowed to do that." 
 
    "If she killed him," said Aurora, glancing nervously at Ignu, "she must have had a good reason. Or what she thought was a good reason, at least." 
 
    Richard let out a heavy sigh then looked from Ignu to Gyrch. "My friends, my Menin brothers, I have been living among your kind for years and have grown to love you..." 
 
    "These are not Menin, these creatures here," said Ignu. "The males walk with the females and hold the hands of the children. They are feeble and useless." 
 
    "Pardon me," Richard snapped, "but they are my greatest friends. My family. There's not a 'useless' one among them; each and every one of them works very hard." 
 
    Ignu, not used to be talked back to, stared in awe that probably wasn't too far from admiration. But there was also a clear undercurrent of disgust there, and probably a good deal of homesickness. 
 
    "Menin have their own way of life, and I will not claim to be of such a high position that I might look down upon them," said Richard. "But facts are facts; Menin males are raised to be violent, forceful, without inhibition. Aggression of all forms is encouraged. It is somewhat inborn as well, an innate tendency, but it's amplified by societal expectations. I don't think any one of us here can say, with honesty, that a human female could be blamed for reacting explosively when tossed into the bedchamber of a lusty Menin male." 
 
    Aurora smiled at that as Ignu grabbed her breasts and began fondling them. 
 
    "There are exceptions to everything, of course," said Richard, glancing at this public display without surprise. "But from what I hear, this Sybil is not the sort of woman to easily submit to such treatment." 
 
    Now he turned off his translator, making no attempt to hide his doing so, and stepped closer to Stella. 
 
    "She would have been raped," he said, too quietly for the other translators to hear. "Or near to it. It is not something a Menin ever thinks about; the idea that a female would not want their attention wouldn't even cross his mind. But the end result was the same, a traumatic violation of Sybil's individual rights. And that is why she murdered him. To me, there can be no other explanation. Would you agree?" 
 
    Stella, nostrils flaring and neck prickling with heat, nodded. She had never gotten so desperate, herself, but if it had come right down to it she might have tried to kill Agron. That wouldn't have been out the question. 
 
    "Right," said Richard. He stepped back again and turned the translator back on. 
 
    "A human murders her Menin mate," he said, "and then what?" 
 
    "She fled into her ship with a few Menin females," said Gyrch. 
 
    "Alright. That is definitely a bit of a wrench in the plan of building a good relationship between the species. It might account for the failure of the Predictive Web, I suppose, but I somewhat doubt it. A murder and an attempted coup is well within the scope of events one would consider possible. Or likely, even. That sort of thing happens again and again, throughout history. It is not rare enough, or strange enough, to constitute such an anomaly. I think that there must be something else. Something much stranger has to have happened..." 
 
    Gyrch was about to say something. Stella could feel him tensing up, pulling in a breath to fuel his words. She quickly grabbed his wrist, pinching it hard. He looked down at her, confused, but said nothing. 
 
    Aurora, seeing this from the corner of her eye, shot a quick glance of warning at Ignu. Neither of them said anything, either, though they both looked confused as to why they shouldn't. 
 
    Stella was touched by this display of trust from the Dutchwoman. 
 
    "Alas," Richard said, in the middle of his own pacing, "it eludes us. I just wish something else would happen, something to make it all clear to me... I hate being so in the dark, so powerless. It reminds me of when I was first abducted, when I couldn't even communicate with my kidnappers." 
 
    Behind him, the AI nodded along, a look of pity on his holographic face. But was there something else there. A bit of suspicion, doubt, a question that went unasked? Whatever it was, he kept it quiet. Stella nodded her silent thanks at him.  
 
    She knew TIDE units well enough to know there was no way the quartet's little moment of clandestine silence had gone unnoticed by Todd. But he was an individual, a personality with his own feelings and desires and motivations, not a thoughtless machine who dutifully recited everything he witnessed to a human master. 
 
    Looking at Richard, Stella realized that she couldn't trust him. Not yet. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    There apparently wasn't more to be discussed, and Richard said they could leave, that he had to some work to do on the Web and that it was better if they didn't watch. He claimed that the more conscious minds there were witnessing it, the less certain the predictions became. 
 
    Stella, familiar with quantum principles, decided it was a plausible explanation and said so to the others. They left the tower together and went for a long, slow walk along the edge of the bubble. 
 
    "One mile in diameter," Stella said quietly, striding along at the head of the pack with Gyrch close behind. "Five thousand two hundred and eighty feet... Half mile radius, two thousand six hundred and forty. Two pi times the radius..." Staring at the sky, past the rainbow shimmer on the skin of the bubble, she made the calculation. "Sixteen thousand five hundred eighty-seven and some change. Divided by the length of a mile..." 
 
    She turned her head to Gyrch. 
 
    "The perimeter of this bubble equals out to a little over three miles," she said. "About five kilometers. A pretty good running distance. A nice long lap. I used to run, you know. I went for long runs through the city, through the parks. No matter what the weather was like, I ran. Then... I got hurt. There was ice. I slipped, and my right foot went down into this narrow little sewer drain. The rest of me hit the ground hard and kept going. Snapped my shit up pretty good." 
 
    She looked around, taking in the frightening, desolate beauty of the place, with its low hanging haze of sky and its dead plains stretching in every direction. "Maybe I'll start again. This would be a hell of a place to run." 
 
    Gyrch caught her arm, pulling her back towards him. Then he kissed her. It was clumsy and awkward, way too much saliva, a brief moment where their teeth knocked together and made them both grunt in discomfort. But, when they broke away, breathing heavy and staring at one another, Stella decided it had been the best kiss of her life. 
 
    The moment was slightly spoiled when she caught a glimpse of Aurora past Gyrch's arm. The Dutchwoman smiled wide, showing all her teeth; she started pumping her fist in the air triumphantly, mouthing the words "go Stella!" 
 
    Stella turned and started walking again. This time, she stayed at Gyrch's side, shoving her fingers between his, letting her entire hand be swallowed up in his. It was the safest she had ever felt, which was saying an awful lot considering the inhospitable, alien place they had come to. 
 
    "I enjoyed that," said Gyrch. 
 
    "Yeah?" She looked up at him. "How long have you been waiting to do it?" 
 
    "Since I first saw you." 
 
    "Oh, really now?" 
 
    "Yes," he said, staring straight forward. Still just as shy as ever. She would break him of that, eventually. 
 
    "I enjoyed it, too," she said. 
 
    A smile flickered across his face. He glanced in her direction, moving only his eyes. "Why didn't you want me to tell Richard about Kozue?" 
 
    "Because," said Stella, "you know he's going to tell everything we say to the Mindseat." 
 
    "But they already know about Kozue's disappearance. I'm certain everyone on the ship does, by now." 
 
    Stella shook her head. "There's more to it than that..." 
 
    She told him her theory of what had happened in Amnay's room. At first he looked shocked and afraid, perhaps concerned that his beloved woman had lost her mind. But by the end, as she rehashed topics such as quantum entanglement, wormholes, and folded spacetime, he started to calm down and listen intently. As a servant, she thought he probably didn't have much time for studying, but she knew there was a scientist in him. He was curious and intelligent. 
 
    "I don't know much about the subject of science," he admitted. "But you do, it seems. If you say it is possible, then it must be. I know Menin have tried to achieve it before, but it never worked, of course. I didn't think Amnay would ever do anything noteworthy, let alone achieve such an impossible goal... I guess I misjudged him." 
 
    "You're not alone," said Stella. "Ignu thought he could beat Amnay, and look what happened." 
 
    There was a sudden sound behind them, a laugh of disbelief followed by an angry bark. Stella laughed. It seemed Aurora had just got done telling Ignu the same theory. 
 
    "Why hide this?" Gyrch asked, looking nervously over his shoulder. 
 
    "Because I have a friend," Stella replied. "Her name is Kozue, and she's out there somewhere. Safe, for now. I don't want to risk giving the Mindseat the information they need to capture her. Because if they did, Amnay would be killed, and what would become of her?" 
 
    Gyrch nodded in understanding. "You do understand, I hope, that this must be the event Richard spoke of? The one that ruined his Predictive Web?" 
 
    "Yes, I know." 
 
    "It sounds like a marvelous tool. It could be used to navigate around all potential conflicts, to prevent war and to bring about friendship between human and Menin. It might even be used to save Sybil." 
 
    "I know that, too." 
 
    "Then we should probably try and fix it." 
 
    "Yes. I just need time to think. Please don't say anything. Not yet. Okay?" 
 
    He answered in the affirmative a moment later, squeezing her hand and bending to give her another quick kiss. 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They made a full circuit of the bubble and ended up back at the tower, where they had started. By now, Richard was out on the steps, holding out a little black box and talking to it. 
 
    "What is he holding?" Gyrch asked. 
 
    Ignu and Aurora were directly behind now, close enough to hear everything they said. 
 
    "Mobile amplifier," Stella said. "Used to carry TIDE around with you. It has a pretty good range, up to twenty miles, with increasing latency beyond that." 
 
    "So he can carry his friend around," Gyrch said, in a dreamy voice. "That's nice." 
 
    As the exiles approached, Richard started bounding down the steps toward them. 
 
    "I was wondering where you'd gone off to!" he called. "Let me show you where you'll be staying. Did you walk around the bubble? I do it every day! It's lovely. I'm afraid the weather never changes much around here; every day is pretty much like any other... But it's such an alien place, you never really get used to it, anyway. Every time you see it, you can't help but marvel." 
 
    He said all this in a fast profusion of words as he bounced along ahead of them, almost manic in his excitement. It was most endearing, this show of glee at the arrival of new guests. Stella started to warm to him a bit more. Perhaps, if she spoke to him in confidence... 
 
    He led them down to the road and to a big building at one end. Inside, huge machines and an assembly line and a small group of Menin worked along in near silence. 
 
    "This is our factory," said Richard. "Using materials we collect from outside, we can build pretty much anything. A lot of our furniture and building materials are crafted from packed soil, strengthened with resin made from a plentiful material found underground... damn near indestructible. But anyway, your rooms are this way. Sorry we had to put you up in the factory, of all places. Ever since we first predicted your arrival, years ago, I've been planning to build a house for you all. But it's funny, always seems like something more urgent keeps popping up. And when we received word from the Mindseat that you were coming, I just had to laugh." He shook his head. "You can never underestimate the power of the human mind to forget. It's a little impressive when you think about it..." 
 
    By now, they had reached their rooms, tucked into a far corner of the factory. It was sufficiently far from the tiny bit of noise generated by the machines that they heard not a single thing. Their feet scuffed over the dull stone-lined floor as they walked through cavernous spaces, their voices echoing forever. 
 
    "This place is huge," Aurora said. 
 
    Richard nodded. "Used to be for storage. We haven't used it in ages. I had my guys do a bit of work in here, put some fixtures in to turn it into livable space. If you need anything more, don't hesitate to ask. And as soon as we get this problem with the Web figured out, I can start getting those houses built." 
 
    "Houses?" said Aurora. "Like, plural?" 
 
    "Yes," said Richard. "The prediction showed two, ahem, couples. Two mating pairs, if you will." 
 
    Gyrch started looking around, pretending not to hear Ignu's laughter. 
 
    "Houses are nice," said Aurora, giving her mate a little nudge to shut him up. "But they seem kind of... permanent." 
 
    Richard stared at her. "Well, yes... It's no trouble, really. We have so much room, we don't even know what to do with the majority of it. So, why not?" 
 
    "Richard," Stella said. "Do you have any idea... I mean, did the Mindseat happen to tell you how long our exile would last? They said it would be for an 'indefinite' period, which could really mean anything..." 
 
    "Oh," said Richard, covering his mouth with a hand, as though he had said something terrible. "Oh, I'm sorry. No, I'm afraid they didn't say. But, well, I was told the same thing, you see. Something of that sort, anyway. And it's been twelve years, without a hint of ending. I'm just one man, really, I don't have all the facts, but..." 
 
    "I see," said Stella. "Thanks." 
 
    "Look," he said, "don't take it from me. The Mindseat, for all their predicting, can be quite unpredictable, themselves. If they have reason to, they will call you back to their ship. It could very easily happen. But the chances that you will be sent back to Earth are quite low, I'm afraid. So it's good that you've made friends, you two. It's good that you have found a place. If I were you, I would get settled in for a nice long stay." 
 
    Stella nodded, trying not to let the horror show on her face. 
 
    Despite her best efforts, her eyes soon began to water, and sting and her bottom lip started wobbling in and out of its own accord. 
 
    The rest of her life, spent inside a bubble a mile across with nothing but dust and dead rock outside. It was not what she had imagined for herself as a young girl, staring up at the stars and wondering what was out there. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Richard, in a panic, left the rooms as soon as Stella started crying. It seemed he wasn't quite prepared for that type of human interaction. 
 
    And neither was Aurora. She had never been good at the typical ‘girl’ things like letting people cry on your shoulder and knowing all the right things to say. She knew that if she stayed and made an attempt to cheer the singer up, she might just make things worse. 
 
    Plus, she wasn't in the best place, herself. So she pulled Ignu's arms around her and led him deeper into their dusty, cavernous quarters, while Gyrch stared after them and then, after a long moment, gave Stella a few pats on the back. 
 
    "What is wrong with her?" Ignu asked. His voice was as gruff and careless as ever; he was merely curious, not worried. 
 
    "It's called crying," Aurora asked. "Don't you Menin ever do it?" 
 
    He dodged the question, which Aurora took for a yes; he probably did cry, on a rare occasion, but in total privacy. 
 
    "Is she crying because of our exile?" asked Ignu. 
 
    "I'm sure that's the main reason. But she'll be fine. Anyway..." She turned to him, putting her hands in the crooks of his elbows. "What do you make of this Predictive Web business?" she asked. "You were so quiet. And you're so hard to read sometimes..." 
 
    "I was thinking about what I would do to you the next time we were alone," Ignu said, grinning. 
 
    She stared up at him, one eyebrow raised, and he finally conceded with a dry laugh. 
 
    "I think it is an abomination," he told her. "The Mindseat has gone too far. I feel your translator friend is on to something, trying to start this coup of hers, but she's doing it for the wrong reason. Obviously, the Mindseat has become too big, too puffed up by their delusions. They must be overthrown. No one should be allowed to know the future, especially not those with the power to act on such knowledge. It's against nature." 
 
    "Well said," Aurora replied. 
 
    He turned his head to the side, grunting. "I'm not an idiot. This human might think he is clever, but he is far stupider than I am. We Menin are more powerful than any human. In body, and in mind. He doesn't understand how our way of life developed. It was a deliberate simplification, a way to cope with extreme conditions. A return to normalcy even as our lives went through great change. Whatever humans have gone through, we have also gone through it, but much earlier. We have had more time to think, to plan, to understand..." 
 
    He spat, launching a glob of saliva into a dim, distant corner of the room. 
 
    Aurora reached up, grabbing his chin and twisting it so that he faced her. 
 
    "Stop talking," she said, and with her other hand she reached for his crotch and began massaging him to life. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Stella gave Gyrch a hasty excuse, which he didn't buy at all, but he let her slip away regardless. 
 
    She went across the shrink-wrapped floor of the colony, toward the tower and up the steps. Once she got inside and noticed the immense silence, the hush that had fallen over the place, she had a strong feeling that she should not be there. But she needed to know the answers to her questions, no matter what, and so she strode boldly forward and climbed the steps. 
 
    Carefully, quietly, she ascended to the second level. There was no barrier separating the top of the stairs from the rest of the space, just a dainty railing, and so she was able to poke just the top of her head up and see what was happening. 
 
    Richard was there, standing before the TIDE pedestal. Todd's voice drifted to her ears, the words quite and indecipherable, and the personality's hologram was not visible. Instead, a scene from some movie or camera feed was playing out. It was broken, shattered into artifacted segments that played over and over again, or ran backward, or froze momentarily, smearing into uncertain static. 
 
    With a jolt, Stella realized she was looking at Ignu. The scene played several times in succession. The huge Menin was falling, falling, falling, hitting the floor, blood pouring from wounds to his chest. 
 
    And some other male stood over him, triumphant, but she couldn't make out his face. It was like a dream, a scene made up of vague impressions rather than hard details. 
 
    "...about fifty percent," she heard Todd saying, his voice rising a bit, full of curiosity. 
 
    "That's the best we've had in a while," Richard mumbled. "Seems like maybe we're coming out on the other end of it. But this looks like it's going to happen on the Menin ship. Is there any hint of how Ignu's going to get back there?" 
 
    "Not that I can see," Todd replied. 
 
    Stella had an idea. And, as a fellow scientist, she felt obliged to share it. She climbed the rest of the way up the stairs, rising into the open. And as soon as half her body was visible, Richard or Todd abruptly cut the Predictive feed. The hologram of Todd returned; he was standing with exaggerated calmness, arms crossed, the fingers of one hand tapping idly at his other arm. 
 
    "Stella," Richard said, turning to greet her. "I didn't hear you come in. How are you settling?" 
 
    Nothing there to suggest he was afraid or angry. Perhaps a bit embarrassed, but that was all. 
 
    "Cut the shit," said Stella. "I saw all of that, just now." 
 
    Richard gave her a grave look. "I wish you hadn't. For everyone's sake." 
 
    "But I think I know what it was," she told him. 
 
    Now he and Todd shared a very brief glance, each making the same exact face. It was a sign that they were indeed very good friends, and probably spent too much time together. 
 
    "Aurora told me about it, "Stella went on. "When Ignu was killing everyone he could find to challenge, he was approached by another male named Slych. Another skilled warrior. Slych challenged Ignu, an attempt to beat him to the punch. The challenge never went through, because we were all exiled. Maybe what you were seeing was the challenge that never happened." 
 
    Richard started rubbing his chin. "And when was this challenge meant to take place?" 
 
    Stella thought back. "It might have been happening right around now. If Ignu had waited out the entire grace period." 
 
    Richard nodded. "Well, that could be. But if it would have happened already, before now, it would be impossible for us to have just seen it." 
 
    "How come?" Stella asked. 
 
    "The Web doesn't work that way. There is no overflow space, where unprocessed predictions can pile up. We see them as they arrive, fully formed; we never get predictions based on things that have already happened. And, frankly, we never get predictions based on things that are currently happening, and rarely for things that will happen very near in the future." 
 
    Todd spoke, now. "The chances of this particular event happening are reading at around fifty percent. The circumstances have not occurred yet; the event, if it does transpire, will be in the future." 
 
    "You mean," said Stella, "that Ignu might still be in danger?" 
 
    "There is a fifty-fifty shot of that, yes," said Richard. 
 
    "And it would happen back on the Menin ship." 
 
    "Indeed," Todd replied. "It's very unfortunate that you saw this particular prediction, Stella." 
 
    "Oh?" she said, turning to face the hologram. "What does it have to do with me?" 
 
    "Nothing in particular, that we know of. But you should not have witnessed it, anyway. The potential for paradox is too high. For instance, with this knowledge, Ignu could possibly completely avoid returning to the Menin ship. If he did so, the chance of this prediction occurring would actually drop to zero percent. It would destroy the Web all over again, a butterfly effect rippling across the universe. Such a tiny change in the natural order of events can have disastrous consequences." 
 
    "I know the theories," said Stella. "But you're talking about a fifty percent chance, here. Is it really that big of a deal? Universal implications?" 
 
    "It cannot be underestimated, I assure you," said Richard. "There's a reason why Todd and I, the only two people who ever see these predictions directly, are in such total isolation. We cannot interfere with events. Not directly." 
 
    "Has a paradox happened before?" asked Stella. 
 
    "If it had," said Todd, "it's possible that none of us would be standing here talking. As you know, the prediction of your arrival here was made several years ago. So far, events have been following the course that our Web has been laying out all along. But we are very concerned, now that we're in the dark. It seems the timeline of the universe has encountered a glitch. An unknown variable has arisen. Once we know what it is, we can reprogram the Web and account for it. Until then, anything at all could be happening. Paradoxes could be rising left and right, and we would have no idea." 
 
    "A wave of destruction ripples across creation," Richard says, "traveling faster than the speed of light. It cannot be seen or known, because by the time it is close enough to see or know, you have already been destroyed..." 
 
    Stella shivered, feeling cold dread seeping through her. "What are you saying?" 
 
    "Oh!" Richard perked up. "That? Just a line from a book I read once. By some doom-and-gloom guy. Fascinating read, full of mind-blowing ideas, but not really in line with my way of thinking." 
 
    "Richard is an optimist," said Todd, rolling his eyes. 
 
    "That I am," Richard replied. "I think everything will work out fine. I'm just impatient to get it solved so I can know the answers. That's all." 
 
    He was facing away from the two people he shared the room with, staring at some distant object. An object that probably wasn't even there; something interior and personal. He was, Stella knew from personal experience, lost somewhere in that murky sea between practice and theory. Struggling to put his passions and wildest ideas to a practical use. 
 
    She approached him, putting a friendly hand on his back. 
 
    "I can keep quiet," she said. "I understand." 
 
    His eyes met hers, and he nodded. This was a small, seemingly insignificant moment. But Stella would remember it as a moment of solidarity between two scientists, two humans who had done their best to win out over irrationality and to understand the natural world in all its strange beauty. And, moreover, to use that understanding for the betterment of all life. 
 
    It was a moment when Richard came to her fully-fledged, and she understood who he was and what he wanted. There was not a conspiratorial bone in his body, she decided. He was, like her, a scientist and a person, and nothing more. 
 
    "I know that you would like very much to keep this quiet," Richard said finally. "But even the best of us can be compromised by our own emotions. Aurora... is she a friend of yours? Are you close?" 
 
    "Not really," Stella replied. "But we understand each other, I think. And we certainly don't hate each other." 
 
    Richard nodded. "I don't know her at all, of course, but it was obvious to me, from the way she looked at Ignu, that she is very much in love with him. Love is a most troublesome thing. It holds such hazards, doesn't it? Because it is the most beautiful state a human can achieve, more beautiful than understanding, more beautiful than peace. She will do anything for him. And if harm comes to Ignu... You understand that, no matter how logical you feel about it now, you will be overcome with guilt if this particular event does come to pass. You will feel that you could have stopped it. And maybe you will try and stop it, which would be the worst thing of all." 
 
    Stella had known all that, but hearing him say it brought it all into a clearer perspective. She saw at once how difficult it would be, how utterly complicated. The only thing she could do, she knew, would be to continue on as if nothing had happened. But would she be able to do it? Was it already too late? 
 
    "Bad things happen," Richard went on. "They always do..." 
 
    "Stella," Todd said. 
 
    She turned around to look at him. 
 
    "If I may go a little against my friend," the AI said, "I would like to tell you something. If you feel strongly that you must do something, then I believe you ought to do it. I feel it matters little where the knowledge came from. We have no idea what is meant to happen now, with the Web down. For all we know, you were already predestined to witness that prediction about Ignu and to stop it. When the time comes to act, I think you may feel a strong emotion one way or the other. Either it will feel right, or it won't. And you will do whatever feels right, won't you?" 
 
    Richard stood gaping at his friend. "But, paradox..." 
 
    "Paradox is our bread and butter," Todd replied. "We minimize the effects of our precognition. And we try to act in subtle ways, at the right time, making small adjustments to achieve the desired ends." He turned to look at Stella. "We call these 'fulcrum points' and they are the best way we have found to avoid catastrophic paradox. How can I explain... say, for instance, the Mindseat has made a decision to exile you. It hasn't happened yet, but it will if things continue as they are. We can see predictions of future events based on that decision. We see what consequences and events will arise from your exile. This allows the Mindseat to change its mind or to continue on, based on the desired outcome. This is a minimally paradoxical alteration. Since nothing decisive has happened yet, and future events are only theoretical, we operate under the assumption that nothing bad will happen. So far, we have been correct." 
 
    "But everything is uncertain now," said Richard. "The Web is no longer functioning. It's possible that all our meddling with the course of events has caused this breakdown. It might be our own fault." 
 
    All at once, seeing the state these two were in, Stella felt a sense of duty. 
 
    "I have to tell you something," she said. "I can't give you the details right now, for personal reasons, but... I think I might know the cause of the Web's malfunction. The inciting event." 
 
    They turned to look at her like she had just let out the loudest, stinkiest gas in history. 
 
    "What is it?" Richard demanded. "Tell us." 
 
    She made a placating gesture with her hands. "I think I know what's going to happen. I understand the course of events that lies ahead. I'm pretty sure I do, anyway. It's best if I stay quiet about it. If I'm right, I don't think we have anything to worry about." 
 
    Richard nodded at this, suppressing a stream of questions that tried to come rushing out of his mouth. 
 
    "We barely know you, Stella," said Todd. "How can we trust you?" 
 
    She smiled. "I'm meant to be here. Your Predictive Web said so. Hopefully, that's good enough." 
 
    She turned and went back down the steps before she got the urge to say more. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Leaving the tower, she set off on another walk around the perimeter of the bubble. 
 
    The prediction she had observed had taken place on the Menin ship. This meant that, somehow, there was a good chance that Ignu would find his way back to it. And if he did, it was likely that Aurora would be with him. And by extent, she and Gyrch as well. 
 
    In fact, it seemed almost certain that if one of them went, all of them would. And it had everything to do with the inciting event, the unknown variable that had disrupted the Web. 
 
    It had everything to do with Amnay and the means by which he had enacted his strange escape. 
 
    When she put all these things together, Stella saw only one possible chain of events. It came to her with one hundred percent clarity and truth, better even than the Predictive Web could manage. It felt right. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Abruptly, she came back to her senses and realized that she had been walking for a very long time. She thought she must have made at least two or three circuits of the bubble. Her feet were sore, and she was a bit hungry. But, most achingly of all, she was lonely. 
 
    She headed back to the factory and, standing at the door, she saw Aurora and Ignu retreating into the distance, laughing and stumbling down the road together, having the time of their lives. It made Stella feel lonelier still; it made her realize how cut off she had always been from the world around her. She had always been isolated, occupying a private world inside a bubble of her own. Even in a crowded room, even with a million people around her, she was alone. 
 
    Gyrch was lying down on a cot when she entered their rooms, reading from a huge plastic binder filled with sheets of paper. She bent down to see what he was reading and saw a bunch of grimy pages filled with diagrams and notes. It was a maintenance guide to an old TIDE unit. 
 
    "Where'd you find that?" she asked. 
 
    "Grabbed it from Richard's lab. He didn't see me do it. I hope he won't mind. Is this your language?" 
 
    "Yep, that's English. It must have been in his ship, the one he got abducted from." She leaned in, expecting to get sucked into the ancient history on the pages, but it didn't happen. Suddenly, she did not feel like herself. She felt antsy, frustrated. Smothered. She barely felt like she existed at all. If she looked in a mirror, she wouldn't be surprised to find no reflection. 
 
    It was an ugly feeling, and one that was all too familiar. She had often felt like this in school, at the end of terms as she struggled to catch up on studies and to complete her final assignments. Whether it was a natural coping mechanism to stress, or just plain depression, she had yet to find an antidote other than time. 
 
    Love was the last thing on her mind. But luckily, it was the first thing on Gyrch's. He tossed the binder away, grabbed the back of her head, and pulled her down for a kiss. At first, she returned it stiffly, feeling numb and unworthy of pleasure. But, as he pulled her closer and dug his fingers into her scalp, she began to melt in the most wonderful way. She opened up, her body and mind and spirit burning suddenly back to life and expelling the gray fog which had briefly overtaken her. 
 
    A moment later, without realizing how she had gotten there, she was lying on top of Gyrch and he was hugging her tight, kissing her with animal ferocity, one leg thrust up into her crotch. Instinctively, she began to rock back and forth, grinding herself into the hard, unyielding muscle of his thigh. There was an itch now, between her legs. A need that had not been met since before her departure from Earth. It had been so very long, and she abruptly realized how badly she needed something to fill her up. 
 
    "Aurora and Ignu are gone," Gyrch said. 
 
    "I know," Stella replied. "I saw them going." 
 
    "I hope they don't return." 
 
    "So fucking what if they do? Let them see. I don't care anymore." 
 
    He tried to pull her in for another kiss, but she shoved back and stood up. He stared, watching as she slowly undressed, revealing her tight, brown body in increments. She turned around to shed her underwear, bending low, displaying the glistening reddish pink slit of her pussy to him. It made her shiver with delight; it gave her a thrill like no other. There was nothing quite like this, showing herself to someone who deserved it. She had wanted him to see this for a long time, unbeknownst to her. In some suppressed corner of her mind, where she shoved the usual human frailties such as superstition and jealously, she had also placed lust. Agron had made her do it. 
 
    And now Gyrch was bringing it back out again. 
 
    She undressed him next. Slowly and with infinite tenderness, he touched and explored her body, and when he at last plunged a finger into her she was more than ready; it sunk in like a hot knife into butter and she gasped, drawing up on her toes and biting her lip. 
 
    With hunger, she stared down at the purple monster between his legs. It was not quite so terrifyingly large as Agron's but it still defied all her wildest expectations of what a cock should look like. It was luridly colored, the shaft a deep wine color, the head almost fluorescent pink and slickly wet with precum. 
 
    She stood on the bed, with her ass facing outward, and bent her knees just slightly. This put her at a perfect level. Gyrch grabbed her by the hips and plunged inside, grunting and growling in impatient desire. He had become almost a different creature entirely, a wild, rutting beast. But still he leant over periodically, asking her if she was alright. These little moments of uncertainty and care were adorable, but in the end she really just wanted him to fuck her mercilessly, and she eventually told him so. 
 
    He got the point and soon threw her down on the bed and pounded her through the storm of several orgasms. They came faster and faster, with more explosive power, especially when she reached down between her legs and began to rub her clitoris. It was slick and engorged, hot and pulsing as waves of pleasure set her ablaze. 
 
    All told, their round of sex probably lasted five or six minutes. But it was worth a lifetime to Stella. And Gyrch couldn't hold it in for longer than that. She could feel and hear him getting close; she turned, sliding off the bed to kneel at his feet and let him paint her heavy breasts and dark nipples with hot, salty-smelling jets of cum. 
 
    She expected there to be a lot, but still managed to underestimate it. It was a river, blasting against her chest and then flowing down and down for what felt like ages, running along her belly and over her mound, through the folds of her pussy, and finally to the floor. 
 
    "Wow," she said afterward, absentmindedly playing with his balls. "You really made a mess. I'll probably just swallow it next time." 
 
    He grinned crookedly at her, eyelids drooping, and soon collapsed to the bed. She looked around for a moment, hoping to miraculously find something to clean off with, when she potted a folded towel under the cot. 
 
    "You planned this all along, you bastard," she said, grabbing the towel. 
 
    He reached out a lazy hand to help her wipe off. "I decided that it was time. I had to listen to Aurora and Ignu the entire time you were gone." 
 
    "It got ya in the mood, huh?" 
 
    "It made me realize what I was missing. And how much time we were wasting by pretending not to know exactly how we felt." 
 
    "Speak for yourself. I just needed some sex." 
 
    He lifted his head, eyes widening. 
 
    "Joking!" she said quickly. "I do like you, Gyrch. A lot. I like spending time with you." 
 
    He lay back down, closing his eyes and letting out a contented sigh. "So, we do feel the same way. I also like spending time with you. Although I don't quite understand your humor." 
 
    "You'll learn to love it," she said. 
 
    "Perhaps I already have." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    And the days passed. 
 
    As Richard had said, they were nearly impossible to differentiate. There was a clock at the food storehouse, which was a kind of gathering place for the town, and Stella got in the habit of walking there every morning when she woke, just to know what time it was. 
 
    By that method, she trained herself to wake at the same time each day. She got into a routine, stuck to it religiously, and was able to comprehend the passage of time to a degree of accuracy akin to that of the Predictive Web, when it was actually functioning. 
 
    It had been two and a half weeks, give or take a day. 
 
    And what had changed? What new things had they learned? Not much, but there were some. For instance, she learned that Ignu enjoyed running as well. About two days after their arrival on Titan, she struck out on her first run around the bubble and was soon lapped by Ignu, striding along at an easy fifteen miles per hour. He looked back, giving her a little wave and a smile, his face beaded with sweat. He was almost naked, and every inch of him was covered with perspiration. Later, when she asked him about it, he said he had done ten laps. 
 
    "Thirty miles?" Aurora, sitting next to him, asked. 
 
    He nodded and continued eating, like it was nothing. 
 
    Though Stella had never expected to have something in common with the brute, she quickly grew used to seeing him on her daily jogs. Sometimes, he would even slow way down and go with her for a little while. They wouldn't talk much, because neither of then lugged a translator with them. They would just run in silence. And every evening, when they saw each other at dinner, they would share the details of their runs. 
 
    When she wasn't running, Stella would sometimes talk with Aurora. She would share science lessons with the Dutchwoman, and the Dutchwoman would repay her with stories from history. Sometimes, they would drag Ignu or Gyrch into these discussions. Two or three times a week, they would all sit down for a language lesson. Gyrch would play close attention, doing his very best to get the hang of English, and he made quick progress. Ignu couldn't care less for learning what he obviously considered to be a useless language, but he did put a good effort into getting Aurora up to speed with Menin. With Gyrch's help, both women quickly gained a basic understanding of the language. 
 
    Through these and many other activities, they cultivated a little community of their own. The rooms at the back of the warehouse soon became a lively place, a lived-in place. The two couples got along well. And, by the end, Stella would say that they were thoroughly attached to one another. They were a family, whether Ignu wanted to admit it or not. 
 
    Once, while Stella was coming in from a run, she found Aurora giving Gyrch a haircut. Another time, she saw Gyrch and Ignu playing the game of Hangman, with far more reverence than it really demanded. Apparently, Aurora had neglected to mention that it was a children's game. 
 
    It was things like that, little things, that made those days on Titan feel like some of the happiest in her life. 
 
    Especially the private hours she spent with Gyrch. She thought she already knew what love was, but she actually had no idea. This was love. The thought that she had never experienced it before was almost tragic, until she realized how lucky she was to be experiencing it for the first time with Gyrch. 
 
    Soon, they would have to leave. This chapter of their lives would end, and a new one would begin. She had no idea who would write it, whose hand would grip the pen and scratch out the stories of the future, but she was ready to see what would happen next. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    The ship came during their third week of life on Titan. It was not a Lancer, at least not one of the new ones. This ship was bulkier, irregular in shape. When it landed, after the bubble had carried it into the colony, a gangplank descended from its belly and a dozen or so Menin came striding out. 
 
    This was an unplanned arrival, and it was a little while before Richard came out to meet them. Stella and the others were there first, watching as the new arrivals stood in the orange light of Titan and looked around, patiently studying the strange place they had come to. 
 
    Finally, Richard did come, accompanied as before by his guards. The Menin from the ship were surprised to see him, but only vaguely. They must have known they would meet a human male here; the Mindseat must have informed them, but apparently they weren't quite prepared for what he looked like. 
 
    "Greetings!" he said in Menin, which was met with the same mild surprise. "Has the Mindseat sent you?" 
 
    One of the Menin, the leader apparently, stepped forward. "Yes. We have been sent to outfit this colony with new technology." 
 
    "Oh! Yes, they did hint something about this the other day. But I didn't know it would be so soon. What are we getting? I hope it's a new water reclaimer, ours has been acting a bit strange lately..." 
 
    The Menin said nothing more. A group of them went back up into the ship. Stella was expecting them to return carrying something huge and heavy between them, but when they came back, all but one was empty-handed. Whatever the thing was, it was small enough to be cupped in a single Menin palm. 
 
    "We must have a nice flat wall, devoid of decoration, about seven feet square," said the leader. 
 
    "Well," said Richard, turning left and right and gesturing in both directions. "Take your pick, really." 
 
    The leader nodded and gestured for everyone to follow. He walked over to the nearest building, ran his hand along a section of the wall, deemed it suitable, and gestured to the one who carried the technology. 
 
    The holder came forward, lifting the apparatus and sticking it in place about seven feet off the ground. He pressed a button; the apparatus made a horrifically loud noise, emitting a small puff of stone dust. The Menin pulled it off. There was no mark on the wall. Or none visible to Stella, at least. 
 
    "What is this?" asked Richard, suspicious. "Some sort of surveillance? You can tell the Mindseat that there is no reason for them to—" 
 
    Another of the Menin had lifted a small remote control and hit a button. Suddenly, the seven-foot square of wall seemed to vanish, flying into the distance at the speed of light and leaving behind a void, a pocket of nothingness that extended into infinity. Just as suddenly, the void formed itself into a scene, like a movie set behind a wall of glass. It was the Menin ship. More specifically, it was one of the hangars, dark and huge and gloomy. 
 
    Someone screamed and laughed triumphantly. A moment later, Stella realized that it was Ignu. 
 
    Richard hit the dirt. His guards rushed forward, reaching to help him, but he waved them away. 
 
    "I'm alright," he said. "Just tripped over something." He stared at the scene of the hangar, open-mouthed. "What is this? Surely..." 
 
    "It is a direct portal to the ship," the leader of the ship crew told him. "You can step through and arrive there instantly. It is a new technology. The Mindseat has only just approved its widespread usage." 
 
    Stella tried to keep the stupid grin off her face, but she couldn't. She was right. All along, she'd known. And if the Mindseat had this technology, it meant that Kozue was back. She had to be. 
 
    "You knew all along," said Richard, standing up and brushing dust off his backside. He was talking to Stella. "This is the variable. The uncertainty in the Web. This, my friends, alters the natural order considerably." He gave the portal an icy stare, like it was some dangerous beast stalking toward him. 
 
    "It will certainly change things," Gyrch said suddenly, and all eyes went to him. "It means all Menin can come and go from the ship to the colonies as they please." 
 
    Ignu, catching on, asked, "What does this mean for exiles?" 
 
    The leader of the ship crew turned to face them, stiff and official. "The Mindseat considers this breakthrough important enough to require a complete reworking of their methods of sentencing. For now, until they have things figures out, all sentences are temporarily paused. You are free to return to ship, if that is what you desire." 
 
    Without hesitation, Ignu ran forward, dragging Aurora behind him. They sprinted like little kids, laughing and hollering in joy. In a moment, they had gone through, and immediately they could be seen in the hangar on the Menin ship, dashing across that vast expanse. 
 
    Everyone in the crowd, including those from the ship crew, let out little gasps of surprise. 
 
    The grin had finally dropped off of Stella's face. Richard, glancing over at her, understood as well. He beckoned her to him, and she went, pulling Gyrch along. 
 
    As they walked, they filled Gyrch in about the previous vision. The one involving Ignu. 
 
    "What should I do?" Stella finally asked as they walked across the dead ground. 
 
    "You mean 'we'," said Gyrch. 
 
    She squeezed his hand and pushed her head into his shoulder. 
 
    "I have been thinking about it ever since that day," Richard said. "And I think Todd is right. The Predictive Web is a useful tool, but it's only meant for a few sets of eyes. Its existence doesn't preclude that of free will. It's best, I think, Stella... and Gyrch... that you pretend it doesn't exist. Based on what you already know, and under the assumption that the universe wouldn't let you know anything that you weren't supposed to, I think that you should act as you normally would." 
 
    "Do you think the Web is working again yet?" Stella asked. 
 
    "No. It will take some time to recalibrate it so that it takes into account the possibility of teleportation. I'd like it very much if we could simply tap into the mind of God and see his plan laid out before us. But we can't do that. We can only analyze information currently available to us and make educated guesses. I will admit that there are certain... spooky elements to the workings of the Predictive Web. Elements neither I nor Todd truly understand. But it is still a machine of finite power." 
 
    He smiled now, looking up at the sky, taking a deep breath of the recycled, clinical air. 
 
    "I hope we never find out what a true paradox might do," he said. "But, in my opinion, the worst it can do is to temporarily handicap the Web. And now that it's happened once, I'm no longer very afraid of it." 
 
    "Will you come with us?" Gyrch asked. "To the Menin ship." 
 
    Richard said nothing for a long time. But it was easy to tell he was thinking hard about it. 
 
    "I don't know if I can," he finally said. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    It was many hours before Gyrch and Stella returned to the portal. 
 
    They went to their quarters in the warehouse first and took their time gathering up what few belongings they had accumulated. Gyrch, making a sack out of a blanket, stored the stacks of paper on which he and Ignu had played their games, along with the plastic binder of TIDE instructions, which Richard had never mentioned missing and which Gyrch assumed now belonged to him. 
 
    Stella had next to nothing and, after careful consideration, decided to leave it all here. The act of taking it with her was so final, the symbolic gesture of someone leaving on a long journey. But now, with Amnay's portal, she would never be farther from this room than a half hour walk. She could return at will. 
 
    That made her feel a little better. But she let Gyrch do his ritual, gathering all his things, packing them away with such childlike tenderness. 
 
    They made love a final time here, in the dusty room where their love had first come into the open. Afterward, Stella felt inordinately sad and determined that they would have to have more sex as soon as possible to get that taste out of her mouth. 
 
    She knew, somehow, that they would be walking into a storm. 
 
    Things would have changed. In ways they could not predict. But, with Gyrch by her side, she felt ready to face them. 
 
    They walked down to the portal slowly, hand in hand. The ship was gone, and so were all the Menin who had come with it. A crowd of children stood marveling at the portal; one was hopping back and forth through it, landing with his left foot in the Menin ship and with his right foot on Titan. Stella had a terrible thought, of the portal suddenly closing when he was partway through it. 
 
    She dispelled the image, focusing on the warmth of Gyrch's hand. 
 
    "Ready?" he asked. 
 
    She nodded, knowing they could come back whenever they wanted. And also knowing that they wouldn't.               
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