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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    The long sleep was as close to death as Kozue had ever been. It was a dreamless slumber, devoid of any sense of time. Utterly disconnected from all else. A private universe that had been born eons ago but never expanded. 
 
    Logically, she knew that she was only experiencing a simple, diagnosable amnesia. In order for the long sleep to work, without incurring permanent psychological damage, it was necessary to decelerate all processes of the brain as much as possible. It really was like a free trial of death, no strings attached. 
 
    Kozue wasn't sure why, but she still felt like she had been somewhere during the sleep. Somewhere other than the tiny tube on the tiny ship, hurtling toward an uncertain fate. But since waking up, things had been so busy she hadn't had time to think about it. 
 
    And now she found herself once again hurtling toward an uncertain fate. This time, she was fully awake. And rather than feeling cautiously excited, she was outright terrified.               
 
    The brute carrying her underestimated her strength. His grip was loose, and she was able to slip out of it, falling to the floor. She stumbled, wind-milling her legs ever faster to keep from falling down. If she stayed on her feet, she had a chance. However small. 
 
    Tears ran down her face as she sprinted down the hall. 
 
    Another side effect of the long sleep was muscular weakness. It wasn't quite the same as the atrophy experienced by cosmonauts in earlier periods of history, but it was her downfall now. She hadn't gone fifteen feet before a long, powerful arm snaked around her midsection. The giant bent down to grab her, then stood straight, lifting her ninety-five pounds of weight with no effort. 
 
    She screamed and kicked her legs, aiming for any soft spots on his body. There seemed to be none. Everything was dense muscle, rippling and tensing as he carried her along. She tried to hit his testicles, but they were covered by armor plating. 
 
    His breath tickled her ear. "Shhhh," he whispered. 
 
    And he squeezed her tighter. She stopped fighting. She went completely still and waited for it to be over. 
 
    But she was on an alien ship, ruled by creatures who had threatened the existence of the human race. There was no escape, unless she could get back to the ship and find a way to break free of the alien’s cargo bay. 
 
    It was far from over. 
 
    And she was sure Aurora was right. If the goal of these aliens was to simply open up a dialogue with humanity, they would not have asked that only female delegates were sent. Kozue and the others would be used in ways that helpless, fertile women had always been used. 
 
    She looked up at her captor. He stared forward with sharp, intelligent eyes. Eyes not too different from her own. They were a burnished copper color, catching the light brilliantly. His skin, a deep violet, seemed solid as steel even as muscles rolled and veins pulsed beneath it. 
 
    All of a sudden, she realized that this was the same male who had stepped forward to return her wave of greeting back in the cargo bay. He had tried to open the first conversation between humans and... whatever these people called themselves. The realization made her feel strangely relieved. It gave her a shred of hope to cling to. He was apparently an intelligent and perceptive individual; surely he had more in mind than mere sexual release. Broader ambitions must be at work behind those intelligent eyes. 
 
    Please, she thought, squeezing her eyes shut to pray, despite the fact she was an atheist. Please don't disappoint me. 
 
    Once she gave in to being manhandled, the ride was pleasant enough. He moved fast, probably nine or ten miles an hour, but he breathed through his nose and gave no indication of putting in any special effort. He was obviously in good physical condition, even for a member of his race. For him, this speed of transit was probably the equivalent of her moving at a fast walk on a level path. 
 
    The strange light fixtures — bands of phosphorescence beneath thin, black ice — flashed past. Eventually they took a turn and entered a smaller hallway. It seemed older, or perhaps newer. The design and fixtures were different. And then they entered a third hallway, which was different again. Kozue, her mind wandering to avoid thinking about what would happen next, painted a picture of the ship's history in her mind. 
 
    It was, she decided, like one of those big old houses on Earth. The places that belonged to rich families and were added onto over the generations by slightly crazy people who were used to having everything they wanted. People who never learned to curtail their unfeasible and childlike ideas. The ship had perhaps started as a single pearl, but it had slowly cultivated labyrinthine masses around it. The end result was a place of strange turns and pointless hallways, a maze with no rhyme or reason. Or none that Kozue could see. 
 
    Her captor, however, seemed to know just the way. He did not hesitate at any of the turns he took, or any of the doors he carried her through. They eventually came to an archive of sorts, a room that was really just a long hallway lined with shelves. On these shelves were books; the covers were made of gleaming metal of different shades. The shades were all kept together, organized, which led Kozue to believe they signified something about the type of information contained within. The pages of the books were not paper but some semi-transparent, plasticky material. 
 
    Of course Kozue, being the renaissance woman — or nerd — that she was, wanted nothing more than to open each of those books and see what they contained. But she knew she would have to learn the alien language before she could hope to read them. 
 
    Every ten feet or so along the archival hallway, a half-circle alcove stuck out to one side. They had seats, huge enough for a grizzly bear to use. Some of the seats were occupied. Male and female alike studied here, wearing all manner of clothing. It was almost like a library back on Earth; color, caste, or gender seemed to have no bearing in the search for knowledge. 
 
    Kozue took all this in as she was carried like a child through scene after scene of alien life. She had lived through worse. In jungles, she had picked leeches from her body and been eaten alive by sand flies. She had been held at gunpoint, tied up, blindfolded. Once, she had even been kept in a cage for twelve hours, with nothing but an occasional trickle of water from an old man who took pity on her. In Africa, she had been puked on by someone who was thought to have Ebola; it turned out they only had malaria. 
 
    She had always come out of these situations alive and without permanent damage. She saw no reason why this should be any different. 
 
    So the prudent thing to do was to keep her eyes and ears open, to soak up information about this culture at every opportunity. It would all be beneficial in the future. 
 
    After the library, they entered a cavernous room full of columns. The columns appeared to be made of stone. There were thousands of them, describing a grid of six foot by six foot squares across this huge space. And yet each column had been carved with seemingly unique designs. 
 
    Some of them depicted members of the alien race, tall and broad and proud, usually in combat situations. They fought hundreds of battles against hundreds of enemies. None of those enemies looked human, or remotely like any animal life she was familiar with. They were alien, creatures of distant worlds. Kozue looked around desperately, trying to memorize all of these scenes. The ship was large and confusingly laid out; chances were good she'd never find her way back here again. Not on her own. 
 
    One thing the columns seemed to confirm was that this ship did indeed belong to these creatures. It wasn't something they had inherited from a conquest. The columns were clearly old; some looked as old as the ruins of ancient Greece back on Earth. She had no idea how fast stone would age in a spaceship, in a perfectly stable environment. A lot slower than it aged on Earth, in the ravages of wind and rain and temperature changes. 
 
    The columns, then, might be tens of thousands of years old. 
 
    That was Kozue's best guess, anyway. She was no archaeologist, but she knew something concerning just about everything. She didn't think she was far off on her estimation. 
 
    If she was right, these aliens had been a spacefaring society for significantly longer than humankind's entire recorded history. At the same time as her ancient predecessors were writing in cuneiform on clay tablets, the ancestors of this beast who carried her had crossed the stars, searching for new places to conquer and females to take. She was glad it had taken them this long to find Earth. It was almost enough time for humanity to catch up. In another fifty years, she felt confident the wonders of TIDE and new hybrid propulsion techniques would carry a girl like her to another star system. And give these creatures a run for their money. 
 
    Of course, she could be completely wrong about all of this. The stone columns might have been transferred from the ground of the alien homeworld in the recent past. They may not have been built in place. But they seemed too seamlessly blended into the room. And the pieces of stone that connected to floor and ceiling seemed to have aged in exactly the same way as the columns, themselves. 
 
    Kozue's mind took all this in, pondering it from every angle as she was carried through the forest of columns. 
 
    Finally, they reached the end of the room. Here, a female knelt by a column in the last row. She wiped it down with a fine sponge. Although she exercised almost monk-like care and gentleness, the washing would accelerate the aging process of the stone by a tiny amount. But a tiny amount adds up to something considerable after decades or centuries. 
 
    Too many variables. Too many things to consider. Kozue recognized that she was spiraling into a sort of quiet panic. Her body had shut down, given in to the flow of the situation. But her mind was more active then ever, moving at a million miles an hour. It was a familiar and unpleasant feeling. She just hope they would get wherever they were going before she totally lost it. 
 
    Her captor carried her into another hall. For all she knew, it was the same hall as the one they'd started in. They may have gone in a circle. Maybe he was trying to confuse her. 
 
    "Are we almost there?" she asked, trying to put everything she felt into her tone of voice. Because she knew the words themselves were falling on deaf ears. 
 
    To her surprise, the male reached into a slot in his armor and pulled out one of those translating devices. He held it out toward her and gave her a little nod. 
 
    "Are we almost there?" she asked again. 
 
    An alien voice echoed her words in a foreign language. Her captor answered, and the words were translated back. 
 
    "Almost there," he said. "I'm taking a path for you to see more. So you can learn about us." 
 
    Kozue smiled. To a woman in her field, his words were the most beautiful of all. 
 
    "Yes," she said. "I want to learn everything." 
 
    "Okay," he said into the translator. "First, I have to take you to the room. I will put you down. Don't run. Promise." 
 
    "I promise not to run," she said, enunciating clearly. Now was not the time for either of them to get confused. 
 
    Without pause, he slung her off his shoulder. Grabbing a handful of the back of her shirt, he lowered her to the floor. Then he brushed something off her back and asked "Not hurt?" 
 
    "No," she said, "I'm fine. Thank you." 
 
    Her tone of confusion and faint terror did not seem to translate. The male beckoned to her with his huge hand and continued down the hall. 
 
    A short ways down, they turned into a very narrow side passage. Ten feet of walking brought them to another door. Inside, Kozue found an empty room with a drain in the middle of it. 
 
    That was it, then. She was alien food. He would bleed her into the floor drain and hang her up to dry. Or put her in a smokehouse. Kozue Esumi, turned into jerky here at the edge of the solar system. 
 
    "Not ready yet," he said. "It will be, soon." 
 
    She turned back toward the door. He was blocking her way. If he hadn't been, she was sure she would have run again. Even though she knew it was pointless. Some instincts can't be suppressed. 
 
    "Don't hurt me," she told him, staring at the floor and squeezing her hands together. "Please, don't. We can be friends. New friends. We can teach each other things." 
 
    At that point, Kozue learned that these creatures did actually have a sense of humor. They just used it sparingly. 
 
    Her captor threw his head back and laughed. It was a deep and rasping sound, like cloth being ripped underwater. Then he touched her chin, bringing it up so that her eyes met his. 
 
    "I won't hurt you," he said. "Not on purpose. But you are small. I will be careful." 
 
    She fought the impulse to look down. She did not want to see what waited there. 
 
    The male stared into her eyes for a long time. She wanted nothing more than to look away, but she didn't, remembering what Sybil said. No weakness. She didn't even blink, and her eyes started to water. Her left eye overflowed, a crocodile tear rolling down her cheek. 
 
    The male's expression changed to one of concern and curiosity. Keeping his hand on her chin, he reached his thumb over and wiped the tear away. 
 
    "Sad?" he asked. 
 
    "No," she said. And she wasn't. She was afraid, but not sad. "Do you cry?" 
 
    "When sad," he replied. 
 
    She looked at the brute. And she remembered the look of the other males in the hall, grinning in mean amusement as they came forward to pick their human meat. She could not picture them ever being sad. Let alone crying. 
 
    But then, maybe it was best to think of them as an exaggeration of human men. Tough and flippant and rude when surrounded by their guy friends. But that didn't preclude the existence of a more tender and vulnerable side, hidden somewhere behind the societal pressures. 
 
    The male released Kozue and stepped around her. He went to an open closet or storage compartment and pulled out a chair. It was far too large for Kozue and didn't look very comfortable, but she didn't complain when he pushed her gently into it. 
 
    "Wait here," he said and disappeared. 
 
    Kozue waited. She did not run. To run would be to stumble into someone who was likely far blunter and less patient than the captor she had been blessed with. She thought of the other women, and her heart fluttered. It was her sincere hope that they were safe, but she was still glad not to be in their shoes. 
 
    Especially Aurora's. That girl was far too eager. And she was in for a rude awakening. Kozue felt sure of that. 
 
    "God," she said, staring at the floor that stood a full ten inches below her hanging feet, "I don't know if you exist. You probably don't, unless you actually enjoy all the bad things that happen in a universe roamed by intelligent creatures with free will. In which case, you won't help me because you want to see me suffer. You want to see your creation take full advantage of the gift you gave. But if you are real... Well, I don't know where I'm going with this." 
 
    She lifted her hands and stared at them. They were tiny hands, with slender fingers. Fingers like popsicle sticks, she sometimes thought. Sometimes, she felt she was made of glass. Of some essentially unstable material, ready to shatter into so many tiny pieces. No evidence of her existence would remain. At times, she looked at her hands and had trouble believing she was real at all. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Her sense of the unreal only grew stronger when her captor — whom she had started thinking of as her suitor, to trick her brain into not being afraid of him — came back into the room carrying her cot in one hand. 
 
    Without saying anything, he put the cot down in the middle of the room. His other arm carried the bundle of her blanket and pillow. He proceeded to make her bed, smoothing the comforter until a quarter could have bounced on it. Then he turned to her with a toothy smile. 
 
    Kozue said nothing. Her mind couldn't agree with itself on the proper response. 
 
    Her suitor took his translator out and reached her in three huge steps. He stuck the translator up to her mouth and raised his dark eyebrows at her. 
 
    Dark eyebrows on dark purple skin. The lights around the ship must emit a fair amount of UV to maintain such a tan. Unless the mechanism of their pigmentation was different. Perhaps it was tied more closely to nutrition or hormones. The latter would make sense; all the females Kozue had seen so far had been significantly paler. 
 
    "What?" she asked now, staring up at her suitor. 
 
    He gave her the faintest of smirks as he lifted the translator to his lips. 
 
    "You're welcome," he said. 
 
    Then he turned and walked back to the cot. He grabbed the edge of it and gave it a shake. The bed's feet rattled against the floor. He stepped back and studied the cot like it was the most interesting thing he'd ever seen. Maybe it was, being an object devised and constructed by an alien race. 
 
    Kozue was stunned. First she learned they had humor. Now she learned that their humor was just as nuanced as that of humans. On Earth, he would have been deemed a smartass. 
 
    "Thank you?" Kozue said. 
 
    "Not my idea," he said over his shoulder, but the translator still picked is up. "Slych's idea. Your own bed in your new home. But we won't stay in this room forever. Just for now." 
 
    "Who's Slych?" Kozue asked. 
 
    "Another of us. He was in the corridor, too." 
 
    Kozue stood up fast. "He was? He took one of the other women." 
 
    "The other small one with bright hair." 
 
    "Tina!" 
 
    "Is that her name?" 
 
    "Yes! What about this Slych? You have to tell me." Kozue found herself running up to the male, planting her feet and folding her arms as though she would accept nothing other than exactly what she wanted. If these creatures were an exaggeration of human men, as she thought, this trick was sure to get the job done. 
 
    "About Slych?" the male asked, fingers now crawling almost nervously over the bedspread. 
 
    "About Slych," Kozue confirmed. "Is he a gentle man? Does he hurt females? Is he kind to them?" 
 
    "Slych has many concubines." 
 
    "That doesn't answer my question." 
 
    "He doesn't hurt them. He does what he wants to them. But he doesn't want to hurt them." 
 
    "Okay." Kozue nodded. "I can live with that. What about you?" 
 
    "About me?" 
 
    "Yes, about you. Are you like Slych? Do you have concubines?" 
 
    "No." He turned and started pressing on the pillow, as though testing its firmness, then stopped suddenly as though realizing something and looked back at her. "Your name?" 
 
    "You're asking for my name?" 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "You first." 
 
    He smiled. "Amnay." 
 
    "Amnay," she repeated. "It's good to meet you. To stand before you as an equal entity and, perhaps, a new friend. My name is Kozue. Sometimes my friends call me Kozy." 
 
    "Kozy," he said. He seemed to like the name. "But I will call you Kozue, for now. Until we are friends." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Over the next few days, the room grew fuller and fuller with belongings old and new. Everything from Kozue's room on the ship was brought in, and Amnay also brought her familiar items from the ship's mess hall. A tray, a coffee cup, a crateful of dehydrated rations. He brought her something of his own culture, too. She took to calling it her magic bucket, for obvious reasons. When she put water in it, it was heated to boiling in less than a minute, but the bucket itself was never hot to the touch. 
 
    Though Amnay never came right out and said it, Kozue got the feeling that she shouldn't leave her room. Whenever she mentioned exploring the ship on her own, Amnay became visibly nervous and made some excuse as to why she couldn't. 
 
    But in every other way, she was made to feel like a princess. Amnay gave her guided tours of various areas of the ship, doing his best to explain them. He constantly pestered her with questions and tended to her needs with the eagerness of a slave. Or someone who had never been loved. 
 
    But he was never overbearing in a creepy way. He never made a sexual advance. There were many times as she changed her clothes or bent down to grab something that he let his eyes wander over her. This didn't bother her; she had long since accepted that male eyes would always explore her body and that it didn't necessarily reflect the character of the male doing the exploring. 
 
    On the third day of her stay in the ship — she no longer felt quite right about calling it captivity, since she had come here willingly — Amnay brought her by a circuitous, confusing route to the hall of pillars. They walked for a time in silence. Every now and then, Amnay would stop to study a particular scene. When Kozue reached out to touch one of the pillars, he gently but firmly pushed her hand back to her side. 
 
    "They are old," he said. "Very old. We can't touch them. Even the oil from our skin would damage them in some way." 
 
    Kozue nodded. She looked around. The floor was one big, grated expanse. The ceiling, too. A flow of cool, dry air constantly flowed from floor to ceiling, carrying away all dust, moisture, or other particulate before it could settle on the ancient stone of the pillars. 
 
    "I won't touch, I promise," Kozue said. "Can you tell me about the scenes?" 
 
    "There are too many to memorize. I like to come here and pick out a few to research. But this one is special. It's important." 
 
    He crouched by the pillar, holding his breath as he leaned in to read a tag of paper or plastic or some other material that had been stuck to a flat spot on the stone. It held a series of alien characters. 
 
    "I take these numbers," Amnay said, "and I go to the library. There is a story for each pillar in our volumes there. Some of the stories are very long. Others take up a single sentence." 
 
    "It's like a museum," she said. "A three-dimensional history lesson." 
 
    Amnay nodded and looked up at her. She read in his expression, so transparent now that he trusted her, a look of sadness. She had only seen such a face once before. Her mother had worn it as they stood beside her father's coffin and watched it descend into the earth. 
 
    "Are you okay?" she asked. 
 
    Amnay didn't answer. She was able to hear her own words, translated and emitted in a deep male voice. She found that she was already learning the cadence of the language. She didn't know each individual word, or what order they came in, but she could now sense the separations between words. As miniscule as they were. 
 
    It was the first step in the task of learning the language. Kozue had learned Spanish, at least to a workable extent, in three weeks. French had taken her a month and a half. But this language that Amnay spoke was, in the purest sense, alien. It could be her fastest project yet, or it might take her a decade. There was no way to tell until she started building a real foundation with it. 
 
    They walked among the pillars for a time. Amnay took down a half dozen numbers. Finally satisfied, he turned to Kozue and said, "Now we research." 
 
    She followed him. Again, he took them by a route that seemed purposely planned to be as convoluted as possible. Some day she would ask him about that, but she didn't want to spoil the tiny bud of friendship that was growing between them. It was clear to her that Amnay was not quite like the other males of his race. She felt he was some sort of outcast, a lower-level figure whose existence was tolerated rather than celebrated and respected. 
 
    In that case, Kozue had to wonder why he had been chosen as emissary to the humans. Either he had a friend or family member in a high place in this society, or else the job of taking a human concubine wasn't considered at all prestigious. 
 
    She tossed these questions out of her mind as they made their way to the library. Though the route was confusing, she made an effort to remember it. Some of the hallways and little rooms seemed familiar. But it was almost impossible to keep a bearing in her head with all the random left and right turns they made. She had no idea what direction she was facing now in relation to her new bedroom. 
 
    Before bringing her into the library, Amnay pressed Kozue to the wall outside and went in alone. He looked around for a bit then came and beckoned her in. She went, stepping into the silence of that ancient archive. They were alone. 
 
    "Who were you looking for?" she asked. She couldn't help it. It was the way she was wired. She had been born to seek knowledge, to soak in every piece of information she came across. 
 
    "Challengers," Amnay said. He strode on ahead, leaving her to ponder the meaning of his words. 
 
    When she caught up to him, he was sitting on a bench with one of the strange books open on his lap. She went to sit next to him, watching him read. 
 
    The pages were a sixteenth of an inch thick, made of transparent material. They were backlit by a source of illumination set in the back cover of the book. The words and symbols on the page were in sharp black. At a touch of Amnay's finger, the text on each page would scroll down to the next section. The source of these scrolling pages seemed to be the flat, rectangular device affixed to the back cover and arcing over the pages. 
 
    The book only held fifty or so physical pages, but each page was many in one. Perhaps hundreds. As such, each book could be an entire library's worth of information. 
 
    Now more than ever, Kozue wanted to learn this language. But learning to speak it would be easy compared to learning to read it. The script was like no human language, not even ones as unique as Russian or Mandarin. 
 
    On the page now was an image of one of the stone pillars. The passages below it must tell the story of its engravings. 
 
    Amnay read it aloud to her. The translation wasn't perfect, but Kozue's mind filled in the gaps. 
 
    "We came to this world nearly dead. Our numbers had been lost to space. A great crash and a failure of our ship. We were only a hundred. We came to this world because it was our only choice. We couldn't leave until we were able to fix our ship..." 
 
    The story went on, describing the near extinction of these people. They landed on a frigid world. Using their damaged ship as a base of operations, they slowly learned to live there. But the area where they had crashed didn't possess the natural resources they needed. 
 
    A hundred miles away, their scouts finally discovered a rich vein of metals. But of the ten scouts who left the ship, only three returned. Their clothing was in tatters, they were nearly dead from the cold, and they were covered in wounds. 
 
    They spoke of great beasts who lived on the mountain where they had discovered the metal. The beasts were huge, hairy, full of teeth and fury. They were carnivores who decorated their cave lairs with the bones and desiccated skins of the animals they hunted. 
 
    The hundred who had survived the crash landing, now numbering ninety-three, discussed their options. Over the next few days, the ninety-three split into two camps. One was in favor of seeking out a different vein of metals. Their argument was that they were surviving just fine in the relatively mild climate of the valley where they had crashed. They could theoretically survive here for as long as they needed to; there was no rush. 
 
    The other camp, the camp which won out and whose fighting spirit drove the species forever after, argued for retribution. Their plan was to go up the mountain prepared to fight, to kill every one of these beasts they could find. And then, when the beasts learned to fear their new rivals, the path to the metal veins would be safe. 
 
    Forty of them, male and female, marched to the mountains. The others remained behind, sending new scouts to search safer areas. 
 
    Of the forty fighters who set out, only sixteen survived the fighting. But they returned with three hundred bestial heads. The entire population of beasts on the mountain had been wiped out. The path to the resources they so sorely needed was now open. 
 
    The surviving fighters gained complete control over the society. The females which had previously belonged to the more timid males were given over as concubines to the stronger ones. The pre-existing children were branded as the offspring of cowards. They were determined to be genetically weak. They would not be allowed to reproduce later in life. 
 
    Amnay's race, which Kozue learned were called the Menin, was changed after their near extinction and their crash landing on that frozen, lost, unnamed planet so far in their past. In a sense, that world was the cradle of their infancy. They would never visit it again, much as Kozue would never again sleep in the crib she had used as an infant. 
 
    Rather than remain in that place for years or decades, slowly building themselves back up as though in the wake of apocalypse, they had taken brave and decisive action to secure their swift return to the stars. 
 
    It was one of the earliest stories in the hall of pillars. It taught Kozue a bit about the origin of the Menin's current culture. But it didn't come close to answering the deeper questions she had. 
 
    Amnay closed the book and leaned his head against the wall of the reading alcove. He closed his eyelids, but Kozue could see his eyes still moving side to side, as though remembering the words he had just read. 
 
    "How long have you been out here?" Kozue asked him. "In space, I mean? How long have the Menin roamed the stars?" 
 
    "Longer than any of us know," he replied. 
 
    "Do you have a homeworld? We, humans, have Earth. Do you—" 
 
    But he interrupted her. "You should leave." 
 
    "Leave Earth?" 
 
    He nodded. "You will die there. We see that humans have the potential to leave their home, but they don't. That means humans are weak. We were weak, once. Some of us were weak. But we made a choice." 
 
    He tapped the cover of the book. 
 
    "It was a great story," said Kozue. "I'm sure it's all true, in a sense. But it is a story, isn't it?" 
 
    "It's a historical record." 
 
    "Yes, but... well, on Earth we have mythology. That's what we call it. It speaks a lot of truth about what it means to be human, but none of the stories are actually true." 
 
    "We have such a thing. But those are in a different book." 
 
    "So, the story of the cold planet is true." 
 
    "Yes. Lying is not tolerated among the Menin. If one of us is caught telling a lie, they are killed." 
 
    Kozue swallowed. "But the stories you just spoke of, the other books, the mythology..." 
 
    "No one thinks they are true. They're only stories. They make the young ones smile." 
 
    He set the book aside and took her hand. 
 
    A few days ago, this gesture would have made her jump in fear. But now it made her feel safe and warm. He stroked the palm of her hand with his huge thumb, exploring the lines and crevices there. He played with her fingers, gentling curling and uncurling them. 
 
    "So small," he said. "You're not a young one, are you?" 
 
    "No. I'm an adult. Fully grown. I'm just little." 
 
    "All humans are little." 
 
    "Well, it's all relative, isn't it? We're small compared to you. But on Earth we're bigger than most other animals." 
 
    "Because you've killed the bigger ones." 
 
    "I suppose so. In the ancient past, before recorded history, there were many more large animals. We call them megafauna. But a lot of them are gone, now. Some of it has to do with the changing climate. Some of it has to do with the spread and gradual dominance of humans." 
 
    "You will kill the whole world," he said, now running his finger along her wrist to the inside of her elbow.  
 
    She shivered in pleasure. She had always loved having her arms and hands touched. "We will," Kozue said, staring forward soberly. "It's only a matter of time. I travel all over Earth, meeting people from every place. The natural world is dying. Species are going extinct at a rate never seen outside of a major cataclysmic event, such as the impact of an asteroid. The Great Barrier Reef is pretty much dead. We already went past the point of no return on saving it, and all it received was a few magazine articles and ten minutes on the evening news. Humans are dumb. We're not weak, and we're not lazy. And we're not even evil, really. We're just plain dumb." 
 
     Amnay listened to all this, running his fingers up and down her arm. Then he said, in a tone that was meant to be reassuring, "We have looked at you and decided you are worth a chance. Otherwise, we would just put you out of your misery and take whatever resources you had left." 
 
    "Gee, thanks," said Kozue. 
 
    "You're welcome." 
 
    She reached over with her free hand and rested it on the hand he was using to tickle her arm. "I guess maybe this is the wakeup call we need," she said. "We've seen that we're not the dominant race anymore. We can't just live off the ghosts of everything we destroy. Now we have to survive. Saving the planet and advancing scientific knowledge is nice and all, but it's not enough to drive humanity to greater heights. Our brains aren't wired that way, unfortunately. What we need is a kick in the ass and a falling guillotine. That's when we do our best work." 
 
    She could hear, in the translation, that some of her words weren't making it through. But Amnay nodded along to her speech. He was more than smart enough to figure out what she meant. She got the feeling he was closer to learning English than she was to learning his language. 
 
    "Honest question, honest answer," he said quietly. "Do you believe you have a future?" 
 
    Kozue had seen humanity at its worst. She had seen people dying of disease and famine while private jets streamed overhead, as though the people flying in them belonged to an entirely different species. She had seen toxic waste dumped in areas that once gleamed with great natural beauty. She had seen the desperate things a human does when all other options are exhausted. 
 
    She didn't hesitate to answer. "Yes," she said. "I think we do." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    In the middle of the night, she was lifted from the cot and set on the floor. Amnay had made another bed there. A mattress of many stacked blankets, a long pillow of many soft, random things stuffed into a sack. He lay there with her, propped on his elbow and watching as she drifted through the fog that stands at the edge of dreams. 
 
    "I never answered your question," said the voice of the translator, whispering beyond the deep rumble of Amnay's natural voice. 
 
    "Which one?" she whispered back, eyes cracked open. She was on her side, staring at the shadows under the cot. 
 
    "Our home-world. You asked if we have one." 
 
    That made her come fully awake. She turned onto her other side, facing him. All she saw was his broad chest, a purple shadow in the darkness of the bedroom. She craned her neck, searching for his eyes. They glinted as though wet with tears; he seemed to be staring at the ceiling. 
 
    "Do you?" she asked. 
 
    "We must have, once. But no one remembers. We must have left it a long time ago. I wonder if we have ever come back to it, or simply drifted past, not knowing what it was." He looked down at her. "In a way, we envy humans. It is a feeling you can't escape from, knowing you are forever apart from your origin." 
 
    "You shouldn't envy us," she said. Without thinking, she reached out to touch his chest. She splayed her fingers on the warm, firm flesh. Faintly, she felt his heartbeat. "You see what we've done to our home. There's an old saying; you don't know what you have until it's gone." 
 
    "I understand. Your saying is true. But in this case, it doesn't apply. We do know what we had, because we see that you have it. In some ways, our conquest of the stars has always been a simple pursuit. It may seem grand and full of universal purpose, but it's only a search. A search for ourselves. To know ourselves. If we found our home, if we knew it, we would preserve it just as well as we've preserved our memories..." 
 
    Kozue thought of the hall of pillars. The stories of millennia, preserved perfectly in stone. And then she thought of Earth, of extremist groups and stupid tourists carelessly and often accidentally ruining ancient artifacts. Pieces of history, treated as garbage. 
 
    She decided he was right. The Menin would treat their home as it deserved to be treated. Even though she knew they killed indiscriminately across the rest of the galaxy. It wasn't the first time she had sensed such a dichotomy in this race, and it would be far from the last. 
 
    She thought the Menin strange. But the Menin, if they ever cared to take a closer look at humankind, would come away with a similar but perhaps less favorable opinion. 
 
    "You don't know your birthplace," Kozue said. "But your entire race can't live on this one ship. It's big, don't get me wrong..." Unconsciously, she glanced downward along his body. "But I don't see how it could sustain a large enough group of Menin to provide proper genetic diversity. And after all we read earlier, about nearly going extinct... And what you said, about humans needing to leave Earth..." 
 
    We live elsewhere," said Amnay. "When we find a planet that we could survive on, we stop for a little while. Ten percent of our breeding pairs are chosen to stay behind. Sometimes the colonies die out. But usually they thrive. The largest and earliest of them number in the millions now. And the rest of us continue on. Without fault, we all wish more than anything that we are not chosen to pioneer a new colony. Our preferred way of life has always been the exploration and conquest of new places. I assume we must have been that way even on our homeworld." 
 
    Kozue nodded. "Humans are like that, too. It's the only reason we ever embarked on space exploration in the first place." 
 
    He bopped her lightly on the nose with his finger. "That spirit will save you. Humans would do well to weed out those who do not have the spirit. Or at least to forbid them from breeding." 
 
    "It's not that simple, Amnay. Not everyone can be an explorer and a conqueror. Some people need to stay behind and, you know, take care of the home base." 
 
    He nodded thoughtfully. "Like the colonists." 
 
    "Just like the colonists, yes." 
 
    "But they did not choose to stay behind. They were forced against their will. If they actually want to do it, that means there is something wrong with them. And they can't be trusted to do the job properly." 
 
     Kozue broke into a fit of laughter. Amnay looked at her with concern as her face turned red and tears spilled from her eyes. 
 
    "I didn't mean to be humorous," he said. 
 
    She wiped her eyes and said, "It just sounded like you were talking about politicians." 
 
    He stared at her a moment, then said, "Tomorrow, you can tell me what politicians are." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    Kozue woke up. She felt Amnay's floor bed, surprisingly comfortable, underneath her. But he wasn't there with her. She reached out, eyelids still drooping, and felt around. The bed was empty. She found herself missing him, wishing he was there to hold her and touch her, before she realized what her feelings meant. 
 
    That scared her, more than anything else that had happened these past few days. 
 
    Before this moment, she had gotten by with telling herself he was just nice to be around. Why not take a few pleasures along the way? He had strong hands, and it felt good when he touched her. 
 
    But now, she had to face the fact she was starting to develop real feelings for him. For an alien, someone who wasn't even a member of her species. 
 
    She couldn't let this go any further. 
 
    It was time to get back to work. Obtaining information and learning all she could about the Menin served her own private curiosities. And it helped, also, with the job she had actually come here to do. The job which the US Army had spent billions of dollars on, with collaboration from ten other world powers. India, China, Russia, Brazil, Argentina, the European Union, and others all had a stake in this. But really, this matter concerned every single country and every single human on Earth. 
 
    That job, which she had been given quite against her will, was to act as an emissary. It was a job she had done many times before. But this time, she had to put in the performance of a lifetime. It was the most important thing she or any other person in her field of work had ever done. 
 
    It was time to get serious. First off, she had to find a way to regroup with the others. The Menin may only have had carnal pleasures in mind when separating the women. But the effect was that their powers were diminished by more than the sum of their parts. Together, they were a team with a job and the means to complete it. Separated, they were scattered fragments bobbing unpredictably along on a tide of confusion and fear. It was all they could do to assimilate and to survive. They could do nothing more. 
 
    "Amnay?" Kozue called, sitting up. "I have to—" 
 
    He was there, sitting by the door and reading. He looked up, a sly smile growing on his face. 
 
    She had stopped talking, because something she saw had stunned her. 
 
    The room, it seemed, had grown in the night. It was twice as big. An entire wall had been knocked down, the addition sprawling beyond it. 
 
    Kozue stood and slowly walked over. 
 
    The addition must have been there all along; the wall had simply been covering it. Because it looked lived in. There was a bed, unmade and messy. There were food trays and shelves full of books of the same type as Kozue and Amnay had read yesterday in the library. 
 
    To her, it looked like the bedroom of a nerdy and slovenly teenager. But a teenager of another race, entirely. 
 
    She approached the addition, moving to cross the threshold into it. 
 
    But Amnay was suddenly beside her. He caught her and pulled her into him. He was naked; she felt his warm, stiff manhood trailing down her lower back and across her buttocks. It distracted her thoroughly. 
 
    "Don't touch," he said. "Only look." 
 
    Pulling her with him, he took a step left and then two steps right. The scene before them, of the additional room, lost its illusion of depth. Kozue realized she was looking at a two-dimensional plane. A screen of some kind. 
 
    "What is it?" she asked. 
 
    "My invention," said Amnay. "The Menin, as proud as invincible as we are, have stagnated in much the same way as humankind. We've lived in the ship for millennia beyond memory, doing the same things. Exploring, conquering. But by now, we should have become something greater. We have it in us to dominate the entire universe, if we are bold enough to keep climbing. I want to facilitate such a thing. I want to teach my fellows that mere survival and numerical growth is not true advancement. And that we are being very wasteful and lazy. 
 
    "To move beyond our current level, we need to create new things. To prove to myself that I could enact such a change, I had to invent something of my own. The result is what you see before you." 
 
    To Kozue, it was just a screen showing a static scene. Earth had similar technology. 
 
    "It's a live image," he said. "That's a real place you're looking at." 
 
    "Where is it?" Kozue asked. 
 
    "My private room. On my own ship. A secret place; no one else can know about it." 
 
    "Your ship?" she asked. "Where is it?" 
 
    "Far away. I left it on an orbital path around the planet where we built our most recent colony. By now it is at least eight light years away." 
 
    "And you didn't clean it before you left?" 
 
    He smiled at her, shrugging. She got the feeling there was something he wasn't telling her. 
 
    "The image is live, as I said. With such a distance, you would expect a delay of many years before the signal reached us. But here, the delay is nonexistent. If someone were to intercept my ship and go inside, we would know immediately." 
 
    "How?" asked Kozue, too deep in disbelief to be impressed. "How is that possible? Have you found a way to transmit through hyperspace? Have you learned to open and harness your own wormholes?" 
 
    "I'm not saying anything until I'm ready," said Amnay. "But it works. It works better than I ever dreamed it would. Now I know that I am capable of changing things. Of beginning the first major renaissance the Menin have seen since the events on that frozen planet, however long ago." 
 
    Kozue stared at him, openmouthed. She could see on his face that he was telling the truth. From what she had already learned of the Menin, she knew they were not liars. 
 
    In awe, she reached out to touch the screen. 
 
    Again, Amnay stopped her. He grabbed her arm much harder than before, twisting it and pressing it against her side. 
 
    "I told you, do not touch," he hissed in her ear. "It can be dangerous. It's still a work in progress." 
 
    He released her and walked away. She watched him go, sweating and breathing heavily, smoothing out her shirt with furtive hands. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Amnay showed her how to work the screen. It was controlled by a small remote control. Small in his hands, anyway. She needed both hands just to hold it; she had to stretch her thumb painfully to reach the buttons. 
 
    There were three buttons on it. The one on the top controlled the screen's power state. When it was off, the wall of the room reappeared. When it was on, the wall seemed to stretch into the distance, allowing a 3D illusion of another place to build itself instantly before her eyes. 
 
    Amnay told her that the other buttons controlled the channels. Like on a television, she decided. Each channel would show a different scene. Amnay told her not touch those buttons; he did not say anything about whether or not other scenes had already been set up. 
 
    "You may wish to lose yourself in the scene for awhile," he told her. "Now you understand how to turn it on." 
 
    He took the remote from her. She watched as he approached the doorway and slid the remote into a small crack in the wall above the frame. 
 
    All this seemed far too theatrical for what was, essentially, a television set. But perhaps, like certain governments on Earth, this society was somewhat science-phobic. Even though they relied heavily on the achievements of past inventors and cartographers of the natural world. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Kozue was frightened. She had lost sight of her mission yet again, lost in the simple routine of her new daily life. Amnay was eternally gentle, patient despite the burning, intense curiosity that never seemed to leave him. 
 
    Yet she was afraid. It took her some time to process that fear and realize that she was afraid for Amnay. He spent more and more time in the room with her. If they went out, the goal was always to reach a place where they could sequester themselves, away from the eyes of the other males. And always they traveled by strange, unused paths. 
 
    Amnay wished to be seen as little as possible. He was a true outcast, and in such a society as this he was almost certainly in some kind of danger. In danger of being exiled, killed, branded as a coward unworthy of spreading his genes. 
 
    It was a terrible injustice. Kozue often looked into his eyes, explored his powerful body with her hands. He deserved much more. He deserved to believe in himself; he was beautiful, he was strong, he was a man who could do whatever he wanted. 
 
    When he wasn't around — an increasingly rare thing — she would sometimes look in the mirror and hate herself. Here she was, lost in an alien place. She didn't even know where her fellow women were, whether they were dead or injured or trapped in a life much worse than hers. And yet all she could think about was Amnay. Despite the fact that he was a pleasant individual, he belonged to the enemy. And he was keeping her from completing her mission. 
 
    She had to get out, but the door was kept locked. She knew by now that the lock was more for Amnay's sake than hers. He didn't wish to keep her prisoner so much as he wished to simply keep her safe. But that didn't matter. Once she put all feeling aside, all sentiment, the basic truth remained; she was trapped. 
 
    On one of her self-hating occasions, as she frowned in the mirror at her flat chest and short legs, the door opened and Amnay came stumbling in as though being chased. She turned to face him, suddenly resolute. This was the last day she would be his concubine. She could see where this was all leading, and she couldn't let it happen. Even though part of her, a large part, wanted it badly. 
 
    "Amnay," she said, taking a step toward him. 
 
    As soon as she got a good look at him, she clamped her mouth shut. Something was wrong. 
 
    She had never seen him visibly frightened. She had only sensed the tension physically, in the way he sometimes held himself or flinched at sudden sounds. 
 
    But now the terror had overtaken him. He looked like a huge child who'd had a bad dream. His eyes were wide, and he was sweating profusely. He began to pace the room. When he reached the bed, he grabbed the end of it and nearly flipped it over. When Kozue shouted at him to stop, he set it back down and collapsed to the floor. 
 
    She ran to him, nestling in the shelter of his lap and arms like a tiny kitten. She nestled her face to his chin. "What's wrong?" she asked. "What is it? Tell me." 
 
    He took out the translator and clapped it violently to the floor. The voice trapped inside it squealed with interference then reeled out a perfectly structured sentence as Amnay answered. "My brother has challenged Slych," he said. 
 
    "What?" asked Kozue. "Wait, you have a brother?" 
 
    "His name is Agron. He was with us when we met you, as one of the five. It seems he was not happy with his human concubine and decided that he wants Slych's." 
 
    Kozue thought back. 
 
    "Tina," she said. 
 
    "That is who Slych took. Now Agron and him will fight. Whoever wins will take the concubines of the other. Agron has a few, but Slych has more. They are scattered across the ship, and he changes them out as he pleases." 
 
    "What's the object of the fight?" Kozue asked, but she thought she already knew the answer. 
 
    "Fight to the death, with blades. It can only be to the death. When a challenge takes place, only the victor will emerge." Amnay stood up, lifting Kozue and setting her on the bed. He stood over her, running his fingers through her black hair the way he did when he was nervous. "Agron is a good fighter. He achieved a high status in Menin society. He is the only reason I was allowed to choose a human concubine. I have never challenged before, and so I never gained a concubine of my own." 
 
    "Is that the only way to get one? To fight?" 
 
    "Other than recently, with the five humans, there is one way to gain a concubine without fighting. When a female child comes of age, she is allowed to choose whom she will belong to. She only gets the choice once and is stuck with whomever she chooses. Until he is challenged and vanquished, and then she will change hands." 
 
    Kozue cringed. "Well, it's a step up from the arranged marriages that some cultures have. At least you get a modicum of choice." 
 
    "It is the way our society works. And it has allowed us to keep the population of the ship from getting too high. But it has never been a societal mechanism that I wish to participate in. And so I never challenged anyone. And I have avoided all the young, eligible females for fear they would choose me. That would put me in a position to be challenged." 
 
    "You could just decline, yes?" 
 
    "In theory. But to decline is to be known as a coward, and there is nothing a Menin hates more than a coward. It is not considered bad form to kill a coward in cold blood. But to me, cowardice would be the preferred option. It would release my concubines, and they would have a second chance to pick their male. A concubine can only be transferred from one male to another in the event of a mutual challenge. But a coward cannot hold concubines." 
 
    Kozue could barely keep up. "It all seems very complicated." 
 
    "No. It is simple and barbaric. And now my brother is in danger. As I said, Slych has many concubines. That means he is a very good fighter. My brother is good, too, but not as good as Slych. I don't think he will win." 
 
    Amnay turned away from Kozue. His fingers tore painfully through a knot in her hair. He nearly turned back to see if she was okay, but his fear and sadness weighed heavily on him. He seemed utterly devoid of energy. 
 
    "If my brother loses," he said, "I won't have time to mourn him. I will be in danger, too. He will not be around to protect me. It may be Slych. He treats his concubines well but is a greedy, violent, and ambitious one. Or it may be someone else. But I am an easy target and you are... beautiful. Someone will challenge me. I will have to either decline and give you up, or fight and die for the chance to keep you." 
 
    She stood from the bed and put her hands against his sweaty back. "If you decline and release me," she said, "I will just choose to come back to you." 
 
    "Then we would be back to where we are now. Someone would just challenge me again." 
 
    "Is there no limitation on it?" 
 
    "No. None." 
 
    She felt afraid then as well. The best choice, it seemed, was for Amnay to decline any offer. He would live on, and she would at least get to make her own choice. She knew without asking that Amnay had no fighting experience. If he accepted a challenge, especially from this Slych, he would undoubtedly lose. 
 
    "Tell me what to do," she said through a fog of tears. "Tell me what to say to fix this." 
 
    When Amnay didn't answer, she started pounding on his back. Pounding with all her strength. He barely seemed to feel it, and not just because she was too weak to hurt him. He had retreated into himself. He had gone numb and distant. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    The day of the challenge came. 
 
    Amnay, who had been silent and morose ever since learning his brother had been stupid enough to challenge Slych, woke Kozue that morning and wordlessly lifted her to her feet. 
 
    Usually she bathed herself, and usually Amnay watched with curious and hungry eyes. But today he bathed her himself, sponging her down and pouring steaming water down her back. It was as though he wanted to enjoy her to the utmost while he had her. It seemed he was playing a cruel joke on himself, getting so close to his concubine before he lost her forever. 
 
    Thankfully, he was too emotionally compromised at the moment to be sexual. He did slide his hands over her nipples, feeling them poke his palms and rebound like springs once his hand was past them. But he did it in the manner of someone appreciating a piece of art. 
 
    Kozue was glad for that. She wouldn't have wanted their first time to also be their last. It was better that they begin to forget each other now. She admittedly still knew little of Menin society, but there seemed no way to get out of the situation they were in. If there was one, she was sure Amnay would have taken it by now. And he wouldn't have been so melancholy. Then again, he did seem the type to hold onto things. To dwell on them for entirely too long. 
 
    "Clean and fresh," he told her as he dried her with a towel the size of a human blanket. "A new beginning." 
 
    His words were meant to cheer her up, to remind her that this wasn't the end of the world. Their relationship had barely begun. It was an unformed, infant thing. Her entire life had preceded it; the rest of her life would come after. 
 
    It didn't work. All she wanted was to go back to what they had been a couple days ago. 
 
    "Come," Amnay said, leading her out into the hall. "We have to be there." 
 
    This time, he took them on a straightforward path. They passed many of his people, and Amnay kept his eyes bravely forward. He didn't flinch, and his gait didn't flag. 
 
    They eventually came to a wide door. It led to the mouth of a long hallway. The bars of cells lined the hall on either side. The first pair of cells started twenty feet away from where Kozue and Amnay stood. 
 
    The combatants were already here. Kozue didn't know which was Slych and which was Agron. They were both ugly brutes, covered in scars and scabs. 
 
    There were other males here, too. One had painted a circle on the floor, which the combatants would use as a makeshift arena. The other males stood outside it, equidistant from each other. Kozue was too focused on the combatants themselves to try and decipher the role of the others. 
 
    "Which one is your brother?" Kozue asked. 
 
    Amnay looked at her in terror. He clamped a hand over her mouth. 
 
    "You shouldn't speak," he whispered. "The challenge can't be interrupted." 
 
    Kozue said nothing. But she wanted desperately to know who to root for in her mind. 
 
    She did get her answer, in an unexpected form. 
 
    "Slych!" a female voice called. 
 
    It had been long enough since Kozue had heard another human that she had trouble recognizing this voice. But it wasn't just any woman. It was Tina Cassidy, the writer whose placement in the mission was a bit of an enigma to Kozue. 
 
    Now Tina was reaching a hand through the bars. Kozue wanted to run forward, to comfort the woman and show her she was not alone. But she didn't dare move or make a peep for fear that Amnay would be put in even greater danger. She didn't want to imagine the fate of a male who could not control his concubine, who let her roam and bend the rules of society as she saw fit. 
 
    Apparently, Tina's act of simply reaching out a hand to her champion was seen as being in bad taste. One of the other males in the hall raised a blade and stepped toward the bars. He was going to chop at her hand. Kozue clamped her hands over her mouth, trying hard not to scream. 
 
    One of the combatants moved like a flash, kicking the male with the blade hard in the gut. He bent in half, gagging and sucking at the air. The male who had kicked him did not look at all disturbed by this incident, or by the challenge to come. He looked utterly confident, disgustingly cocky. Kozue looked into his eyes, and all she saw were perverse fantasies of what he would do after the fighting was done. 
 
    So, she now knew which one was Slych. 
 
    The other was Agron. He was taller than Slych, bigger in every way. He looked like a nightmare given form. He was either a sloppier fighter or simply a more frequent one; his scars and wounds outnumbered Slych's. From what Amnay had said, Kozue knew that Agron had taken one of the other human women as his concubine. And he might gain Tina by the end of the day. 
 
    It was impossible to tell he was related to Amnay. Where Amnay was soft and gentle and childishly curious, Agron was hard and cold and sharp all over. He looked, Kozue decided, like a creature who didn't realize that consensual sex was a thing. She tried not to think about the treatment her fellow woman had gone through at his hands. It was no wonder this Agron wasn't happy with his latest concubine; the woman probably fought him at every turn. Perhaps that fresh, still bleeding wound to his ear was from her. 
 
    Even so, Kozue found herself in a tough position. For her own sake, for Amnay's, she had to root for this creature. 
 
    If Slych won, then Tina would be safe. If Agron won, Amnay would be. No matter how the fight went, the outcome would be good for someone. Perhaps that was the best way to think. 
 
    Now, the two combatants stood across from each other in the combat circle. 
 
    One of the males outside the circle shouted a command. 
 
    And the fighters rushed at each other. 
 
    For a while, nothing much happened. No one was hit. The fighters were perfectly matched, parrying and striking and dodging. There was an air of ceremony about the first segment of the fight, as though both fighters had agreed to take it as a chance to learn each other. Perhaps that was one of the eternal edicts of the challenge. 
 
    After that, the fight swung in Slych's favor. Agron was the first to bleed. Kozue sank against Amnay's side. Her tiny weight was almost enough to cause him to stumble, he was so weak in the knees. But he did not fall. He didn't move much at all. Kozue knew he was merely putting on a brave face; inside, he was a storm. 
 
    To Agron's credit, the wound to his ribs didn't bother him. After as many wounds as he had sustained, it was no wonder. He kept fighting. 
 
    The pace of the fight was no longer ceremonial. They were actively trying to kill each other. Defenses were probed, reactions tested, strategies attempted. 
 
    Suddenly, Slych was hurt. He was hurt badly. He had a terrible gash to his shoulder. It was already welling blood; streams of red dripped to the floor. 
 
    Agron used his opponent's weakness to his advantage, pressing forward. Despite Slych's best efforts, the tide of the fight had made a sudden turn. It was Agron, now, who was on top. 
 
    Amnay showed no reaction. His lips were set tight, and his eyes were moist. Kozue held his arm tight. 
 
    Tina cried out again for her champion. Kozue shut her eyes, trying to block out the noise. She wondered where it had gone so wrong. How her and the other women had been so quickly and thoroughly swallowed up by this strange society. How powerless they were and how little choice they'd had about any of it. 
 
    Slych was wounded again. He fell, was nearly stabbed through the heart. He barely dodged the stab. But he was flagging now. The cockiness was gone. Slych was now fighting for survival. Fighting desperately. But losing his grip. 
 
    Someone was crying loudly. They didn't sound human. But the languages of fear and sorrow, it turned out, were universal. 
 
    And again, Slych was on the ground. Kozue saw the blade coming, saw the look on Slych's face, and decided it would be his last moment of life. 
 
    But it wasn't. Slych was on his feet in the next instant. 
 
    Agron started to turn, to counter what was coming next, but he had no time. And a second later, he had no head. 
 
    Kozue froze solid, staring at nothing. 
 
    Rather than celebrate, Slych came storming down the hallway toward them. Amnay was frozen, too, unable to speak or to move. Slych plowed through the middle of them, pushing them apart. He likely didn't think twice about the act — he was just trying to get out of this hallway as fast as possible — but Kozue saw the awful symbolism in it. 
 
    A long while later, or what only felt like a long while, Amnay let out one long, shuddering breath. He turned and left the hall on stiff legs. Kozue tried to follow, but this time Amnay made no effort to slow down for her sake. He left her behind, alone and weeping for him. And for herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Kozue had a sense that there was very little time left. She could feel it. Things had changed for her. 
 
    The routine she had shared with Amnay, the lovely private life mostly undisturbed by the gnawing guilt at the back of her mind, had been an illusion. An impossible thing, balanced and tipping on a precipice, and now it had finally fallen over the edge. 
 
    She looked everywhere for him. All their little places. She walked every row and column of the hall of pillars, again and again. The past stood before her, a vast and open book of endless stories. But she didn't want the past. She wanted the future. Future with Amnay. 
 
    She checked the library, too. He wasn't there. She walked randomly through halls until she came back to the room they had shared. He wasn't here, either. Nothing had been changed. The bed was unmade; the wash bucket was there. The floor hadn't even completely dried yet. 
 
    Kozue locked the door. She lay in the bed on the floor, smelling him. Wishing something unprecedented would happen, some miracle to keep them together. 
 
    But she knew better than that. Everything died eventually. It was just that the good things died so much faster. 
 
    Eventually, she fell asleep. She hoped that a solution would come to her in dreams. But that didn't happen. Rather, her fears returned in new forms, burning to life in the surreal intensity of nightmare. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    A loud noise awoke her. She rolled onto her stomach and squeezed her eyes shut. Whatever was coming for her, she didn't want to see it. 
 
    Strong male hands grabbed her by the waist. They were gentle but roughly callused. But they were the calluses of constant tinkering rather than battle. 
 
    It was Amnay. 
 
    She spun herself around in his arms and pressed into him. He smelled of sweat and musk, still wearing the clothes he'd had on at the challenge. It must already be the next morning; Kozue felt well rested. 
 
    "Where have you been?" she asked. 
 
    There was a deeper stench there, soaked into his clothing. Something stale and greasy. Wherever he had been, it was somewhere gross. Had he been hiding in some engine compartment, a nook in some industrial area of the ship? 
 
    "I will show you," he said. "Don't be afraid." 
 
    "I'm not," she said. "Not anymore." 
 
    "You have to trust me. We have a chance to be together. If that is what you want?" 
 
    "Yes," she said, burying her face in his chest and breathing deeply of the sour smell of old sweat and the deep male musk. "Is that what you want?" 
 
    "Yes. Some days... a lot of days before we met, I was sad to be me. Without a concubine. I only ever wanted one, a single female to share everything with. Someone to learn with, to be excited with. To change things with. Now I'm glad I never had anyone else, because now I have you." 
 
    He stood up straight now, lifting her off the floor. He carried her over to the door; he reached up and grabbed the remote from the crack in the wall above it. 
 
    "I was challenged," he said. "I declined. They said they would kill me. They are coming to do it now. So we have to leave." 
 
    "Leave?" asked Kozue. "But—" 
 
    She had been about to say something concerning the other women and her responsibility to them. But a sound of angry voices reached her from the hall. Someone was coming, and they were near. 
 
    With a push of a button, the screen was on. The scene was essentially the same. It was Amnay's ship, light years away. But there was a change. The room was clean. All the clutter had been removed. The bed had been made. The floor gleamed as though freshly polished. 
 
    "Amnay," she said. "Someone's been in your ship." 
 
    "It was me," he replied. 
 
    "But that's... impossible. It's too far away. Isn't it?" 
 
    "For any means of transit these barbaric fools are aware of, yes. But I know a way. We're out of time." 
 
    He stepped toward the screen. 
 
    The door exploded open. Amnay turned his back to the explosion, sheltering Kozue. He grunted in pain as his back was peppered with flying debris. 
 
    Several males came storming in. They bore spherical objects. Grenades. They meant to blow Amnay to smithereens. 
 
    Rushing forward, he carried Kozue toward the screen. She winced, bracing for impact, with no time to figure out what crazy idea Amnay had or whether he was just plain crazy. 
 
    They hit the wall, and it was like running through a stretched membrane of bubblegum. It clung to them a moment, stretching before them, but then they broke through. And suddenly they were in Amnay's ship. 
 
    Kozue twisted in his arms, looking back. She could now see, as though it were a flat image, the bedroom back on the Menin ship. The other males were no longer there, but several primed grenades sat on the floor, blinking red. 
 
    Amnay shouted something, an alien curse, and turned his bed up on end. He carried Kozue behind it, sheltering her again. 
 
    The sound of the explosion never reached them. The screen on the other end was destroyed before much of anything could get through. But all it took was one piece of shrapnel. 
 
    It tore through the mattress, just above Amnay's shoulder, and kept going. It tore through the wall like an artillery shell, sending a dust of shredded metal outward. Kozue shut her eyes tight to protect them. 
 
    From somewhere in the ship, frighteningly close, something else exploded. 
 
    "It's damaged the ship!" Amnay cried. He flipped the bed back down, dropped Kozue onto it, and ran out of the room. 
 
    Alarms now blared everywhere. They screamed and flashed red. Whatever had been destroyed by the shrapnel, it must be something important. 
 
    But she trusted Amnay to take care of it. Unafraid but deeply surprised, Kozue twisted to look at the wall where the image of the Menin ship had been. It was now just a wall, blank and flat. 
 
    How had he done it? 
 
    And why had he lied? To keep her from toying with something she didn't understand. It would have been dangerous. 
 
    It wasn't just a live feed with little to no delay from light years away. That would be impressive enough, a technology that should have been impossible. But Amnay had gone further. He had created teleportation. 
 
    After a minute, he came rushing back into the room. His shirt was smoking and his eyes were red and watery. 
 
    "We have to leave," he said. 
 
    Kozue hopped out of bed and followed. They ran out of the room and down a short stretch of hallway. They reached a cockpit, where an Amnay-sized chair stood before a wide window. The ship was shouting various warnings. Putting her ear close to the translator on Amnay's belt, she could understand them. 
 
    "Decaying orbit. Irretrievable decay. Catastrophic damage. Evacuate now or brace for violent landing." 
 
    Amnay was busy fiddling with a set of closet doors. Kozue stepped past him, approaching the window and setting a trembling hand on the back of the pilot's chair. 
 
    Outside, stars smeared past. The artificial gravity still worked, and so Kozue stood rooted softly in place as the universe spun out of control around her. A planet slid into view, big and blue-green, like a supersized Earth. She had enough time to see dense cloud and make out the yellow coastline of some huge continent before she was once again facing the stars. 
 
    "Here," Amnay shouted to her. 
 
    She turned to look. He had opened a closet of sorts. It was empty, lit by a dim red light. But it wasn't a closet. It looked more like the barrel of a gun, cylindrical and dark. 
 
    "An escape pod?" she asked. 
 
    Amnay didn't answer. He stepped over to her, grabbed her by the arm, and shoved her into the pod. He showed her how to do up her harness. Although there was more than an enough room for Amnay inside still, there was only the one harness. She thought that she might sit on his lap, that they could ride together, but she knew that was impossible. Whatever G-forces they were subjected to would cause his weight to crush her against the straps of the harness, shattering her sternum and rupturing organs. 
 
    "What about you?" she asked. Though her whole body shook, she felt calm. It was the utter strangeness of the situation, the impossibility of it. She felt as though she was dreaming; she didn't feel as though she was in any real danger. 
 
    "There is another," said Amnay. "But there is no way of knowing for certain where we will land. If you come down someplace safe, you should stay there. I will try to find you." 
 
    He touched her face, tugged gently at her hair, and bent down to smell her. It was a goodbye of sorts, but not a long-winded one. She wished that the truncated nature of it was simply because he was confident they would see each other again. But she knew it had more to do with the increasingly urgent warnings from the ship. 
 
    There was no time to say and do all the things she wished to do. Her only hope as the door of the tube slid shut and sealed her in a stuffy, red-lit tomb, was that she would have a chance later to make good on those wishes. 
 
    There was an explosion. She was pinned to her seat as the pod shot up the tube. It really was like a gun. For a moment, she imagined she was one of those old-time circus performers, being shot out of a cannon. But for her, there would be no net to land in. No crowd to applaud her bravery. 
 
    At least she didn't have to worry about looking good. She felt her face, skin, and muscles changing. It felt as though they had turned to goo, melting into her body. 
 
    The end of the barrel flashed past through her little windowl and all she saw was black, speckled with stars. They ran together, smearing into strings like Christmas lights. And then black patches appeared, dancing and coming together by the hundreds. Kozue passed out, arms lifting and head lolling as she fell toward the planet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    When she woke up, she felt like she was still falling, even though the view from the window was static. She figured that this meant she had only just landed. The feeling of motion persisted for a short time, like when stepping off an escalator. 
 
    All she saw was green, washed out in bright sunlight. Space debris or the deforming effects of heat during its penetration of the atmosphere, had damaged the window. It was scuffed and milky. 
 
    Kozue struggled with her harness, trying to remember the instructions Amnay had given her. She finally got it undone, stood up, and promptly collapsed into the door. 
 
    Her hand, scrambling for purchase, fell onto the handle. The door sprang open; she spilled out into warm sunlight, falling into a bed of grass. It tickled her, moving against her like tiny, soft brushes in a rush of humid, warm breeze. 
 
    She was filled with buzzing joy. It was relief and joy at the simple fact that she was still alive. All she could do for the next several minutes was stare up at the sky and laugh. 
 
    Coming down from her high, she remembered that she wasn't on Earth. It had been a reflexive thing, a natural assumption that she must be on Earth because where else would she be? 
 
    But it wasn't true. This was an alien world, in a completely different star system. She let herself marvel at that; she was the first human to breathe alien air. She was the first human to do a lot of things. All credit for it could go to Amnay, but it didn't change the fact that she was a pioneer. 
 
    Emboldened by this realization, she sat up and had a better look around. 
 
    The first thing she noticed was that the stuff she was lying in wasn't grass. For one thing, each wide stalk of the stuff had two beady little eyes at the end. And what she had thought was the sigh of wind was actually the quiet hissing of a thousand tiny creatures. 
 
    Kozue screamed, getting to her feet and springing forward, back into the mouth of the escape pod. 
 
    All the tiny creatures she had lain upon seemed crushed and lifeless at first. But then they reinflated, coming erect, back to life. She checked herself for stings, for injuries, but found nothing. 
 
    As she studied the strange little creatures, she made some quick assumptions about them. 
 
    First, she decided they must belong to a single organism, some giant thing underground. Perhaps it was like a fungus, a great colony that spread over many acres. 
 
    As far as appearance, the stalks resembled tiny, green garter snakes. Except that they had no tails, or none visible. Each stalk went into the ground; they could not move about, they could only wave in the breeze and keep watch for... something. 
 
    For something. If this thing had eyes, it must also have a natural predator. If it was consciously alive, its predator was technically a carnivore. And that might be bad news for Kozue. 
 
    She retreated into the pod, closing the door to give herself a safe space to think. 
 
    Amnay had told her to wait for him. But only if the area where she landed was safe. How the hell was she supposed to know what was safe? 
 
    Trial and error. That was the way. If she saw any big beasts with sharp teeth and they started running at her, she would know that she had not landed somewhere safe. 
 
    This was a planet which had been colonized by the Menin. But, according to Amnay, it had been their most recent colonization. She doubted there were much more than a hundred of them here. And it was a large planet. Their presence was no assurance of safety. 
 
    There was nothing to do, then, but to recon the area surrounding the pod. 
 
    She opened the door and peeked out. The snake-stalks had gone back to what must be their passive state, staring dumbly forward like fish bait. The pod sat right at the edge of their domain. Using some narrow ridges along the outer shell of the pod, Kozue climbed around its circumference and stepped down on the far side. 
 
    Here, the ground was just ground. Simple plant life dotted the dirt, alive but silent. 
 
    Ahead of her stood the wall of a forest. It was astonishingly thick, a tangle that would block all light and sound. She couldn't see further than a foot into it. She doubted any really dangerous creatures dwelt in there, other than perhaps a poisonous insect or a thorny bramble. But she would never be able to penetrate it, even as small as she was. 
 
    She turned right. There were more trees, here. But they were structured more like saguaro cactuses, their hides leathery, covered in huge blooms of orange and green flowers. 
 
    A smell drifted from that direction, like rotting meat. Like something fermented. She hoped it was just the flowers, themselves. At any rate, she didn't want to go over there to find out. 
 
    She turned left. The wind picked up; a distant smell touched her nose. The smell of smoke, acrid and foul. Kozue scrunched up her nose. 
 
    Does this whole planet stink? she thought. 
 
    But the smoke was a blessing. It smelled like a sappy kind of wood that shouldn't be burned, rather than something artificial. As such, it wasn't Amnay's pod burning. It was a campfire, perhaps one hastily put together by a worried Menin who wished to make it easy for his human concubine to find him. 
 
    "Amnay," she called into the alien forest. Her voice fell dead and flat; no echo came. The trees huddled close, the smell of a corpse filled her nose, and the wind suddenly died as though the entire world was getting ready for something horrible to happen. 
 
    Kozue lost her cool. She started to run as though something were right at her heels. And maybe there was something there. She never looked back to find out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    When you're going through hell, keep going. 
 
    Hell isn't fire and brimstone and red, pointy-headed guys stabbing you with giant forks. Hell is the familiar — twisted and distorted until it is surreal. Hell is reality viewed through a permanent, nightmarish lens. Hell is being lost with your own thoughts, with nothing familiar around you, with no one to speak to. Hell is being alone, so far from home you might as well not even be in the same universe. 
 
    That was where Kozue found herself. 
 
    She felt like slapping herself in the face. Amnay had told her to stay, that he would find her. And what did she do? Run off toward the smell of smoke. And now the smell was gone. She had no idea which direction it had originally come from. She had no idea how to get back to her pod. 
 
    She screamed his name until nothing came out of her but ragged squeaks. He was her hero. He was Amnay. If he heard her, if he was anywhere close, he would be here already. He hadn't failed her; she had failed him, in her stupidity and impatience. 
 
    To think she had been afraid of being concubine to another of the Menin. She almost welcomed the thought now, if only because she wouldn't be so alone. 
 
    It could be worse, she told herself. She could be on a planet without breathable air. Or she could have landed in the ocean. Or she could have fallen to the bottom of a ravine or a crevasse, somewhere very cold. She could have landed in an active volcano. 
 
    Throughout her career, as she lived and worked in some of the most inhospitable places on Earth, she had learned the importance of companionship. She had learned that the human mind could adapt to anything, if there was simply someone else there to share the experience with. 
 
    Here, she didn't even have that. She was doomed. 
 
    But at least she wouldn't be here forever. Thirst or hunger would get her, if some beast didn't eat her alive first. 
 
    She had used all her energy long ago. Now she wandered like a zombie, arms hanging limp, mouth slack. She must look, she thought, like an exhausted student trying to find her next class. How she would have loved to go back to those days, when keeping up her GPA was her biggest challenge. 
 
    But that would mean giving up Amnay. If there was even a shred of hope that she would be reunited with him, she would gladly stay here and face the loneliness. 
 
    In a sudden burst of energy, she sprinted forward and broke out of the forest. Sunlight fell over her like warm honey. The humidity that settled over the clearing was like a wall, a heavy blanket that she had to push through. Her feet sank into loose, dark soil as she climbed the shoulder of a spine-like hill that extended miles in either direction. 
 
    Twice she stumbled and nearly fell. But she felt like a kid; all she wanted was to reach the summit. For some reason, she thought everything would be fine if she could just get there. Maybe she was already losing her mind. All the mental fortitude she thought she possessed meant very little, now. It meant nothing at all, for this little creature so far from home. 
 
    She reached up, her hand shredded by the sharp rocks that jutted out of the hill. She slung her arm over the zenith. It was like the hip of a giant. Her body rolled over it and plopped down into a flat area on the other side. 
 
    A village stood below her. 
 
    Could it be? Had she found the Menin colony? 
 
    No, it couldn't be. The houses were tiny. They seemed built for people the size of children. Or for giant termites; the houses were fashioned from dried mud. 
 
    As she watched from her bed of cool, moist dirt, a stream of tiny, dark figures erupted from one of the houses. They fanned out in perfect sync, as though controlled by a single mind. They broke like a forked river. Half of their numbers went one way along the hill, and the rest of them went the other way. They began to climb gradually, following a diagonal path upward. For every twenty feet of horizontal distance they covered, they climbed the hill by five. They were like mountain goats, perfectly balanced and perched, unerring in their placement of foot and hand. 
 
    They were searching. 
 
    Kozue's blood ran cold as she thought back to all the noise she had been making. That had been very careless, a dumb act born of dread and terror. 
 
    Amnay couldn't save her now. She was on her own. 
 
    She turned onto her belly and pressed herself into the earth, trying to hide below the rim of the divot she had fallen into. 
 
    The village was positioned straight ahead of her. The two branches of the search party had fanned out to either side of it, leaving her in the middle. In the only spot of the hill that didn't seem to be under active scrutiny. 
 
    She had gotten lucky. But it would be stupid to assume they wouldn't come back to cover this little bit of ground. 
 
    Once they had gone, Kozue hauled herself over the lip of her hiding place and quickly crawled down the side of the hill. This was a rare time when she was thankful for her small size; the short scrub grass that bristled on the hillside was enough to hide her. 
 
    She reached flat ground and pulled herself along on her fingertips, using her knees to help propel her body. Once she reached the first of the mud huts, she pressed herself against the cool outer wall and circled it until the shadow of the looming forest hid her. 
 
    All was silent. The search parties had retreated into the distance; they were nothing but dark motes, bouncing along the edge of the hill. She couldn't tell whether they were moving further away or coming back. Either way, she had room to breathe. 
 
    As she stood there, breathing hard and wondering what to do next, the sky was filled with noise. 
 
    She looked up. A streak of fire and smoke lanced across the blue expanse of the sky, tumbling and screaming as it broke apart. It was Amnay's ship. It had taken this long for its orbit to decay completely. And now it was falling like a meteor to the ground. 
 
    Forgetting her fear, Kozue ran out into open sunlight, shielding her eyes to watch the ship. It would land perhaps two or three miles beyond the village, deep in the brooding, green forest that proliferated in this corner of the world. 
 
    Surely, Amnay would see the ship as well and hear the thunder it caused as it plummeted. He would go there eventually to see what he could salvage. Or to see if she had gone there, too. 
 
    It was the best chance she had for reuniting with him. 
 
    She looked left and right. A dense wall of forest stood before her. It might take her days to reach the ship through that tangle of trees and vines, if she didn't become lost. Which could easily happen. She had no compass, and a compass might not even work on this world. 
 
    But there was a better way. She was standing on the central road of the mud hut village. The road continued, stabbing through the forest ahead of her. It faded into the distance, straight as an arrow. As long as she moved fast, she ought to be able to make it to the ship untouched. Those aliens, those little people or whatever they were, had shorter legs than her. 
 
    She was thirsty, hungry, tired, full of aches and pains and bruises. But she had to forget all that. If she found Amnay, he would take care of her. 
 
    She ran forward, kicking dust off the alien trail. 
 
    Behind her, like the roar of crashing waves, she heard the search party reconverging. They had been moving back toward the village. And if they were close enough for her to hear them already, they had to be moving fast. 
 
    And now Kozue heard the trampling of a thousand tiny feet and the squeals and squeaks of a thousand tiny voices. It was an evil sound, a sound full of menace and hatred and terrible purpose. It was then that Kozue realized she was hopeless. As hopeless as a bat who has been caught in a garage and is being chased by people armed with brooms. She was out of her element, with no idea of how to get away. 
 
    It was her first instinct to keep them from laying eyes on her. Although they probably already had. 
 
    She ducked behind one of the mud huts, flattening herself in a pool of shadow. 
 
    Amnay's ship finally struck ground, exploding like a bomb. Kozue saw the flash, briefly dissolving the shadow she was hiding in. Then came the wind, the shockwave blasting her with loose dirt and shredded grass. 
 
    It was no wonder the creatures were so riled up. They probably thought they were under attack. Perhaps they had already had run-ins with the Menin in the past. Perhaps they had a good reason to be defensive. 
 
    The shadow fell over Kozue again, and she breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    But the shadow was deeper and darker than before. And it was full of movement. 
 
    She had no time to scream before two dozen tiny creatures were on top of her. 
 
    First, they got her onto her stomach and pinned her arms. She kicked her legs toward her body, crushing one of them against her hamstrings. But another sank its teeth into her shoulder, making her cry out in pain and release her hold. The one she had crushed slinked away, whining to itself, more insulted than injured. 
 
    Once they had her immobilized, they used plant fiber ropes to bind her wrists and ankles. Three of them held her head down hard, forcing her to breathe dust. She kept coughing and sniffling, dripping snot into the dirt, but they never once gave her an inch to move. 
 
    One of them started poking her in the back with something sharp. She went taut, grunting and straining against her bindings. Another of the creatures admonished the one that was poking her, slapping its hand away. 
 
    Apparently, they wanted her alive and somewhat healthy. Maybe they just wanted to make sure she wouldn't hurt them. It was too bad she didn't have one of those Menin translators with her, or else she could tell them that her only goal was to get home. 
 
    But what was home? She wasn't going back to Earth. There was no way to get there, now. 
 
    Home was Amnay's arms. That was where she belonged and where she wanted to be. From now until the end of time. And even that wouldn't be long enough. 
 
    She started to cry, croaking his name with her dry throat and cracked lips. 
 
    By now, she had lost several pounds of water weight. It took only five of the child-sized creatures to lift her, carrying her above them like a crowd-surfing rock star. 
 
    Kozue fought, but her fighting amounted to nothing. She was bound so tightly that she could build no momentum. None of her muscles could gather enough strength to burst free of their bonds. 
 
    A secondary explosion burst in the distance, bringing another gust of hot, oily, unnatural wind. The wall of bodies that carried Kozue acted like a sail, catching the breeze. Like a bunch of dominoes, they collapsed and knocked their neighbors over. 
 
    Kozue hit the ground hard, rolling twice, her wrists crushed painfully against her spine. She winced and yelped in agony. Reflexively, she tried to reach up to protect her head and found that something, perhaps a sharp rock on the ground, had weakened the green sapling fibers that bound her wrists. The rope snapped, freeing her hands. 
 
    She turned onto her belly and pushed herself up. All around her, confusion and chaos reigned. With their mud huts and prehistoric garb, Kozue doubted these creatures had experience with explosions. 
 
    Some of the creatures were running for cover. Others turned in tight circles, staring upward and swinging at an invisible enemy with short spears and clubs. 
 
    There was a brief moment to enact an escape. Kozue seized it, tugging the rope off of her ankles, launching from the dirt like a sprinter. She jumped over several of the creatures, who had taken to the ground in fear or confusion. 
 
    A pair of hands grabbed at her left ankle. They gripped hard, bringing her up short. She stopped dead in the air and plummeted to the ground again. Sharp rocks cut her hands. All her breath left her in a single rush, leaving her gasping and choking. 
 
    It had been a valiant effort. But they had her. In less than a minute, she was bound again. This time, they tied her even tighter. One of them hit her hard in the face, a punishment for her vain attempt at escape. The blow was enough to send her crashing out of reality. Her head spun, and all she saw was the sky. And the faint, billowing tail of Amnay's dead ship spreading through it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    She was in a cage. It was made of green wood, flexible but strong, quadruple lashed at every criss and cross. The lashing had also been sealed with something yellow, something hard as diamond that didn't chip or crack, no matter how she dug at it. 
 
    There seemed to be no door to the cage. They must have built the last wall up after putting her inside. 
 
    The floor had been covered in layers of huge leaves. She recognized them as being from a species of tree quite common to the area. They smelled nice, like sage and rosemary, but they leaked a thick yellow sap that clung to her skin like superglue. The sap was probably what the joints had been sealed with. At least partially. She hoped that the sealant was a compound that included other ingredients and wasn't just straight-up sap. If it was the latter, she might never get it off her skin. 
 
    But she had other problems. 
 
    Eight feet away, outside the cage, a group of the child-sized creatures had gathered around a huge fire. A spit had been fashioned, the wood covered with more yellow sealant to keep it from burning. The size of the spit was what worried Kozue. Her height was five foot even. Sixty inches. If she took a tape measure to the spit, she wouldn't be surprised if it matched her height exactly. 
 
    While she had no doubt she would taste very good, being eaten did not feature in her plans. 
 
    For a moment, she was full of purpose and confidence. The idea that she would fail, that her life would be forfeit, that the sum of her experiences and existence would amount to nothing more than a meal for a bunch of savages, didn't register as remotely possible. It just couldn't be. Like a character in a movie, she felt her fate was written and that an escape from this cage and a reunion with Amnay was imminent. 
 
    But reality always has a nasty habit of crashing down on you, right when you think you've got things figured out. 
 
    She was stuck. The green wood of the cage could not be splintered. The yellow sealant could not be broken. 
 
    The creatures had let her keep her clothes, but a thorough search of her pockets turned up nothing. Every last thing had been taken from her. Not that any of it would have been useful, anyway. 
 
    If this had been a movie, she would have discovered that, conveniently, her captors had missed the trusty multitool she kept tucked between her breasts on a chain. She would have whipped it out, unfolded the saw attachment, and gone to town on the bars of her cage. 
 
    In reality, all she had was her clothing. Soft, without a single sharp bit to make life as a cosmonaut any less comfortable than it had to be. She also had her shoes. If they had laces, that at least would have been something. She could have crafted a lasso to grab things off the ground outside. But the shoes were velcro. Everything in space was velcro. 
 
    But maybe there was something to the idea of grabbing things. The pain and dried blood on her palms was a testament to the sharpness of the rocks in this shitty part of the world. If she could just find one to use... 
 
    A cheer went up from the group by the fire. They seemed excited. There was an almost religious aspect to their glee, a sort of chanting, as though they would sacrifice the interloping human to appease whatever dismal, low-level entity they called god. 
 
    Kozue, who had stopped believing in any god at the age of four, was very troubled by this. 
 
    If there was no God, than there was also no such thing as fate. No matter how highly Kozue thought of herself, there was absolutely nothing to stop her from dying the most pitiful, unsuitable death imaginable. She might have choked on a bite of food last week, or tripped and hit her head. Or she could be roasted alive and devoured by tiny aliens. There was no reason why that shouldn't happen. 
 
    Still, she was going to try like hell to keep on living. 
 
    Because fate was real. It was simply where her actions and intentions reach a natural culmination. A seamless blend of past and present that leads to a clear future. 
 
    Kozue knew that the legs were, generally, the strongest parts of the body. So she stood, bracing her upper back against the ceiling of the cage. She bent her knees slightly and then pushed with all her might. She pushed until her face turned red, until every vein was ready to burst, and then she pushed some more. Other than a few faint cracks, mostly underfoot, nothing happened. 
 
    That wasn't going to work. 
 
    The creatures must have a way of opening the cage. Otherwise, they wouldn't be able to get at their meal. They were primitive, but not so primitive that they wouldn't have stone axes or hammers. She doubted there was any fancy trick to getting the cage open. They would just smash it apart when they were ready. 
 
    But she was smarter. That much was certain. She could figure this out. 
 
    In her mind, in the dream-version of reality that kept flashing through her thoughts, Amnay would arrive. He would save her, carry her off, and nothing bad would ever happen to her again. 
 
    For all she knew, Amnay was dead. Or he was lost, wandering somewhere a hundred miles from here. He might have seen his ship crash, and he might be moving toward it now. But it might be days or weeks before he reached it. And he might never make it at all. The Menin were smart, despite their barbarism, but Amnay had never had to survive outside his ship, where there was always food and where the temperature stayed the same. 
 
    She wouldn't break the cage no matter what leverage she applied to it. Her only hope was to cut through. 
 
    She made a circuit of the inside of the cage, scouring the ground outside for stones. The only one she found was about the size of a pumpkin seed — completely useless. 
 
    Next, she lifted the leaves from the floor and tossed them aside. It turned out that the floor of the cage itself rested on yet more leaves. A stack of them, pinned by Kozue's weight. It would be impossible to move them out of the way. 
 
    Was else could she try? Was this the end? 
 
    She sat still for a while, more confused and angry than frightened. If there was a God and he came down to her right now, she would have called him on all his bullshit. 
 
    This didn't make sense. It didn't compute. It didn't fit in with her view of the universe and her place in it. 
 
    Surely, there was plenty of food on this shithole of a planet. The little creatures didn't need to eat her, they just wanted to taste something new. It was stupid. It was nonsense. 
 
    Kozue went crazy, flying around the cage like a tempest. She kicked, punched, pushed, and pulled. She even bit, sawing at the green wood with her teeth. All she got from that was a bitter taste in her mouth. 
 
    The punching, pushing, and pulling had a better result. The cage actually moved, sliding several inches to one side. She kept going, hurling her weight at the upper half of the wall. The cage abruptly fell off the bed of leaves beneath it and tumbled onto its side. 
 
    Kozue threw herself backward and landed on her feet on what had been the wall of the cage, but was now the floor. Since the cage was wider than it was tall, she now had enough room to stand straight up. 
 
    This move had finally brought the attention of her captors. Like before, they joined in a single tide of darkness and flowed toward her like a brackish river. The river broke around her cage, surrounding and flooding it. She retreated to the center, away from their searching hands, and squatted. 
 
    Like a cornered animal. How many times had she used that expression? And now she was the animal. Watching, drooling, and foaming in terror, eyes wide and heart pounding. 
 
    They watched her with insect eyes. They stunk, she suddenly realized. They smelled of cow shit and bile. They didn't even have mouths as much as they had tiny puckered anuses in the center of their face. They were the most hideous things she had ever seen. And soon her high human life, her purposeful existence full of brave ideas and plans for the future, would be turned into so much inanimate meat. All she was, had been, would be, all reduced to nourishment for a hundred ugly beasts on some far-flung planet. 
 
    Like a crowd of rowdy sports fans tipping a car, they flipped her cage back to how it had been. One of them reached through bars and brandished a bone knife in her face. A warning. Don't do that again. 
 
    She immediately defied him by grabbing his wrist. She pulled him hard, smashing his face into the bars of the cage. The last thing she wanted was to put any part of his smelly body into her mouth, but she saw no other way of getting him to drop the knife. So she bit him, crunching down on the joint of his thumb. He squealed like a balloon with a pinhole leak, and his fingers loosened. The knife fell into Kozue's lap. 
 
    If not for the quick action of his comrades, pulling him to safety, she might have used the knife to take a few of his grubby little fingers off. 
 
    The crowd moved away, giving several feet of open ground between them and the cage. They watched, speaking amongst themselves in an insectoid language. It seemed they were coming up with a plan to deal with this latest problem. 
 
    Kozue's spirit soared. As much as it could in this tight cage, anyway. She had outsmarted, outplayed, outstrengthened them. She was superior in every way, other than sheer numbers. 
 
    She started sawing at the bars of the cage with the knife. She quickly realized that it had been fashioned for stabbing rather than slicing. She jabbed the sharp tip of the blade into one of the bars and began twisting and jerking until the moist green fibers separated. After thirty seconds, she had successfully cleaved through one of the bars. It opened up a single square in the grid-like wall. A square three inches across. And she was already getting tired; her arms and shoulders burned, and the lack of food and water had caught up to her. This would take a long time. 
 
    Meanwhile, the creatures watched her. They didn't seem terribly bothered by the fact that she had a knife, but none of them came close enough to have it used on them. 
 
    Or so she thought. While she was focused on cutting a hole for herself, one of the creatures had climbed up the cage behind her. When she became aware of its shadow, looming over her desperate work, it was too late. 
 
    The creature swung down hard with a stone sledgehammer. The head of the hammer contacted the tip of the knife perfectly, driving it back through Kozue's sweaty hands with tremendous force. She pulled her hands away quickly to avoid having them flayed open; the knife shot backward, striking her chest and ricocheting off to some corner of the cage. 
 
    She turned to find it. Outside, the creatures stormed into action. A dozen of them fell on the wall of the cage she'd been slicing at. Using hatchets, they busted out a three-foot square in seconds. 
 
    Kozue had time to spot the knife, wedged between two bars on the floor of the cage, before they all grabbed hold of her. This time, they would not drag her to a cage or to some other holding place. This time, they took her straight to the fire. 
 
    She was set on the ground close enough to the blaze to taste smoke. Now, after all her failed attempts, she was thoroughly demoralized. She didn't bother to fight as they worked her over. And they knew she wouldn't; they didn't even bother binding her again. 
 
    First, they removed her clothes. They did this slowly, crying out in that same religious, chanting way as before. Kozue stared at the spit, straining her neck and eyes to do so. It was sharp at both ends. She had an idea — a terrible, gruesome one — about how she would be attached to it. Vlad the Impaler would have been a popular man around these parts. 
 
    When they had her naked, they rolled her onto her back and began slathering her with fat. It stunk like rotting feces and clung to her like a clammy second skin. As though they had some knowledge of the taboo aspects of the human body, they moved with extra care and slowness around her nipples and anus. Her vagina, they treated as just another fold of meat, akin to her armpits or the backs of her knees. 
 
    When their fingers touched her more sensitive parts, the fighting instinct kicked back in. But there were too many of them. Thrash as she might, she only ever succeeded in delaying the inevitable. 
 
    Using crude leather mitts, two of the creatures took the spit from the fire. The yellow sealant, hardened by heat, now resembled amber. The spit-bearers brought their load over and positioned it between Kozue's legs. Another creature came to her top half with a mask, slowly lowering it to her face while a moan of religious ecstasy moved through the crowd. 
 
    Then there came a sound like thunder, rolling low over the world. 
 
    Silence fell over the gathered creatures. Then, in a wave that started at one edge of the group and propagated through all of them, came a scream of terror. 
 
    Kozue bent her neck, staring in the direction of the noise. 
 
    Like a boulder through bowling pins, Amnay crashed through the crowd. He scattered the creatures before him, grabbing and flinging them through the walls of the mud houses, kicking them hard enough to kill them instantly, treading on their skulls and necks with his full weight. They could do nothing to stop him. Even a plunging knife, driven forward with the full strength of its wielder, penetrated a mere quarter inch into the slabs of muscle that covered Amnay head to toe. 
 
    He came like a purple avalanche, his clothes tattered and dirty and speckled with blood, his feet bare and his eyes burning with fury. 
 
    The creatures that survived his initial onslaught quickly scattered, fleeing from the wrath of their new god. 
 
    Kozue passed out from sheer relief. When she came to, Amnay was gathering her clothes and shoving them between his belt and waist. Then he picked her up and carried her away, holding her tight to keep her from slipping in the grease they had slathered onto her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Kozue slept hard. She slept like the dead. She did not dream. She might have been in the long sleep again. Only a huge shock could have stirred her. 
 
    Luckily, Amnay found a river of frigid water and dunked her into it. She woke screaming, grabbing his arm and trying to pull herself out of the water. But he held her down, running his hands along her body. 
 
    "I'm trying to clean you," he said. 
 
    That was the pretense, anyway. The glint of amusement in his eyes couldn't be missed. At least the translator was still working. It sounded rough, crackling as it spoke, but it had come through the crash landing about as well as they had. 
 
    "Where were you?" Kozue asked, her teeth chattering. 
 
    "Looking for you. I decided that you would go to the ship when it crashed." 
 
    "Great minds think alike." 
 
    He smiled. "I like that phrase. I was close to the ship when it crashed. I waited there for a while, but then I heard strange noises. I thought you may be in trouble. So I came." 
 
    She pulled herself closer to him as his strong fingers scraped the grease from her skin. "I had about two minutes left to live," she said. "I tried, Amnay. I fought them. I did everything I could. I didn't give up. Not until..." 
 
    "You're still alive," he said simply. 
 
    "Am I? Or is it a dream? Are you really here?" 
 
    "I am here. No dream." 
 
    She stared into his eyes. "I'm sorry." 
 
    "Sorry for what?" 
 
    "I almost left you alone, Amnay." 
 
    "No. I would not allow you to leave me. Because I know you wouldn't want me to." 
 
    He pulled her back out of the water and set her on a bed he had made of her destroyed clothing. He wrapped her in them, tying them off with some rope he had taken from the village. 
 
    "It should work," he told her. "We'll find better when we reach the Menin outpost." 
 
    "How far is it?" Kozue asked. 
 
    He reached into his pocket and pulled out a device he must have taken from his crashed ship. 
 
    "According to the log," he said, "it is one hundred and thirteen miles." 
 
    Kozue whistled. "Long way. But it could have been so much farther." 
 
    "We were very lucky. It will be easy, now that I have you back with me. Everything is easy now." He lifted her to her feet. "This water is not safe to drink," he said. "But I have some at the ship. We will stop there for a short period. Then start the journey." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The walking was easy, at first. Whenever Kozue got tired, Amnay would carry her. They would make much better time that way. But she always asked to be put back down. She didn't want to be totally useless and put the entire strain of the journey on him. 
 
    But she was useful in other ways, as well. 
 
    The further they went, climbing into the mountains, the colder their days became. Their best bet at surviving was to adopt the local tricks. The creatures in the village had wrapped their feet in huge, thick leaves. Those leaves grew at the tops of tall, reedy trees. Amnay could not climb the trees to reach those leaves; he was too heavy. But Kozue made it look easy. Because of her, Amnay didn't have to worry about getting frostbite on his feet. 
 
    Also, Amnay had never been required to hunt his own food. Kozue, on the other hand, had taken part in many hunts. Mostly as an accepted guest in various tribes. She knew roughly how to craft a snare, as well. And so they got to sample a lot of the local creatures. Just to be safe, they charred every bit of meat until it was black. Not the best way to eat, but it kept them alive. 
 
    One day, they stopped in the foothills for lunch and to check their progress. Amnay had just enough time to consult his log and reveal they were halfway through their journey, before a sudden icy wind blasted through the trees. It was immediately followed by an endless current of sleet, driving down their necks and soaking their clothing from the inside out. 
 
    With no fire, with no wood to start one, they were in great danger. 
 
    Amnay picked Kozue up and held her inside his tattered coat as he ran up the hillside. 
 
    Once again, they had a lucky break. Just as thunder burst overhead and the downpour increased twofold, Amnay ducked into the mouth of a narrow cave. Now that they were out of the sleet, he slowed down and picked his way through the stones and dead leaves that littered the floor of the place. 
 
    "Do you see that?" he asked. The damaged translator was barely audible over the sound of the storm. 
 
    She was about to answer no, but then she did see it. A faint light up ahead. Far too white to be natural. Like Earth, the sun on this world burned yellowish. 
 
    Amnay kept going. The further they went, the easier it was for them to see. And when they could see, they immediately realized the cave had been occupied sometime in the recent past. Signs had been fastened to the walls, with arrows pointing down various passageways. But only one of those passageways led to light. Amnay took them down that way, pausing to read the sign aloud. 
 
    "Sleeping room," he said. 
 
    Though she couldn't read it for the life of her, Kozue recognized the script on the signs. It was Menin. Though she didn't think anyone was in residence now, it couldn't have been too long since someone had been here. Whether for prospecting or simple exploration, she didn't know. 
 
    The Menin pioneers hadn't done much to decorate the passageways, but the sleeping room was a different story. Beams and posts had been installed to give strength to the ceiling and to define the space. A roof of lashed timbers, sealed with that same yellow substance, offered a leak-proof shelter. 
 
    And there were beds. They were handmade, of animals skins stuffed with plant material. But they looked a hell of a lot comfier than the floor. The Menin had even built framed to hold their mattresses and shimmed up the feet to make them level. 
 
    Amnay set Kozue down. Together, they moved toward a bed and squeezed the mattress to test its softness. 
 
    "To think we found this on accident," Amnay said. "It's not a coincidence. There must be Menin structures all over the area. This entire section of the world, in a radius of fifty miles from the outpost, must be full of such places." 
 
    "They aren't here," Kozue said. "They left." 
 
    Amnay gestured around. "But not in a hurry. Everything is neat. The beds are made. They probably left because the cold season arrived. They will be back when the thaw comes. I think they were mining. Perhaps... perhaps they were even trying to build a ship of their own. They grew tired of village life. Of terrestrial life. It's not natural for Menin to stay in one place forever." 
 
    She smirked at him. "How about for one night?" 
 
    "I can do that." 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    They had enough food in their packs to make a halfway decent supper. And after they dragged a bit of wood over to block the tunnel, the sleeping room was almost cozy. Amnay found a heater, an old but functioning apparatus cannibalized from a ship, and got it running. 
 
    For extra warmth and comfort, they pushed four beds together and formed a tent over the mega-bed by tying the corners of blankets together and feeding them through the ceiling timbers. The inside of the blanket fort was suffused with a warm glow. The white light of the ceiling lamp was muted to a soft yellow by the blankets, and the orange glow of the heater provided sunset hues. 
 
    The gaps between the blankets provided just enough air flow to keep the fort from becoming stuffy. And it gave them just enough of a chill that they had to keep close, overlapping their bodies. Their wet clothing had been discarded; their naked flesh prickled with cold, incentivizing them to rub against one another. 
 
    Kozue supposed their lovemaking was inevitable. Inevitable, and very welcome. It had been a long time coming, and the only thing that surprised her was that it didn't happen sooner. It would have happened on his little ship, she was sure, if it hadn't been destroyed. Better late than never. 
 
    They lay facing one another, Amnay folded over her like a tent of warm, purple flesh. She felt his arousal snaking up between them, swelling and thumping with the beating of his heart. It was squeezed between them, pulsing and throbbing hard against Kozue's belly. She moved away slightly to give it more room. It danced to Amnay's bestial groans, the wet tip slapping against one of her dark nipples and then swinging to hit the other. 
 
    Shivering and biting her lip, Kozue slid a hand down. She ran it along the velvety underbelly of his cock, grabbing hold of it as though it were the head of a baseball bat. The veins thrummed against her palm. 
 
    Further downward. She paused to fondle his huge testicles, then continued to the hot space between her legs. She was surprised to find herself open like a fresh flower blossom. Wet, aroused, ready to be seeded. 
 
    Amnay folded himself over her protectively. Possessively. He was inexperienced, young, and did strange things in the confusing storm of arousal that raged in him. He took her hair in his mouth, sucking and nibbling. He squeezed her so hard her bones creaked, digging his fingers into her. He pulled her close again so that the hot, steel girth of his manhood was again pinned between them. It was as though he wanted every part of her at once, as if he couldn't make up his mind on what to do to her, as if he wanted to absorb her into himself. 
 
    She would need to guide him. To steer their copulation in the right direction. She had experience, though not with anyone so powerful or, quite frankly, as large as Amnay. His cock was nearly as big around as her thigh. It aroused two things in her. One was terror; a lower, fainter version of what she had felt when that wooden spit was put into position between her legs. The other feeling was what she could only describe as a dreadful thirst. An emptiness needing to be filled, a burning fire that could only be quenched by him. 
 
    "Oh, Amnay," she whispered, shoving her face into his chest. 
 
    He touched the top of her head gently. She didn't know for sure what the intention of the touch was. But she knew what it would mean from a human male. She slid downward, until the huge head of his erection was in line with her mouth. She sucked at it, running her tongue over the slit, circling the head with her wet tongue with the assistance of her hands, which looked even tinier when wrapped around his girth. 
 
    Amnay had no idea how to react. He went stiff and still, breathing very heavily. She reached up, guiding his hand to her head. He got the message, grabbing her by the hair and guiding her as she suckled her way around the head of his cock again and again until her saliva had formed puddles in the creases of his skin and a wet spot on the bed. 
 
    She ached to be touched. And Amnay's arm was long enough to reach. She pulled his other hand down, shoving it to her pussy. He grunted with pleasure and curiosity as he felt along the hot, wet folds of her labia. It took him a very long time to find her opening, but she was fine with it. She could be patient. She had his cock to worship. She thought she would never grow tired of tasting it, of slurping up the syrupy fluids that kept running from its slit as it seemed to grow harder and longer and warmer in her hands. 
 
    He slowly worked his finger into her, giving her a look of questioning, a frown of minor confusion. She nodded at him, smiling up into his eyes even as she stroked his shaft against her cheek. 
 
    "Yes, like that," she whispered, shutting her eyes and breathing in his scent. "That feels good." 
 
    As he fingered her slowly with one hand, he used the other to bring out the translator and switch it off. He tossed it to the corner of their blanket tent. Now when he spoke, pleasure and desire and the throaty, husky, manly qualities of his voice were all she heard. The translator, with its coded voice speaking machine-like English, was removed from the equation. 
 
    "Does it feel good for you, Amnay?" Kozue asked, wrapping her arms around his member and folding herself at the stomach so that she slid down it. Then she moved back up, running the side of her face along his shaft, effectively jacking him off with her entire body rather than just her hands. 
 
    He didn't understand her words. And she didn't understand his response. Not on the basis of words and syllables, anyway. It was clear that he was enjoying it. 
 
    The next step would take courage. But Kozue was ready. 
 
    She reached down and cupped his balls. Only one of them would fit in her tiny hand. They were high against his body and very tight. Very firm. She didn't think he would last much longer. If she wanted him inside her, if she wanted him to plant his seed where it belonged, she had to act now. 
 
    She broke away from him. He looked disappointed for a moment, until he saw the ravening hunger on her face. Following her rudimentary instructions, he got himself into a sitting position. Arms out behind him, hands splayed on the bed. Leg slightly spread. Erection stabbing the air and bobbing there, dark and glistening. 
 
    Kozue straddled him, her thin legs spread wide, supporting herself by her hands on his shoulders. It was like climbing a ladder, reaching for the top. She felt overwhelmed by his size. And overwhelmed by her love and lust for him. 
 
    Slowly lowering herself, and thanking her years as a gymnast in school for the flexibility of her legs, she felt his huge tip pressing against her opening, laying her labia flat and stretching her as gravity and his own tentative upward thrusting tried to bury his organ inside her. 
 
    It went in like a champagne cork in reverse. A sudden popping, followed by a torrent of sensation rather than bubbles. Kozue yelped, quickly moving her hands from his shoulders to his thighs. Pressing downward as a signal. Don't move. 
 
    Amnay stayed just where he was, staring at her expectantly. Staring at her with love, deep and vast as oceans, glimmering in the depths of his eyes. 
 
    Now that the message was received, she put her hands back on his shoulders. That was easier. In order to touch his legs from this height, she had to lock out her elbows and stretch. 
 
    Tentatively, she let herself sink a bit further. Another inch of Amnay penetrated her. She curled her toes in the blanket, digging her feet in so she didn't slip. A sudden fall now would be bad. 
 
    Another inch now. And another. Each was easier than the last as she loosened and accepted him. And each brought greater pleasure. He filled her so completely that she felt her pressurized juices spitting out around his meaty, wine-dark shaft, driven by the convulsions of her ecstasy. 
 
    Not in a million years did she think she, an experienced woman, would reach orgasm before Amnay, a boy who had never had a concubine to call his own. And yet it exploded in her like an atom bomb, scouring her from the inside, erasing her past and writing her future in the same instant. She screamed in shock, both at the fact she was even having an orgasm and also at the fact it was so powerful. She had no idea her body was capable of such pleasure. 
 
    Her little pussy tried to squeeze shut. It felt like it was trying to tear itself in half and strangle Amnay's cock at the same time. 
 
    Her legs gave out. She slipped down Amnay's pole on a gushing tide of her own juices, engulfing two or three more inches of him before he lunged forward and caught her. 
 
    His arms had snaked up behind her knees, lifting her feet from the bed. One of his hands rested on her right ass cheek, the other on her lower back. He held her, staring and muttering with alien words of concern. To him, she must have looked like she was on every drug in the universe. Her eyelids fluttered and her eyes rolled back into her head as every muscle in her body twitched weakly. 
 
    "Kozue," he said in a tone of worry. He must have thought she was hurt.  
 
    To get a closer look, he instinctively tried to pull her closer. This caused him to plunge even deeper into her, finally hitting her cervix, finally reaching maximum penetration with half of his cock still left outside of her. 
 
    Kozue screamed hoarsely and came again. She kicked her legs, nearly hitting him in the face with her feet, then squeezing his biceps between calf and hamstring. 
 
    Amnay finally realized it wasn't pain she was feeling. With no effort at all, he manipulated her body. He rocked her back and forth on him. If there was any one feeling she hated, besides anger or pain or sadness, it was the feeling of being helpless. And yet she felt right, giving herself to Amnay completely. Because she trusted him. 
 
    Never before had Kozue given herself up. Not to anyone. Amnay was the first to make it feel like a smart thing to do. Like the right thing. And she was rewarded with moments of divine pleasure that seemed to stretch across eons. For a long time, Kozue and Amnay were at the center of the universe. Everything revolved around them. Everything waited, held its breath. A hush fell over all creation, and all that was left was the huffing and moaning and whispers of the two lovers. 
 
    She was Amnay's concubine, now. His first and his last. And he was hers as well; her man, her love, her strong Menin male. 
 
    In the sauna of sweat and sex that their blanket tent had become, Amnay and Kozue snuggled close and caught their breath in the aftermath of their lovemaking. They didn't use words, but they spoke volumes in other ways. In light touches, in kisses and squeezes and caresses. They said all they wanted to say. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    In the morning, still entombed in the coziness of the blanket tent, Kozue woke and stretched. She was sore in all the best ways, achingly empty, still very wet between the legs with arousal and semen, craving to be filled again. But Amnay wasn't in bed. 
 
    She smelled smoke and the aroma of food. By the sweet, almost mineral smell she knew it was one of the more popular creatures who lived in these high, cold areas. A creature somewhat akin to a rabbit. They were easy to catch, because they really had no natural predators here. And they didn't taste half bad, if they first rendered the fat from the stores around their bellies and used it to fry the meat. 
 
    Kozue's stomach growled. She emerged from the cocoon on wobbly legs and found Amnay cooking in the laziest fashion she had ever seen. Still naked, he lay across a bed on his belly and tended the food with one outstretched hand. He had found a real cooking pan to replace the lumpy bowl of hardened yellow sealant they'd been using. He had even found some dried herbs and spices. A bowl nearby held some form of dehydrated carbohydrate, now soaking and coming to life in a bath of steaming water. 
 
    As Kozue came to soak in the heat of the fire, Amnay reached out his other hand and grabbed her by the waist. He pulled her in and kissed her from ankle to armpit, pausing at the top to breathe in her scent and to suck her nipple until it was hard and poking his tongue. While he worked her with his mouth, he lifted the pan from the fire and set it on the stone of the cave floor. 
 
    This quickly evolved into a fast, dirty, sweaty, grunting, almost violent fuck. Amnay screamed when he came, so loud it filled the entire cave system with echoes. Kozue held herself to him tightly, wrapping her legs around him and biting any bit of him she could reach as his balls drew up tight and flooded her with seed. 
 
    They collapsed, gasping for air, and laughed breathlessly. 
 
    Breakfast was satisfying. But it was hard for Kozue to concentrate on food, with a steady stream of Amnay's semen running down the inside of her leg. All she wanted was to have him in her again. But she got her urges in check. She didn't want to break the boy. Especially not when they had more walking to do. 
 
    After breakfast, they dressed and scoured the rest of the cave for anything they could use. Amnay found a pair of boots for himself and several coats. One of them must have belonged to a woman, because it was slightly smaller. Which meant it still would have fit most male NBA players just fine. Kozue put it on, anyway. She was lost in it at first, like a toddler wearing her father's coat. But after Amnay rolled up the sleeves and trimmed some of the fabric away, she was able to walk. 
 
    They also found rations and a hoard of water bottles with shoulder straps. Amnay carried everything, festooned with bottles and packs as they left the cave. He made an awful racket, a storm of clangs and bangs and rattles. To comment on how foolish he looked would have been hypocritical, so Kozue entertained herself with some quiet chuckling. 
 
    "The hardest part of the journey is ahead of us," said Amnay. "Before we found the cave, I was anxious. I doubted whether we would make it. But now it will simply be a test of our legs and lungs." 
 
    He nodded up the mountain, pausing to take a drink. 
 
    "If the Menin built a mining camp all the way out here, it's safe to assume they also left some way by which to find their way back to it. There should be signposts, guidelines, perhaps even small outposts to shelter in. I doubt anyone will be in those places to greet us, but they will give us shelter at night." 
 
    He reached a hand out to her, an offer to carry her for a time during the first leg of their treacherous hike up the mountain. 
 
    "No," she said. "I'll walk on my own." 
 
    He smiled. "That works for me. I'm no longer in much of a hurry. If I could, I would make this time with you last forever. I'm not quite looking forward to what I know must happen." 
 
    "What do you mean?" she asked as they continued hiking. 
 
    "I mean that I no longer have my own ship," he said. "So we have to make a choice, either to stay here on this planet for the rest of our lives, or to rejoin Menin society. Up there." He pointed toward the sky. 
 
    "How would we even get there?" asked Kozue. 
 
    "Before we left this colony behind, I installed one of my devices. It should allow us to get back to the ship. The screen in my room was destroyed, but I have others hidden around. I'm always on the lookout for secret places to put them. Places where no one goes, where no eyes ever rest for long." 
 
    "But Amnay," she said, clutching his hand. "Going back to the ship puts you in the same position you were in before. Which was why you escaped in the first place. There's no reason to go back." 
 
    Amnay shrugged. "I can't turn my back on my people. I can't stay away forever. And you have your people as well. You have a job to do, and I intend to help you do it." He looked down at her and smiled. "You were right. Humankind does have a future. And we Menin have much to learn from you. There will be difficult times ahead, but I'm certain both races will come out wiser and healthier on the other end." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The remainder of the hike took eleven days. Kozue couldn't be sure of how many hours, because the day-night cycle on this world was different than what she was used to. It was slightly shorter somehow, even though the planet was much larger. 
 
    She tried to figure that out her in head, the relation of spin and size and distance from the sun, but her brain was always distracted by more important things. By the crack in the rocks she had to avoid, or risk twisting her ankle. By Amnay, and how the muscles of his legs flexed and wobbled with every powerful step. And how he made love to her every night and at various points during the day. The most memorable of these took place at the highest point of their hike, while cold wind blasted their bodies with snow and while the whole world spread in a panorama around them. 
 
    Kozue let herself be carried only when it was necessary for them to move as fast as possible. Once, they were halfway down a mountain when a storm suddenly bloomed in the sky and began racing toward them. Another time, they heard a mysterious and intimidating growl behind them. Amnay swept her to his shoulder and ran, not looking back to see what had made the noise. 
 
    They stopped one day, around noon, to catch their breath and to let their feet dry from a stream they had been forced to wade across. On a whim, Kozue decided to climb a tree. These days, she was full of energy, despite the constant exertion of hiking and sex. She felt almost like a child again, a young girl on an endless playground with her favorite boy to watch over her. 
 
    The tree was perfect for climbing. The branches were evenly spaced and straight, like the limbs of a pine tree, but they didn't leak sap or crumble dust into her eyes. At the top, she poked her head through a rustling blanket of green and shouted her joy to the sky and the whole world. She sang it loudly, throwing her hands in the air. 
 
    When she finally looked down, she saw a plume of white smoke rising from the floor of a distant valley. It was a village, positioned roughly halfway to the horizon. Which meant a further three days of hiking, perhaps two since it was mostly downhill. 
 
    She climbed down quickly to report this discovery to Amnay. But he was waiting to report a similar discovery of his own. He had found an engraving on a boulder, with arrows pointing toward and away from the village. Since it wasn't really the custom of the Menin to climb trees, given their size and weight, they needed such markers to tell them which way to go in the dense forest. A journeyer who stopped on this hill to rest could easily get turned around and start wandering back the way he came. 
 
    Though they were already in grand moods, Amnay and Kozue became almost giddy as they set off on the last leg of the journey. As happy as they had been, both had harbored secret doubts. Kozue thought something terrible might happen to prevent their safe arrival. Amnay feared the abandoned mine might be the harbinger of an equally abandoned village. 
 
    But they needn't have worried. They arrived in the village less than two days after Kozue climbed the tree, buoyed and accelerated by their happiness and soaring spirits. They were greeted immediately by a party of male Menin. The males were dressed in a rustic fashion, similar to the tiny natives who had almost eaten Kozue for dinner. Their weapons were also primitive. Wooden spears with stone tips. Despite these surface differences, they carried themselves just like the males on the ship. 
 
    One of the males lowered his weapon and gestured at the others to do the same. Then he strode forward, meeting Amnay in the rare fashion of two male Menin who were not afraid to show their affection. Each set their right hand on the left shoulder of the other, and they briefly touched their foreheads together. 
 
    "Amnay," said the other male, "brother of Agron. Our instruments picked up seismic activity in the north. We were worried it was a natural disaster of some kind. But now we see you here." 
 
    "My ship," Amnay explained. "Damaged. Crashed. I would have landed here if it hadn't, and you would have seen me sooner. Has my tent been left alone?" 
 
    "I made sure it wasn't disturbed. Just as you asked me to." The male turned toward Kozue with a look of curiosity and mild alarm. "We've never seen such creatures here. They must live far away." 
 
    "Be kind," said Amnay. "This is Kozue. She's a human. From Earth." 
 
    The other male shook his head. "We actually went to that planet, did we? The Mindseat was never good at listening to reason, were they?" 
 
    "What does he mean?" Kozue asked. "Mindseat?" 
 
    Amnay touched her gently, a promise that he would explain in due time. 
 
    "She's with me," he told the other male. "Without her, I might never have made it. My spirit might have given out. She will be treated as an honorable guest." 
 
    The other male nodded at his companions. They dispersed, retreating back into the village. Their leader smiled in greeting at Kozue, bowing his head slightly as she went past. 
 
    The village was a hodgepodge of materials. Most of the houses were made of wood and other native materials. But several resembled shanties, crafted of cast-offs and scrap metal. The only exception was a huge hangar in the center of the village. It was as seamless, well-constructed, and imposing as the great Menin ship, itself. Though all the doors were shut, Kozue imagined that was where they were building their ship. If Amnay was right. 
 
    No one looked twice at Amnay as they moved through the village. But everyone stared with open mouths at Kozue. Some with curiosity, others with fear or disgust. At one point, a Menin child, very young but already as tall as Kozue, ran up and started poking her back as though to figure out if she was real. Amnay hissed at the child, swatting at the air above its head. The child ran off. 
 
    Finally, at the edge of the village, sheltered in a copse of young trees, they reached what Amnay had called a tent. It was shaped like a teepee, but made of individual slats of metal, like helicopter rotors, which overlapped each other. 
 
    Amnay went in through a narrow opening and slid the door shut behind Kozue as she joined him. 
 
    The tent was much larger on the inside than it had looked from without. Amnay made a circuit of the space, flipping switches, pressing on pedals with the ball of his foot, sliding connectors into place. The quiet hum of machinery filled the space; a wind blew past outside, creating a distant whistling sound. 
 
    "There were discussions about whether we should go to the Earth system and confront humankind," Amnay said as he worked. "We had been aware of your existence for a very long time. The only reason we didn't come sooner and conquer your entire race in the space of a day was a very personal one. Nowhere else in the galaxy had we ever found a race so closely matched to ours. The humanoid form is surprisingly prevalent; it seems to be a natural zenith of evolution on at least half of every terrestrial world we've visited. 
 
    "But none of those races could come close to matching us in other ways. Like those small creatures we encountered near the crash site, they fell short. But humans are different. You have a unique spirit to you. A persistence and willpower, a stubbornness. Given enough time, you will use those qualities to overcome all obstacles and shortcomings. And there is a tremendous amount of diversity in your populace. The largest and strongest of you rival any Menin. There are humans on Earth that even Slych or my late brother would be reluctant to challenge. 
 
    "But the upper limits of your race are not merely physical. There are highly intelligent individuals among you. A reconnaissance subsection of our race has been observing you constantly. During your twentieth century, you achieved growth at a rate never seen in Menin history. In the beginning of the twenty-first, you lagged a bit. But in the second half, your progress picked back up and has been steady ever since. 
 
    "Let me say that we have never been afraid of you. We never worried that you would be a true challenge to us. After all, we had the power to snuff you out at the first sign of your growing supremacy. At least, that is how the majority of Menin think. But I have a different idea. The compassion and empathy and helpful spirit that pervades all of humanity is usually seen by us as weak. But I never saw it that way. What I saw, when I observed the lengths that humans go to in order to help one another, was a race that would one day race past us and leave us far behind, in the dust and gloom of barbarism and stubbornness. You would never truly challenge us, because you would never feel the need to. The Menin project their own aggression and love of violence onto you. But humankind, as a whole, operates differently than that. 
 
    “For you, the incentive to explore the stars is to save yourselves. For us, it is the desire to find ways to exorcise the violence and rage we feel. To find new concubines. To prove that we are better than one another. That is why we occupy a single large ship and a number of colonies that we never even bother to check up on. In a million years, we Menin will probably be exactly where we are now. There may be no change at all. But humankind will have spread across all of creation. You will have filled the galaxy with your so-called weakness and frailty. And you will have spread yet further, crossing intergalactic space as we have long been able to do but never bothered to try, because there is nothing to kill in the emptiness between galaxies." 
 
    Finally finished powering on all his gadgets, he came to Kozue and lifted her from the floor. She latched onto him as she always did, hugging him tightly. He rubbed her back and kissed her neck. 
 
    "The Mindseat is the group that guides the fate of the Menin," he went on. "It is an ever-changing group. Ever-changing, because the members often die of age or illness. They are the seniors. This is a facet of our society I haven't told you before. When a male passes a certain age, he becomes untouchable. He cannot be challenged. His concubines can no longer be taken from him. If he reaches this age having fought and survived at least fifteen challenges, he has a high chance of being elected to the Mindseat. 
 
    "Decisions, ideas, and suggestions can be brought to the Mindseat by anyone. There is no limitation on what you can say to them, or what you can ask. They will contemplate each decision, and whatever they decide becomes law. It may seem like a good system, but is not. The Mindseat is comprised of the most violent, aggressive, and single-minded of Menin males. And these traits do not dull with age. The decisions they make are the main reason why Menin culture does not progress. The Mindseat has led us into a backwater of evolution, a stagnant pool. The entire thing is perfectly designed for the task of keeping things the same. 
 
    "It was the Mindseat that made the decision to finally come to Earth. It was my brother Agron who suggested to them that the Menin should demand female emissaries from humankind. And it was also him who suggested that humans be given a fair chance. If the female emissaries pleased us, the Mindseat promised to attempt a working relationship with humankind. It was the closest to a progressive decision that this cadre of old fools has ever made, but I fear learning what their idea of a 'working relationship' is." 
 
    Amnay carried Kozue to the center of room and set her down on the edge of a huge machine. He bent down and pulled a screen out of the floor. He swung two arms out from either side of it, locking them into the floor. This gave the screen stability and strength. 
 
    "You say anyone can speak to the Mindseat?" Kozue asked. 
 
    "Anyone. As far as I know, no distinction was ever made that only Menin could speak." 
 
    "Then I will see them," said Kozue. "Once we get back to the ship." 
 
    "Then we will have to figure out what suggestions to make." 
 
    "I'm sure you've been trying to figure that out for a long time," Kozue replied, folding her arms. "Have you ever gone to them before?" 
 
    After a moment, he shook his head. He didn't look at her. "I have not." 
 
    "Amnay," she said, hopping down to the floor and touching his arm. "Don't take this the wrong way but... maybe it's better if you stay here for a little while, if you just send me through alone. I'm worried about what will happen if..." 
 
    He grabbed her suddenly, turned her to face him and kissed her with surprising ferocity. He broke away and brushed a lock of hair away from her eyes. 
 
    "I understand why you would want that," he said. "But I cannot give them any more reasons to think me a coward. I think it's time they learn what I really am." 
 
    He turned to the screen, hitting a button on a remote. 
 
    A scene sprang into life. It showed a wide, brightly lit chamber. A long series of steps, made of a million types of stone and polished lengths of petrified wood, led to a platform where eighteen Menin males sat in lavish thrones arranged in a circle. They all faced inward, gesturing as they conversed. Though the camera, or whatever it was that fed the image, was positioned at the bottom of the steps, Kozue could see that they were old. Their purple skin was mottled with orange patches, and their muscles, while still mighty, had taken on a sinewy, saggy aspect. 
 
    "The Mindseat?" Kozue asked. 
 
    Amnay nodded. He was smiling ear to ear. "One of the places I decided to place one of my inventions. Who would think to be suspicious of a wall in such a sacred place?" 
 
    "Hidden in plain sight," Kozue said, nodding in approval. 
 
    "What will they think," Amnay said, "when we come walking through the wall?" 
 
    There was only one way to find out. Kozue gave the tent one last look, knowing she might never be back on this world. The thought made her sad, but only for a moment. 
 
    There was a whole universe out there to explore. And it was in her power to make sure it was explored. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    The fear and the anxiety over what they were doing didn't hit Kozue until Amnay stepped through. She watched the back of his head appear in the two-dimensional scene in front of her. His right arm trailed out of the screen like a piece in a pop-up book and pulled her in. 
 
    She pierced the membrane between worlds with a light pop. And she was back in the Menin ship, in that stable environment of perfect temperature, pressure and humidity. 
 
    Kozue looked back at the wall they had come through. It was just a wall. Flat and featureless. Apparently, Amnay had not set up a full-fledged rig on this end. It was a one-way trip. 
 
    At first, it seemed no one had noticed them. Kozue assumed the effect was wasted, that everyone would think they had just walked into the room by ordinary means. 
 
    But then she saw that there was only one door in or out of the place. It was shut and sealed, with several guardsmen standing by it. All of them had looks of shock on their faces. Looking up the steps, Kozue saw that one of the elders on the Mindseat was staring down at them with a similar expression. He reached out with one spotted hand and tapped the shoulder of his neighbor. In a few moments, news of the strange appearance of Amnay and his tiny companion had spread through all eighteen seats. 
 
    "Perhaps we picked an imperfect time to come through," Amnay said as the hubbub and confusion spread over the Mindseat. 
 
    "What do you mean?" 
 
    Amnay nodded at the sealed doors. "Those doors are only ever locked when the Mindseat is in the middle of a contention. That is when half of the Mindseat is in favor of a decision, and the other half is against. Contentions can take days or longer to be resolved. They are the reason why the Mindseat must always consist of an even number of members. An odd number would allow certain decisions from being passed based on mere technicality." 
 
    "So, we've interrupted an important process." Kozue sighed. "Great." 
 
    Finally, one of the elders left his seat and appeared at the top of the steps. He kept one foot on the platform and set the other on a lower step, as though to signify he was willing to meet them on equal ground. At the elder's appearance, Amnay tensed up. 
 
    "Who's that?" Kozue whispered. 
 
    "The elder Uklu. Though the Mindseat makes no special deference to any of its members, Uklu is still considered the chief member. He has won more challenges than any of the others." 
 
    "What do we do?" 
 
    "Wait for him to speak. And hope he is in a pleasant mood." 
 
    They didn't have to wait long. Uklu brought his other foot down so that he was standing level and raised a hand in greeting. "You are Agron's brother," Uklu called, his voice deep and resonant. "But I do not recall your name." 
 
    "It is Amnay." 
 
    "Amnay! I never had any reason to know your name before. But it seems you have found a way to enter this place during contention without the door ever being opened. How have you managed that?" 
 
    Amnay stepped forward, fighting a smile; the corners of his mouth twitched. It was the first time Kozue had seen him act any way other than stoic and funereal around an authority figure. 
 
    "It's an invention of mine," he said. "I need to visit a place only once, and then I can link it forever to a network of doorways. The device is highly efficient. It is powered by light, heat, wind, sound... anything that touches it imbues it with a small charge. Although I obviously haven't been able to test its lifespan, I predict that the device will last for at least fifty years before its power source needs to be properly recharged." 
 
    Uklu seemed intrigued. He took another step down. "Go on." 
 
    "It is teleportation," said Amnay. "One of these devices can be linked to as many others as you would like. The doorway we came through is only one-way. For reasons of stealth, I have not connected a receiver on this side. But if I did, I could take you through to a number of locations. Including the planet we have just stepped out of mere minutes ago, arriving here instantaneously." 
 
    Another of the elders approached the steps now. He was a bloated, slack-faced male who seemed much older than the others. "Is that where you've been?" he asked. "Have you fled through one of these doorways of yours?" 
 
    "I fled to escape death," said Amnay. "I will admit to that. But the Menin have much more to gain from me than a single concubine. As lovely as she is." He gave Kozue a fond glance. "I can create wonderful things. I can do a great service to our entire race, elders. My inventions will change the course of the future in only good ways. There will be no need to choose one life or the other. The life of a colonist or the life of a conqueror. We can come and go as we please, to where we please. We can travel light years in seconds. And I have created this on my own. While constantly looking over my shoulder for threats. Think of what I could achieve with the support of the Mindseat." 
 
    The bloated elder stepped down, anger flashing on his face, but Uklu barred his way with one powerful arm. 
 
    "We are in contention," Uklu said. "We cannot consider the matter of your invention until after the current discussion is resolved. That being said, I wish to know what you require." 
 
    Amnay smiled. "Full access to our laboratories and stores. Peace and quiet to achieve my work." 
 
    "And where does the human factor into this?" 
 
    It was Kozue's turn to step forward. Amnay went quiet and turned up the volume on the translator, giving her the floor. 
 
    "I am not Amnay's concubine," she called up the stairs. "I am his companion. His assistant in all matters. As such, Amnay has no concubine. I am not able to be taken by way of challenge. And Amnay cannot be challenged." 
 
    Uklu did not look completely shocked by this. But she had more to say. 
 
    "Furthermore, my fellow humans will be treated as equals. Our sole purpose for being on this ship, elders, is not to serve your sexual desires. If you came to our star system to learn about us and to give us a chance at building a real relationship with you, then I fail to understand the way we have been treated thus far. We've been treated as property, as pieces of meat to be devoured. And though it sometimes feels nice to be owned, to be used, it is not a woman's only desire." 
 
    Someone laughed. Someone else howled in outrage. Uklu remained entirely composed. 
 
    "What is your wish?" he replied. "Say it plainly." 
 
    "We wish to be considered as equals in all matters outside the beds of our chosen males," she told him. "If you want to build a relationship with humankind, use your damn minds and build one. That is all I want."  
 
    "But you are not equals," Uklu said, without venom. As if it was plain truth. 
 
    "They can be," said Amnay, stepping forward. "We have nothing to lose from giving them a chance and treating them fairly." 
 
    "As equals," said Uklu. "But they are females. In Menin society, females do not function on the same level as males. They are equally important, but not equal in every area." 
 
    "We are emissaries of humankind," said Kozue. "We are your closest cousins and your closest friends in a vast, cold universe. When I said we wished to be treated as equals, I meant that we want you to respect our customs, ideals, and cultural differences. We will not interfere with your private matters if you do not interfere with ours. Together, we can build a future that will benefit both races equally." 
 
     The sixteen elders who were still seated began to murmur amongst themselves. 
 
    "The two of you have made a good case for yourselves," said Uklu. "It has been heard, and it will be the next item that we consider. Until a decision is reached, you, Amnay, are considered immune to all challenges. Your past sins of cowardice are forgotten. And you, Kozue, are allowed free rein. Anyone who touches you will answer to us. Now, leave us. Goodbye." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    They visited the bed chamber where their love first began to blossom. They found it in black ruin. The bed had been reduced to a sprinkling of metal shards and scorched cloth. The wall where the screen had stood was peppered with sooty holes. 
 
    A deep melancholy settled over Kozue at the sight of the place. It reminded her of her camp in the jungles of Honduras, burned to the ground by some unknown group of cartel men, soldiers, or guerillas angry at the presence of aid workers. 
 
    The sorrow lasted until Amnay wrapped his arms around her. And suddenly she was home. She was warm down to the marrow of her bones. They made love again there, standing amidst the ruins of the early, innocent days of their relationship. It was an urgent affair, full of desperately clawing hands and groans of such deep love and pleasure that it was almost despair. 
 
    "I love you," she cried at the end.  
 
    Amnay gripped her waist and squatted to thrust deeply into her as she bent with her hands on the floor. As close as humans and Menin were in appearance, she didn't think his seed would take within her. But perhaps one of his future inventions would allow it. Now that she had his love and his cock whenever she wanted it, the next best thing was to have his children. 
 
    That would be the bridge, she decided. The real bridge between man and Menin. The two species could not be considered as cousins, or even as allies, until a child was born who had the blood of both. 
 
    Until then, there was work to do. Kozue had to believe the Mindseat would decide favorably. But it was wise to accept the worst case scenario as a foregone conclusion. And to prepare for it. 
 
    "I have to find the others," she said after their lovemaking, as she pulled up her pants. "I have to find Sybil, especially. If anyone knows what's happening around here, it would be her." 
 
    "I've heard nothing about where she might be," Amnay said. "But I don't know her mind. Do you have any ideas?" 
 
    Kozue nodded. "Our ship. If I was her, I'd go there." 
 
    They went there right away, following a straightforward path but walking at an easy pace. Walking with confidence. They could not be touched. For the time being, at least. 
 
    Their easy mood was shattered when they saw what was happening at the door that led to the hangar. A huge group of males had gathered here, armed and angry, looking ready to commit violence. A lone figure held them off from going through the doors. A female, naked and covered in blood that ran from a dozen tiny cuts. She waved her hands, shouting and trying to talk the militia down. 
 
    Amnay ran forward, gesturing at Kozue to stay behind. He approached one of the males and spoke with him for a time. Then he returned to Kozue, looking anxious. 
 
    "It seems the Mindseat's contention had to do with another human," he said quietly. "The one called Sybil has sequestered herself in the ship and is making demands. She has turned many of our females to her side and convinced them that they can alter their position in our society. The Mindseat is deciding whether to go forward with the assault." 
 
    As angry as Kozue felt at Sybil for this act, she could not understand the pure rage she saw on the faces of the males who waited here. 
 
    "They'll kill her," Kozue said. "They won't hesitate." 
 
    "And she won't come out, because she knows that," said Amnay. "This is a volatile situation." 
 
    "Go back to the Mindseat. You have to speak to them. Give them more information to help with their decision. Tell them I will go in and try to talk Sybil down." 
 
    She looked at the army of angry males. What were the chances they would let her pass? Probably quite low. But she had to try. 
 
    Amnay, however, had a clever glint in his eye. He grabbed her arm and took her back down the hall. 
 
    "Where are we going?" she asked. 
 
    "The library." 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Amnay reached behind a set of books and pulled out a remote. He took it into one of the reading alcoves and hit a button. An entire wall flashed to life, showing a familiar scene. It was the bridge on the human ship. Sybil was there, talking to Tide. A few Menin females stood around, biting their nails and pulling their hair. One of them noticed the screen — a two-way connection, this time — and stared. 
 
    "You sly devil," said Kozue. 
 
    "I thought it was a good idea to put one in your ship," said Amnay. "Just in case. Go and talk to her. Get her out of there. We will find a safe place to keep her until things blow over. I will try and get an audience with the Mindseat, but it's unlikely they will listen to me twice. It may all rely on you, Kozue." 
 
    She took a deep breath, nodded, and stepped into her ship. 
 
    The Menin woman who had been staring at the screen now yelled in horror and ran out of the bridge. 
 
    Sybil turned around, her eyes red and her hair a mess. She saw Kozue. Confusion and relief flooded her face. 
 
    "Hi, Sybil," Kozue said, stepping forward. "This is some pickle we're in, huh?" 
 
    "Where the hell did you come from?" the older woman asked, then pointed at the wall. "What is that?" 
 
    "Something my man cooked up. Listen, I know this is a bad situation. But this is what I do, remember? It's why I was put on this mission. I can make things right. I've already made some progress. Do you trust me?" 
 
    "I'm not sure I should trust anyone," said Sybil, laughing and staring at the floor. "But I do trust you, Kozy." 
 
    "Good. Then pick your head up. I've been through too much shit to fail now. Let's get to work." 
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