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 Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Tina came out of the long, cold sleep exactly as she had been six months ago. 
 
    In her mind, she was still in that dark laboratory back on Earth, going through her rudimentary cosmonaut training. Looking into the grinning face of the middle-aged man, whose name she had forgotten, as he told her things like, "This is just in case of an emergency," and "We have to go over this stuff, but you won't really need it." 
 
    It wasn't a manned mission, after all. Not really. They were just along for the ride, strapped naked into little tubes that fed them air and nutrients and washed them on a semi-regular basis. So Tina was at least clean as she emerged from the sleep, stepping bare and shivering into the warm light of a heat lamp. 
 
    The other women started to wake as well. Tina reflexively reached for a towel to wrap around her nude body. But at the same time, aware that she was being a terrible hypocrite in her modesty, she appraised the others with scrutiny. To her credit, it was more of an effort to regain her memory than anything. 
 
    She had bunked with these girls for weeks during training. She had seen them in various states of dress, most of them minimal. She had watched some of them engaged with random army men, putting their cheap cots to the test. Seeing them naked was nothing to her. But it allowed her to piece together the recent months of her life. 
 
    Her name was Tina Cassidy. Whenever someone asked her what she did, she invariably replied with two words, "I write." If they pressed her for more information, she sometimes said that she had written eight novels and one memoir. When they inevitably expressed surprise that she had done all that by such a young age, she informed them that she was a fast writer and that she had first been published at the age of fifteen. Secretly, though, she never let on to her occasional boyfriends or even her agent that she wasn't at all proud of the things she wrote and didn't believe she was an especially good writer. Either her opinion was an outlier, or else she was just plain wrong; she had, after all, been conscripted for this most important mission. 
 
    The woman walking toward her now was Sybil McCullough. At thirty-nine, the translator was the oldest and probably the most intelligent of the crew. Though she was probably far too busy for such things, Tina thought that Sybil could have lived the cougar lifestyle to perfection. She paid little attention to her appearance — even her hair was generally a frizzy mess — but she kept to a strict regimen of exercise. For the mental boost, she claimed. But it certainly had its positive physical effects as well. 
 
    Next was Estela Florentina. All the world knew her as Stella, the famous singer who had begun by posting an occasional vocal cover online. Most of her adolescent fans didn't realize that the video posting had started as just a fun hobby, whilst Stella was studying to become a TIDE technician. She was young, petite, and dark, but unfairly well-endowed in bosom and buttocks.. If not for the brain-achingly complex jargon that occasionally erupted from her mouth, she was easy to take for a porn star. And Tina thought she'd probably make just as much money, if not more, in that career as she did in her current one. 
 
    The fourth woman came like a shadow, bowing and excusing her way to the front of the room to put on a bathrobe while the others stood around waiting. She was Kozue Esumi, Japanese-American, a charity worker and foreign aid agent. Those were her job titles, anyway. Whoever had invented the phrase ‘big things come in small packages’ must have looked into the future and seen Kozue. Or Kozy as everyone called her. She had a working knowledge of just about everything on this station and constantly surprised people with talents they didn't know she had. Everything from harmonica playing to advanced mathematics. At only twenty years of age, she was arguably one of the most intelligent people on the planet. Or off the planet, at the moment. 
 
    Finally, rising slowly and lazily and getting in plenty of stretches, came the Dutch goddess. Aurora Willekens was the type of person that was somehow blessed in every single category. Though she was not strictly a writer by profession, she was certainly far better at it than Tina, despite only having published two books. She was a history professor and boasted some of the highest attendance rates by students in the history of her old and prodigious college. 
 
    One might assume it was just because she was a good teacher — and she was — but to Tina's mind, it was almost certainly to do with Aurora's appearance. She was five feet and eleven inches of feminine perfection, with long legs, wide hips, large, perky breasts, and an ass someone could easily lose their whole face in. Just looking at the woman made Tina mad, and she had never been jealous before. 
 
    And that, other than good old Tide who had slaved away while the women slept, was the entire crew. 
 
    They gathered in a circle around the heat lamp, shivering at first and then pulling up the sleeves on their robes as sweat beaded on their foreheads. 
 
    "I'm starting to recall," Aurora finally said, making no attempt to hide her pink nipples as she pulled the halves of her robe apart. "The last thing I ate... pork tenderloin, asparagus with hollandaise. I think I can still taste it." 
 
    "Maybe so," said Stella, tapping her plump lips with an index finger. "The sleeping tubes don’t hydrate or nourish orally, and they don't do much to keep your mouth clean. Perhaps you are still tasting the food." 
 
    Aurora made a face. "Gross. I need to find a bathroom and a toothbrush — immediately." 
 
    She turned to leave, but the sinewy, freckled arm of Sybil McCullough reached out to grab her. "Wait," the translator said. "I know it’s fun to play ditzy and shallow, Aurora, but surely you remember something beyond the last thing you swallowed." 
 
    Tina chuckled, but quickly stopped as the Dutchwoman's eyes tried to burn a hole through her. 
 
    "I do remember," said Aurora. 
 
    She crossed her arms and inadvertently pushed one of her breasts up and out of her robe. It fell heavily, bouncing as only a natural breast can. That dispelled one of the myths Tina often heard about the woman. They were natural, after all. 
 
    "We are waking now," Aurora added, "because we have reached our destination and require briefing. Because the long sleep sometimes has an effect on memory, and it is important that we know what we're out here to do." 
 
    "We'll be reminded of everything that pertains to the mission," said Sybil, nodding in approval. "And perhaps we'll find ways to apply our unique talents and skills." 
 
    "The reasons we were chosen," Kozue said, her voice something between the beautiful song of a bird and the squeak of a mouse. 
 
    Tina swallowed, trying to shrink away. She willed them all to ignore her, lest they discover the impostor in their midst. 
 
    "So, what do we do now?" Aurora asked. 
 
    "We go to the bridge," said Stella. "There, Tide will remind us all of the mission parameters. But first, I recommend food. Nothing too heavy; your digestive systems need time to readjust." 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    They separated for a time, going into their assigned bedchambers. 
 
    The chambers were about the size of two airplane bathrooms put together end to end. As Tina changed her clothes and brushed her hair in the mirror, her calves scraped against the edge of the bed. 
 
    Perhaps, she thought as she looked at her reflection, her beauty was the reason she'd been chosen. She was outmatched by her crewmates in every other way. 
 
    There was a knock on the door. Tina took a single step to the side and opened it. 
 
    "Time's wasting," Sybil said. She held out a food bar in a biodegradable wrapper. "Eat this. We'll have a more substantial meal after the briefing." 
 
    Tina followed, unwrapping the food bar and taking a bite. It had the texture of underdone bread, the flavor of a piece of tree bark, and all the vitamins her body needed along with three hundred fifty calories and fifteen grams of protein. Tina did the minimum for chewing and let the doughy mass slide down her throat, not particularly enjoying her first solid meal. 
 
    She joined the small crowd of her crewmates, now dressed and gussied up for their date with the AI, and moved with them down the corridor. The lighting here was dim and yellow. The distant hum and rattle of life support gave the feeling of being in the basement of an old school or apartment building. Tina looked around, expecting to see cobwebs and perhaps a curmudgeonly old caretaker rushing at her out of the shadows, broom in hand. But of course there was nothing living on the ship other than the five women, and everything was squeaky clean. 
 
    The doors to the bridge stood open to them. Bright light spilled out, casting aside the dimness of the corridor. The women walked inside, two abreast with Sybil in lead. Ahead of Tina, Kozue and Stella got into a mock nudging contest, giggling amongst themselves. 
 
    The bridge was a circular room. Other than the short stretch of bulkhead between it and the corridor, the wall of the bridge was one big window, offering three hundred or so degrees of visibility. At the moment, there was nothing to see but empty space and distant stars. But the view still took Tina's breath away with its clarity. 
 
    Even in the remotest areas of Earth, there was still an atmosphere to filter out some of the raw beauty of the universe. Here there was nothing but four inches of window-glass protected by an undetectable force-field. What seemed at first glance to be empty space was in fact the opposite of empty. In between every pair of bright stars were an uncountable number of dimmer ones. And in between the dimmer stars were further ranks of even dimmer ones. It was infinite, a recursive kaleidoscope of fading light. 
 
    It had been easy, while walking down the corridor, for Tina to believe she was just on a movie set or in a mockup ship sitting in some silent hangar. Gravity was normal, and there was no sensation of motion. But the illusion was now shattered. She became dizzy, nearly stumbling into the tall Dutchwoman beside her. It was vertigo. Even with artificial gravity holding her to the floor, the concepts of up and down became nebulous. 
 
    Sybil strode ahead, apparently unaffected, while her crewmates lingered behind like lost children. 
 
    The translator approached a hexagonal pit in the center of the room. In the middle of the pit, a small pedestal of honeycombed graphene and silicon suddenly erupted with what looked like sparks or fireflies. The dancing lights joined together, forming the human avatar of the TIDE unit that controlled the ship. 
 
    "Greetings!" Tide said. "Did you sleep well, Sybil?" 
 
    "I did," she said. "Thank you. We're ready to begin the briefing process." 
 
    Tide nodded. "As planned. You may want to bring some chairs over. Your bodies will be weakened by your extended rest." 
 
    Sybil looked over a shoulder and made a gesture with one hand. Kozue and Stella went to pull folding chairs from a closet, still giggling about something. 
 
    "Girls," said Sybil, spitting the word out like a rancid peanut. "Tina, would you go help them, please? I fear they may get lost on the way back." 
 
    Tina went to assist the giggling duo, and a minute later, they were seated in a semicircle around Tide's holographic avatar. He turned slowly, nodding and greeting each of them in turn. 
 
    "I see that we're all here," he said. "First, I'd like to update you on what you've missed. The voyage was a huge success; the solar-ion fusion drive worked better than expected, and we've reached our destination coordinates three hours ahead of time." 
 
    The destination coordinates, Tina recalled, put them far beyond Pluto. Into the outer reaches of the solar system. Little stood between them and interstellar space. It was the perfect area for a quiet rendezvous, one which would either save or doom the human race. Coincidentally, they had also gone further from Earth than any other human beings. All without being trained in anything other than basic space survival. The power of TIDE was huge. 
 
    "I know what you may be thinking," Tide continued. "This rendezvous point... why, it's in the middle of nowhere. Literally. It's a backwater. There aren't even any mineable asteroids that orbit along this path. It's a dead end. However, the utter desolation of the place is not our primary concern. Our concern, ladies, is that we are still within the bounds of our home system. And that system may be in danger. 
 
    "Around sixteen months ago, the Earth received a message. Loud and clear. One of our old space probes abruptly vanished. It ceased its ceaseless transmissions. This was not surprising in itself. But a few days later, a message arrived in slightly broken English, accompanied by a still image. So far, it is the only communication we have received from the enemy." 
 
    Tide vanished momentarily. The alien message appeared in his place. 
 
    Human race in danger, it began. Us not convinced of human worth. Send five of most viable female members to following coordinate. Future of relation between us and you in the balance. 
 
    Below the words, a set of numbers and symbols followed. Though Tina did not recognize the sequence as something a human mind could comprehend, there were apparently scientists on Earth who could decipher it. The coordinates had led them here. 
 
    The voice of Tide read the message aloud. The message was then replaced by the still image the enemy had sent. It showed a single member of their species, standing in a dark, shadowy place that might have been the bridge of their own spacecraft. 
 
    The creature was obviously male and something close to human. Questions had arisen about whether the two species shared an ancestry, whether this proved old theories that human life had not begun on Earth or that ancient civilizations had indeed achieved space travel. To Tina, these questions were the domain of hack sci-fi writers. Not her. She was, in actuality, a hack thriller writer who had somehow duped various institutes into lavishing her with prizes. 
 
    All she felt when she looked at the alien creature was fear. 
 
    If she took the offspring of a top level male football player and an elite female power lifter — and then fed it extra growth hormones and testosterone during its entire development, she might end up with something like this. 
 
    The thing's height could not be accurately measured from a single image with no reference point, but its structure gave the sense of impressive stature. Its skin was dark, sort of purple in color, and it was so well-muscled that its muscles seemed to have extra muscles set on top and in between them. And the creature was almost entirely naked. It wore a sort of heavy undergarment around its nether regions, more like a loose sack than anything, which failed to hide the gargantuan endowment beneath. 
 
    It was Earth's first glimpse of alien life. A surreal and terrifying mix of the familiar and the utterly foreign. This must be what native populations across Earth felt when their lands were first beset by invading nations. A feeling of being outmatched by a cold and greedy opponent, a terrible dread that they would come out on bottom of whatever followed. 
 
    Tina looked around to see if any of the other women showed the fear she felt. 
 
    Kozue was staring, openmouthed and erect in posture as ever. Unperturbed but curious. 
 
    Stella had her hands over her mouth and her arms pressed tight to her chest. 
 
    Aurora stood with her feet planted wide and her hands on her hips. The look on her face said she was impressed, that she was ready to throw herself into whatever fight might ensue. 
 
    Only Sybil, the translator, seemed unmoved in any way. 
 
    "Remember," she said, turning to regard her crewmates. "The power of fear is most likely well known across the entire universe. The male creature you see before you was most probably cherry picked from an entire populace. It cannot be considered an accurate representation of what we are facing." 
 
    She turned back, studying the creature with a finger to her lips. 
 
    "He looks almost primitive," she said. 
 
    Tide came back, dissolving the image of the alien. 
 
    "The running theory is that this is a war-based society," he said. "Or at least that a warrior class has risen to a position of power. Whatever they might say, it's safe to assume they want one of two things; either the termination or the subjugation of humankind." 
 
    "You can't tell much from that message," said Aurora. "We'll have to wait for real communication to be established." 
 
    "That step will follow soon," Tide announced. "We have Sybil for that. She will lead in all encounters with the enemy." 
 
    Kozue stepped forward, shaking her head. "You can't call them an enemy. Not yet. Have you never heard the phrase 'peace through superior firepower'? Whatever business they have in this area of space, war is obviously not the main goal. Otherwise, they would have attacked straightaway." 
 
    "She has a point," said Stella. "We've made huge strides in recent decades. Especially since we've started using TIDE units. But we're far from the point of being able to defend our solar system. Especially not from what is obviously a type two civilization. At least." 
 
    Tina nodded, trying not to show her ignorance. Aurora, bless her heart, had no such inhibition. 
 
    "Type two?" she asked. "What does that mean?" 
 
    "An interstellar civilization," said Stella. "They could be type three, spread across the entire galaxy. But if that was true, I think we would have had a run-in with them already." 
 
    "Maybe we have," said Sybil. "Anyway, there's no use having a discussion based on knowledge we don't even have. Tide, what's the next step?" 
 
    "There isn't one," answered the AI. "We have reached the coordinates indicated in the message. There is no further instruction than that. I imagine we'll just have to wait until we are contacted." 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    "Wait until we're contacted," repeated Aurora Willekens, throwing a rubber ball at the tile wall and catching it on the rebound; it made a loud, meaty slap in her huge palm. She turned to face the others, shaking her head. "Am I the only one who feels helpless? What's the saying... like a sitting duck?" 
 
    "You're not alone," said Sybil, lifting a forkful of egg to her mouth. "I admit, I am not familiar with the feeling. I don't make a habit out of giving myself over to the whim of men, let alone men who aren't even of my race." 
 
    Stella walked over from the food station, loudly setting down her tray and coffee mug. "Let's not pretend we have a choice here, ladies. You're all very intelligent, or else you wouldn't be here. So I'm sure you all understand this situation just as I do." 
 
    Everyone stared at the floor or at their food. 
 
    "When a bunch of males say they want 'viable females', I don't wonder what the females are wanted for," Stella added. "That's all I'm saying. Sybil, don't delude yourself. Your feminist ideals and don't-take-any-shit attitude aren't going to get you through this. As much as I respect you." 
 
    Sybil just ate her food. As if she didn't hear anything. 
 
    "It's true, though," said Aurora, tossing her ball again. "We're all very fuckable, aren't we? If all I have to do to save my race is drop my panties... I think I can live with that." 
 
    "As if we had any choice," said Tina. 
 
    They were the first words she'd spoken in nearly an hour. Everyone looked at her. She shrunk down, hiding behind her bowl of porridge. 
 
    "She's right," Kozue said, coming to Tina's rescue. "A bunch of guys in suits showed up at my door and informed me I would be going on an important mission. They didn't ask me any questions, except if I wanted help carrying my bags. I assume you all had a similar experience. We did not choose; we were chosen." 
 
    "I wonder why," Tina said quietly. Mostly to herself. But they all heard it. 
 
    "I don't wonder," Aurora said. "It's because we're highly fuckable. I already said that. Historically speaking, when it comes to war, the men on the losing side are killed, and the women are impregnated." She shrugged. "It's sort of a gift, in a way. The gift of stronger seed. You give birth to children that are less likely to be conquered and more likely to do the conquering. It's part of nature. And one of the big reasons why we are such a dominant species." 
 
    Sybil set her fork down loudly and reached for the pepper shaker. "We may not be dominant much longer, Aurora. Do I need to remind you of what's at stake?" 
 
    Aurora laughed, tossing her ball in the air and catching it. "For me, Sybil, nothing is at stake. I only stand to gain from this situation. Women always desire the stronger, bigger male. That's how it's always been. And it will always be that way." 
 
    Tina shivered. "Speak for yourself." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After breakfast, Sybil announced that they were free to do as they pleased until Tide said otherwise. 
 
    Tina went back to her tiny room and dug in the footlocker at the end of her bed. There, she found the fifteen pounds of personal cargo the army had let her bring, including a small stack of paperback books. She dug one out and reclined on her bed to read. Now that she was safely cocooned in this small room, away from windows and AI and smartass Dutchwomen, it wasn't hard to become immersed in the fictional world of black letters and yellowing pulp pages. 
 
    She had made it through three chapters before a crackling sound issued from the overhead intercom, startling her out of the fantasy. Tide's voice came a moment later. "Attention," he said. "Communication link has been established with the other ship. No messages thus far. I urge you all to hurry back to the bridge." 
 
    Tina dog-eared her page and tossed the book onto her bed as she rose. She stuck her feet in a pair of slippers and ran out into the hall. 
 
    She nearly collided with Sybil, who was running down the hall from the right. The older woman was covered in sweat, wearing lightweight running shoes that must have been part of her own personal cargo. Seeing as there was no gym on the ship, the translator must have been running the short stretches of hall back and forth. 
 
    Sybil caught Tina's arm and said quietly, "Don't be afraid. That's my job. I'm the leader, here." 
 
    It was meant to make Tina feel better, and it mostly worked. She knew Sybil was hardly a socially adept woman; the effort mattered more than the actual words. Sybil knew languages, but not niceties. 
 
    They were soon joined by the other women. Aurora emerged wearing ear buds, with music blasting audibly from them. At a sharp glance from Sybil, the Dutchwoman removed the buds and stuffed them into her pocket. 
 
    Stella and Kozue, as usual, congregated and began talking quietly amongst themselves. They were not giggling anymore. They looked like two friends on their way to try and defend themselves in court. 
 
    Sybil strode on ahead, a brave figurehead shoved headlong into the storm by the huge weight of responsibility behind her. 
 
    Tide was waiting on the bridge. His hands were outstretched; another hologram floated above them, a line that scrolled from left to right and occasionally oscillated up or down. 
 
    "It's the signal strength of our comm link," Stella said. "Quite strong. Tide, do you know where their signal is originating from?" 
 
    "Not exactly," said Tide. "If I had to guess, I would say they are drifting somewhere between three and five hundred meters to our starboard." 
 
    "Very close," said Sybil. "Can't you get a visual on them?" 
 
    "No, I cannot. They are cloaked in some way. I assume they stand in that direction, because I can detect a void. A dark silhouette, devoid of stars." 
 
    "How big is their ship?" 
 
    "Assuming they are four hundred meters away, the ship must be at least five kilometers in length." 
 
    Sybil nodded, her eyes staring at something past Tide. "We're a shrimp beside a whale." 
 
    "But we're safe," Stella said, stepping forward. 
 
    She reached into her pocket, pulling out a strange glove that covered only her index and middle finger. She put in on her right hand and reached out to Tide with it. The hologram changed, showing a more data-based representation of the AI. Stella flipped through a series of databanks before she found one that had to do with their communications hardware. 
 
    "No attempt at communication has been made," Tide reiterated. "Their ship initiated the hardware handshake and comm link." 
 
    "How is that possible?" asked Kozue. "How can they know our equipment?" 
 
    "Because they have our equipment," Stella replied. "I can’t imagine our space probe was just destroyed; it was likely captured and repurposed. They would’ve used it to learn about us. After all, that was one of its goals. It carried various data about humankind, in case it was ever found by an alien race. And that's just what happened. They're now using it to communicate with us." 
 
    "I like that better than the alternative," said Tina. 
 
    "Being?" Stella asked. 
 
    "Them capturing us somehow." 
 
    "That may still happen," said Sybil. "Tide, what do you advise?" 
 
    "I recommend we take the reins here," the AI said. "We cannot let the enemy control and guide everything. Rather than wait for them to contact us, we should make the first move." 
 
    Sybil nodded. "Very well. Kozue, I trust you to help me come up with a diplomatic first communication. Let's not make it too wordy. They obviously know English, but if their first message was any indicator they have a rather basic grasp." 
 
    After a few minutes of deliberation between mostly Sybil and Tide, the first message was sent out: 
 
    Hello. This is the human crew that you requested. We are five females who wish to begin relations with your race on a happy note. We hope to build a friendship that will last for a long time. 
 
    As soon as it was sent, the women gathered around Tide in a tight unit and wrung their hands as they waited anxiously for a response. 
 
    "Receiving transmission," said Tide. 
 
    "Audio or text?" asked Stella. 
 
    "Text." 
 
    "Show it." 
 
    The words appeared. 
 
    We will take you now. No worry. You will have no problem during this. 
 
    Stella looked at Kozue, narrowing her eyes. Aurora started bouncing on her feet, from anxiety or excitement. Probably the latter. Sybil nodded her head as if everything made perfect sense. 
 
    "There seems no use in composing a reply," she said. "Tide, what are you seeing?" 
 
    The AI's human form reappeared before them. "The enemy ship is moving. Coming closer. They have uncloaked, but I see nothing other than sharp edges and surfaces of some very dark metal. They approach at a steady speed." 
 
    "What do you recommend?" Sybil asked. 
 
    "That all crew strap themselves in." 
 
    The translator turned to her women. "You heard him. Get on with it." 
 
    Part of their meager training back on Earth had to do with the layout of the ship. Tina knew from memory that, on the bulkhead that separated the bridge from the rest of the ship, there were sections of wall that jutted out a little further. These contained fold-out seating with full shock absorption and a bulky harness. 
 
    She made her way over, and only noticed when she was almost there that no one was ahead of her. They moved behind, apparently following her example. Letting her lead them to the seats whose location they had forgotten. Sybil, too, remained at the back, though Tina doubted she had forgotten anything; she probably just wanted to give the quieter, less confident woman a chance to shine. 
 
    After they had strapped in, looking like a quintet of beautiful ladies waiting to begin a theme park ride, Tide's avatar disappeared and was replaced with a live feed from cameras on the hull of the ship. He tilted the ship slightly to give them a better view, but was forced to revert back when a stern message arrived from the alien ship; Must keep original position, or no safe. 
 
    The larger ship floated and lifted until it was directly above them. It then opened up for them. A large cylinder of black, shiny metal dilated, showing nothing beyond but a gray mist of atmosphere leakage or freezing moisture. 
 
    The large ship then moved down onto them, taking their tiny vessel into its opening. They were lost in darkness. Tide informed them that their ship was being held steady in a sort of strong magnetic field and was perfectly safe. Strapped in their chairs, the human crew felt nothing at all. 
 
    "Okay," Sybil said. "That wasn't so bad. I'm impressed." 
 
    "As am I," Kozue said. "They have marvelous technology... I fail to see how such an advanced race could still follow the ways of violence." 
 
    "You're basing that on the advancement of your own race," said Aurora. "Of humans. War was more prevalent in our infancy. Perhaps for this race, it's the other way around. Maybe it's not even their ship." 
 
    Tina hadn't thought of that. But now she did. Her writer's brain went crazy with ideas. Perhaps an advanced and peaceful race had landed on the homeworld of the creatures she and her crew were about to meet. And then a battle ensued, the smart and pacifistic overcome by the mighty and aggressive. Their ship had been stolen and now roamed the galaxy to continue the cycle of killing and conquering and ravaging forever. 
 
    "The magnetic field is weakening," Tide announced. "We're sinking toward the floor of whatever cargo bay they brought us into. Touchdown will follow in approximately ten seconds. It should be quite gentle." 
 
    "Our ship won't be damaged," Aurora said. "Why damage it when they can take it for their own use?" 
 
    "I doubt they'd have much use for this ship," Stella replied. She made no effort to keep the venom from her voice. 
 
    "Sure about that?" asked Aurora. "We have a TIDE unit, just in case you didn't know. An AI that knows everything about Earth and its defenses." 
 
    "I heard that," said Tide. "To ease your worries, Aurora, I should tell you that I am equipped with a self-destruct function that is frighteningly easy to trigger." 
 
    Meanwhile, Tina had been counting. She was already at twenty-three, but still had felt nothing. 
 
    "Tide," Sybil said, "have we touched down?" 
 
    "Yes. And it looks like some lights are coming on." 
 
    The camera view came back. Now, instead of pure black, they saw a distant ceiling that reflected a yellow glow. 
 
    "Nice," said Aurora. 
 
    "New transmission," said Tide and showed it to them. 
 
    Open your airlock. Our air safe and clean. 
 
    Sybil took a deep breath. "This is it, then. Tide, open the airlock." 
 
    "Doing it now," he said. 
 
    At the back of the ship, though they could neither see nor hear it, they knew the airlock was opening and the ramp extending to touch the floor of the cargo bay. Tina tensed up and squeezed her eyes, expecting one of a million terrible things to happen. 
 
    After a long, silent moment, Sybil asked, "Any visitors?" 
 
    "None," said Tide. "I detect no signs of movement or life in the cargo bay." 
 
    Sybil unbuckled from her chair and stood up. "Then we'll move out and recon the area." 
 
    Wait," said Tide. "Look." 
 
    The video feed switched to a different camera, looking horizontally across the cargo bay. Some two or three hundred yard away, a huge door was sliding open. It let in a slightly brighter but still quite muted wash of yellow light. As well as a marching unit of five huge figures. 
 
    "They're coming," said Tide. 
 
    Tina's first instinct was to burrow deeper into her chair. If she had been the leader, she would have ordered the airlock closed and sealed. 
 
    "Let's go greet them," Sybil said. "We can't afford to show even one sign of weakness." 
 
    The other women unbuckled and followed their leader. Before leaving the bridge, Sybil approached the hologram pit and pulled a small tablet from the side of Tide's pedestal. It was a direct communication link to the AI. 
 
    They walked through the ship, a band of women on a funeral march. The hallways felt shorter than ever, and before they knew it they were at the airlock. Sybil stopped and turned to face her crew. 
 
    "We're humans," she said. "We've not quite reached the heights of these beings, but we've probably had significantly less time. We have worth, and we have a lot to offer. Let's be civil, here. We are all feeling afraid, but as women we're already quite used to that, aren't we?" 
 
    They all nodded. 
 
    "Good," said Sybil. "Let's meet these aliens on equal footing. Let's make them our friends and allies, no matter what we need to do to make that happen." 
 
    "Amen," said Aurora. "Look at how beautiful we are. I don't care who or what these things are. They have penises, so you bet your ass we can get them wrapped nice and tight. Right around here." 
 
    She held up her little finger. 
 
    More often than not, Tina was the one to get wrapped. But the little speech was just flippant and naive enough to be inspiring. She followed Sybil out of the airlock and into the shadows of an alien cargo bay and no longer felt very afraid at all. Or maybe she was just numb. 
 
    The aliens had crossed half the distance from the door to the smaller ship and now stood still, waiting. Tina was surprised and relieved to see that they were fully clothed. Her relief was tempered when she came close enough to see that it wasn't any ordinary clothing. It was armor, covered in spines and spikes and dull, dented metal. 
 
    It looked quite primitive at first, but then Tina noticed the intricate fastenings, made perhaps of magnets of some sort and composing of highly delicate little parts. The armor, then, was a purposeful and symbolic throwback to an earlier time in the race's history. Or maybe they thought it looked cool and scary. 
 
    Sybil drew her group to a stop twenty feet from the aliens. The two parties stood looking at each other. 
 
    Tina wasn't good at math, but she knew how tall she was. She was about five-five. Kozue was the smallest, at barely five feet. And Aurora was the tallest, at nearly six feet. She brought the average height of the party up by a good bit. 
 
    And yet the average height of the alien group was probably six and a half feet, at least. The tallest of them stood well over seven feet, with shoulders wide enough for Tina to lie across them like a bed and still have room. 
 
    "What now?" Stella asked quietly. 
 
    "I have no idea," Sybil whispered back. "This is uncharted territory. All I know is, they've stopped walking. And so I have stopped walking. I don't want to be weak, but I don't want to upset any of their customs, either." 
 
    Tina, hiding slightly behind Aurora, let her eyes wander around the alien group. One of them, a brute with a huge scar on his face and a fresh, still fresh wound on his neck, was staring right at her. She quickly looked away, terrified. Sybil had told her not to show a sign of weakness, but she couldn't help it. 
 
    "This is awkward," Kozue noted. "With your permission, Sybil, I will step forward and attempt communication." 
 
    "Do you think that's a good idea?" asked Sybil. 
 
    "Nothing about this is a good idea." 
 
    "Good point. Permission granted. But don't go too far." 
 
    Kozue, who had often worked in many threatening and scary places, knew better than to leave her group behind. She took two small steps past them and raised a hand to wave at the aliens. 
 
    The creatures looked around at each other, silently considering. Then one of them stepped forward and did his best to mimic the gesture of the tiny woman. 
 
    Kozue laughed, shyly covering her mouth with one hand. 
 
    Sybil let out a huge sigh of relief. 
 
    "They seem like nice guys," Stella said. 
 
    "So did my ex-husband," Sybil replied. "Don't let your guard down." 
 
    The alien who had waved now reached a hand behind him. One of the others placed in his palm a flat, square-shaped device. He held it out toward Kozue, then touched his throat and nodded slightly. 
 
    "He wants me to speak," said Kozue, in her excitement forgetting to keep her voice low. 
 
    The device in the creature's hand, even as Kozue spoke, translated her words into a throaty but surprisingly melodious language. It consisted of short, distinct syllables with little or no gaps between them. A pattern of speech which must require an incredibly deft and agile tongue. 
 
    The creature touched a button on the side of the device and spoke. He kept his voice quiet so that the humans could hear the translation over it. 
 
    "We welcome human females. You follow now." 
 
    As soon as the artificial voice stopped, the creature turned on his heel and walked back toward the huge doors he had come through. His fellows moved ahead of him, not once looking back. 
 
    Tina wondered if it was too late to get back in the ship and leave. The cargo bay doors, which they now stood on, were shut tight. There could be no escape. 
 
    Sybil led her group on, following the creatures through the doors and into a narrow but incredibly tall corridor. Its walls were made of that same strange, dark metal, but with liberally placed light fixtures — bands of illumination that seemed to glow from under the metal, as though through fogged glass — did much to brighten the space. 
 
    Other doors lined the hall. All were shut. The alien guides made no obvious attempt to walk slower, and so the women had to start jogging in order to keep up. One of the alien males looked at them over his shoulder and smiled. He was amused. 
 
    Of all the women, Kozue had the hardest time keeping up. She would fall behind a bit, then burst forward in a sudden sprint, then fall behind again. Her short legs, weak from the long sleep, were giving her problems. 
 
    On the opposite end of the spectrum was Aurora. With little effort, almost looking like she was gliding, she broke ahead of the pack and started to close the distance between them and the alien guides. 
 
    When she was about eight feet behind them, ignoring sharp whispers from Sybil, the tallest male of the alien group turned and stared at her. The rest of them stopped a moment later, turning to watch. Aurora froze, chest rising and falling with deep huge breaths. 
 
    The huge male gave her an appraising look. He strode forward abruptly, closing the distance to Aurora in two strides, and picked her up like she weighed nothing. He slung her over his shoulder; she winced, pressing her hands against his back to lift her abdomen off one of the sharper ridges on his armored vest. 
 
    Sybil ran forward, waving her arms and calling out. 
 
    "Wait a moment," she said. "You can't take her like this. We haven't even had a proper talk yet!" 
 
    The aliens watched this crazy woman running at them. The translator held by one of them spit her words out in their native tongue. 
 
    As the tall male walked away and passed through a doorway with Aurora over his shoulder, another of them came forward to bar Sybil's way. He was easily distinguishable from the rest of them, due to the eyepatch he wore. 
 
    Sybil did not show her fear. She kept going. The male stepped sideways, directly in her way, at the last second, and she bounced off his chest. Stumbling on the slick floor, she eventually fell and landed hard on her ass. 
 
    As one, the aliens laughed. It was uproarious laughter, deep and rough, echoing through the huge space around them. 
 
    Sybil stood up, with messy hair and her face red from anger and embarrassment. She stepped forward again, until she was toe to toe with Eyepatch. He stared down at her, smiling. 
 
    "Listen," she said, the echo of the alien translation following quickly afterward, "we're here to form a friendship. A partnership. In order to do that, a level of mutual respect has to be reached. You will not treat us as objects." 
 
    Eyepatch listened, thought for a moment, and almost seemed ready to abdicate. Then he reached out with lightning speed and wrapped a huge hand around Sybil's neck. He squeezed just hard enough to cause a vein to bulge on her forehead. And then he released her, shoving her back so that she fell again. 
 
    Kozue ran forward. Stella followed. Together, they lifted Sybil to her feet and huddled around her. 
 
    Tina was alone, fighting a rising panic. Suddenly paranoid, she looked behind her. Nothing there but a long, empty hall. And her ship far beyond. A false hope. 
 
    She joined the others, standing erect and expressionless just behind them. 
 
    The remaining four aliens stood in a similarly tight group. They switched off their translators and communed, occasionally gesturing or smiling at one of the females. Finally, they broke apart and came forward. 
 
    The one with the facial scar made a beeline for Tina. He knew what he wanted. She took a few pointless steps away from him. Even if she sprinted at top speed, he would have caught her easily. She didn't fight him as he took her arm and nearly lifted her from the floor as he pulled her down the hall. 
 
    "Don't be afraid!" Sybil's voice cried out as she was dragged away by another of the aliens. "You're women, and you have all the power in the universe!" 
 
    There had been times when Tina thought that was true. Now was not one of them. 
 
    She was taken through a door, into another room with a high ceiling. She was thrown onto a table. The last thing she remembered before waking up was a mask of some kind being lowered onto her face. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    She woke in a room not dissimilar to her room on the ship, if it was five times bigger and the electric lights had somehow failed. It was lit by a flickering yellow, and the smell of candles and incense was strong. The added aromatics were foreign, but the underlying waxy, smoky smells were familiar enough to be almost comforting. 
 
    In the dim light, it was a moment before she discerned the naked male standing by the wall. He blended in, with his dark skin. Until he stepped forward. The candlelight glinted off sweat or oil, making all his rippling muscles stand out even further. He was entirely naked, and Tina saw that the rest of his body was scarred as well. This was a being who had made brawling a way of life and was apparently not very good at or interested in dodging. 
 
    The most fearful thing about him, however, was the erection bobbing between his legs. Tina had not known a cock so large could be so full and swollen, so tall and straight, defying gravity as it came toward her like a lance. 
 
    But she herself was not naked. She still wore her panties and bra. This was a slight relief. 
 
    She tried to sit up and found that she could. She was not tied down or bound in any way, and whatever sedative or knockout agent the male had used on her seemed to have no side effects. She felt just as clear-headed and just as terrified as in the moments before she fell unconscious. 
 
    She knew there was no use, but she stood up anyway. The creature kept walking, perfectly calm and confident. He grabbed her gently by the waist and lifted her back up onto the bed. And it wasn't just any bed, she saw; it was her bed, brought in from the ship. 
 
    If the room hadn't been so large, she could almost believe she was on the ship. Could it be that her alien host was trying his best to make her feel... at home? Comfortable? 
 
    He spoke to her, and a translator on a nearby table gave his words to her. 
 
    "Calm. Comfortable." 
 
    He put a single huge finger nearly the size of her wrist to her chest and nudged her. She lay down flat, staring at the ceiling and doing her best not to tremble. 
 
    His finger stayed on her, sliding down between her breasts, over her navel, to her pubic mound. He pressed the finger against the crotch of her underwear, wiggling it gently until it nestled between her labia. He kept the finger there a moment, then lifted it to his nose. 
 
    "Not ready," he spoke. "Not yet." 
 
    He stepped away, reaching below the bed to grab a toga-like garment and wrap it around his body. 
 
    "Calm. Comfortable," he repeated and retreated from her to take a seat by the door. He picked up a huge tablet-like device and began reading or studying something on it. 
 
    Tina sat up. He said and did nothing to stop her. She looked around, trying to figure out whether she was dreaming. 
 
    "Can I speak?" she asked. 
 
    The translator did its work. The male looked up and replied after a moment. 
 
    "Yes." 
 
    "Where am I?" 
 
    "Our ship. Special room for you." 
 
    He was looking back down at his work now. 
 
    "I see," she said. "Thank you." 
 
    "Ready yet?" he asked. 
 
    "Am I allowed to say no?" 
 
    "Only if it's true." 
 
    "Then no, I'm not ready yet." 
 
    "When?" 
 
    Tina hesitated. Sybil's words and lessons returned, echoing in her head. No weakness. Strength only. The strength of a woman. 
 
    "You'll know," she said. "Until then, you shouldn't try anything. If you do, I won't like you very much anymore." 
 
    "I make you ready," he said simply, without hesitation. 
 
    "Try it," she said. 
 
    He laughed at that. As if the word try was too pathetic and weak to exist in his repertoire. 
 
    It was an oddly familiar sight. Like the candles and the room. This man sitting there, reading his news or whatever. Laughing at the silly things she said but also entertaining them. He could have been her father, just then. Whatever evolutionary gap separated her from him, it must have not have opened too far in the past. 
 
    And, it seemed, he was not one to take a woman against her will. Maybe it had been Aurora's obvious enthusiasm that had set this whole thing in motion; the males assumed that the other humans were all equally on board. But then, why render Tina unconscious? Perhaps only so that she could wake up here, negating some messy and time consuming transitional period. 
 
    The alien sat and read while she pondered. He started to tap his foot; this caused his still mighty cock to bounce up and down, rubbing against his muscular thigh. 
 
    Tina stared, feeling almost hypnotized, as the male grunted and flipped up the edge of his toga. His cock pulsed and bobbed and ratcheted upward as it became fully engorged again. He set his tablet aside and began to masturbate, using both hands to work his huge member. 
 
    He started to breathe heavily. A string of precum dripped to the floor. It took several long minutes, all the while Tina feeling more and more moist as her alien’s muscles clenched and released, and then the was joined by a spurting rope of semen as the creature groaned loudly and shoved his head hard back against the wall. His cock continued to erupt, creating a long puddle of seed that reached nearly to Tina's bed. She watched, lips pursed tight, and suddenly felt just how wet and hot she was radiating from her pussy. 
 
    To feel these things, she realized, was to admit that Aurora was right. That was the last thing Tina wanted to do. She turned away from the alien, pushing her feelings away and taking comfort in the knowledge that sexual arousal was an autonomous function, barely connected to the conscious mind. 
 
    With a long, shuddering, deep sigh, the male stood up and left the room. A few moments later, another creature came in. 
 
    It was a female of the alien race. She was smaller and less heavily muscled, but still larger than Aurora. Her skin was lighter, more of a lavender. Her breasts were huge, bared to the warm air. The only covering on her was a sack similar to the undergarment worn by the male in the photo the aliens had originally sent. 
 
    Without looking at Tina, the female knelt and used a towel to mop up the flood of semen. She kept reaching up to pinch and twist her large violet nipples, as though the act had some sexual component for her. Then she vanished as suddenly as she had appeared. 
 
    It took Tina a long while to process what she had just seen. No one else came in, but the door remained open by an inch or so. It was clearly unlocked. 
 
    She stood up from the bed, cautiously crossed the room, and pushed the door open. 
 
    The glowering faces of two sentries met her eyes. One of them held up his hand, gesturing her back inside. They were armed with vicious looked, bladed weapons; one of them bore obvious blood stains. 
 
    She ducked inside, shut the door, and went to hide under the bed. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    Food was brought to her. She discovered that, behind what she had thought was a closet door, there was a toilet of sorts that was far too big for her. She felt like a child sitting on it, her feet hanging inches from the floor. 
 
    And then she slept. It was the shallowest, least restful sleep she'd ever had. Filled with stressful dreams where everything went wrong, where she did things that made her hate herself. 
 
    With such dreams, she normally woke in a slight panic and then was relieved when she realized they weren't real. Now, however, the real world was just as bad. Full of just as much potential for terrible things. 
 
    In the morning — or what seemed like it must be morning — her captor with the scarred face reappeared. He was holding a bucket and a sponge. With strong hands, he manipulated Tina's body, undoing her bra strap after studying it for a moment, then slowly sliding her panties down. She felt the hot breath from his nose washing over her. It made her shiver. 
 
    He brought her over to where a drain grate sat in the floor, and then he washed her delicately. The sponge was soft, the lather smooth as silk. A female came in, the same one as yesterday, and set down a second bucket. This was full of pure water, steaming hot, then the female left without a word. 
 
    When Tina's naked body was fully lathered with fine suds, the male dipped the sponge into the second bucket and swished it around. Before he touched it to her body, he tested the heat of the water on his arm. Soon after, Tina stood clean and dripping. 
 
    "Fresh," he said. "Good smell." 
 
    He went to another closet door, pulled out a huge brown towel, and wrapped it around her. He then held her against his chest, rubbing her up and down. She shivered, but not from cold. 
 
    "I don't have clothes," she said. 
 
    "No clothes needed." 
 
    She could have guessed that. 
 
    "What about you?" she asked. "You have clothes." 
 
    "I need." 
 
    "Why?" 
 
    He pushed her away slightly so that he could stare down into her eyes. The wound on his neck was already closed and beginning the healing process. He said nothing. Then he pulled Tina with him, sitting in his chair by the door with her in his lap. He began to read his tablet again. The words were, of course, incomprehensible to her. At one point, he issued a grunt of discontentment. 
 
    Tina's leg was falling asleep. She adjusted, sliding a bit to her left. She had already felt the huge log of his manhood beneath her, but now it pressed her buttocks apart and nestled in the warm cleft between them. This brought another grunt from him, of a different nature. 
 
    She had not meant to give him pleasure. It had been an automatic movement, to cure the fuzzy displeasure of her sleeping leg. But it was a signal, she knew, however inadvertent. She had to stall, in some way. 
 
    "What's your name?" she asked. 
 
    He slid a hand around and pressed it against the flat of her belly. 
 
    "Slych," he said. 
 
    To her it sounded like Slick, but she later saw it in proper writing. 
 
    "I'm Tina," she said. "Tina Cassidy. My middle name is Maureen. It's kind of an old lady sort of name, isn't it? But I guess you wouldn't know..." 
 
    He pulled her into him. She felt him throbbing and hardening. 
 
    "Do you have just one name?" she asked. "Humans usually have three. Well, in some parts of the world..." 
 
    Her translation emanated from the table, sounding deep and alien. But she didn't think Slych was listening to it. He was listening to her, her tiny human voice, and the meaning of the words didn't matter. 
 
    There was a sudden pounding at the door. Slych growled and pushed Tina up and off of him. She stumbled, but he caught her, set her straight, and went to open the door. 
 
    Another male came in, fully armored. Wearing a blade on his hip. He came close enough to Slych for their noses to touch. He spoke quietly, but the translator picked it up. 
 
    "I challenge you," he said. 
 
    "I know," Slych replied. "It will be an honor to kill you." 
 
    "And an honor to be killed. But that not happen. You will be killed." 
 
    "We find out, now." 
 
    Tina watched all this, trying to figure out what sort of challenge they were talking about. And then the female alien came in again, bearing a minimalistic set of armor and a weapon. She gave these to Slych, and he started to get ready. 
 
    The female came to Tina, huddling close in a protective stance. 
 
    "They fight over us," she said. "We belong to who wins." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    For the second time in her life, Tina realized that being popular wasn't always a good thing. 
 
    Slych and the other male left the room after the challenge was accepted. The two sentries came in, leading the females away, through halls and rooms. Tina went numb again, and by the time she realized they had been put into a cell, it was too late to try and escape. 
 
    At least there was a familiar face here. In the next cell over, through the bars, she saw Sybil. The translator perked up from her nap at the sound of Tina's voice and rushed over to the bars. 
 
    "You're alive!" the translator said. "And you're wearing a towel. I guess you've probably had a different experience than me." 
 
    "Why?" asked Tina. "What happened?" 
 
    "I guess I gave them too much attitude." Sybil grinned and revealed two bloody front teeth. "They slapped me around a bit, and then I guess they got bored and stuck me in here." 
 
    "Christ, Sybil..." 
 
    "It's fine. They hit me far softer than they could have. I don't even think they were trying to hurt me, necessarily. Who's that?" 
 
    Tina turned, looking at the female creature who now stood still in the corner, pulling at her hair. 
 
    "One of Slych's concubines, I guess," Tina said. "Or his wife. I have no idea." 
 
    "Whose?" 
 
    "Slych. He's the one who took me." 
 
    "So, you're on a first name basis with him. Has he treated you well?" 
 
    "Well enough. I don't think he's too bad." 
 
    "Then what the hell are you doing here?" 
 
    "Someone else came and challenged Slych. They're going to fight. To try and kill each other. Whoever wins..." 
 
    "...gets the women. Isn't that just a tale as old as time." Sybil sighed, sinking to the floor. She sat cross-legged, drumming on the bars with her knuckles. "Have you seen any of the others?" 
 
    Tina shook her head. 
 
    "Me, neither," said Sybil. "Haven't heard anything, either. They took Tide away from me. He must be doing the AI equivalent of pulling his hair out right about now. But he must not be too panicked, otherwise we would have heard a big boom by now." 
 
    Somewhere nearby, a door opened. Tina turned and saw that Slych's concubine had moved to the far wall of the cell, opposite the door they'd originally come through. Beyond the bars there was a wide hallway and more cells on the other side of it. 
 
    Slych, his challenger, and a half dozen others came down the hallway now. They stopped by the cell where the women stood and watched and trembled. One of the males bent low and sprayed something on the floor. He moved in a circle, leaving a trail of white. A ring, nine or ten feet across. 
 
    They were going to fight right here. Right now. 
 
    Sybil reached through the bars and clutched Tina's hand tight. 
 
    "It'll be fine," Sybil said. "Whatever happens, you won't be hurt. I'm sure of it." 
 
    But Tina wasn't. She had just begun to see Slych as a gentle individual, a reasonable creature who understood and respected that she herself was a being with her own wills, whims, and wishes. Perhaps, he would gladly subvert those wishes to serve his own passions, but not without realizing that he was doing so. And not without making sure she was as comfortable as possible. 
 
    Looking at Slych's opponent, she got the opposite impression. He was taller, beefier, even more heavily scarred. He had been in his fair share of challenges as well, and probably won all of them. He looked like an utter brute, devoid of any softness or sentimentality. If he won, Tina had a good feeling he wouldn't wait for her to be ready the way Slych did. 
 
    She got to her feet, broke free of Sybil, and ran to the other wall. 
 
    "Slych!" she called, reaching her hand through. 
 
    One of the other males raised a blade as though to cleave her hand off. Slych gave him a kick in the gut, making him double over gasping. Slych then locked eyes with Tina. There was confidence there. Confidence and a manly sort of glint she had seen too few times before; it signified lust and ownership. He would not let her down. He probably wasn't even considering the possibility of failure. 
 
    It seemed there was honor among these creatures, after a fashion. Even the one who had been kicked now behaved in a fitting manner, stepping away from the circle, ready to catch whoever came out of it and push them back in. 
 
    Tina didn't want to think about what would happen if one of the fighters spent too long outside the circle. Maybe they would be killed immediately by one of the observers. Or else they would simply lose and be forced to live on as a failure. Perhaps that would be worse than death. 
 
    The two combatants stood facing each other on opposite sides of the circle. One of the observers barked a command. There was no translator nearby, but the meaning of the command came clear when the combatants simultaneously unsheathed their weapons. Their stances were identical. There was clearly a specific fighting style in use here, with its own rules and prohibitions. 
 
    After another command, the fighters suddenly rushed at each other. 
 
    Their blades met in an explosion of sparks and noise. The combatants became something of a blur, twirling and swinging, feinting and dodging and parrying with speed too great to follow. With the ease of practice and experience, they navigated the first several minutes of the fight as though it were all a matter of course. 
 
    Finally, blood was drawn. Slych's blade nicked the opponent, drawing a thin line of blood from the slabs of muscle over his ribs. The other male seemed not to feel the injury at all. They kept fighting, but slightly slower now. Every now and then they would break apart and back up to opposite sides of the circle. They were thinking, strategizing, figuring out the style of the opponent. 
 
    And then they would come together again in a flurry. By the time they backed away once more, both of them would be bleeding from several fresh wounds. But no serious blows were landed. 
 
    Until, after ten minutes of fighting, Slych suddenly grunted and stumbled backward. His shoulder had been cut deeply and dripped blood to the floor. His opponent used this moment to his advantage, pressing continuously forward. Slych did a fine job of blocking the swings, but was slowly backed toward the edge of the circle. The observers stood around with their arms folded, perfectly impartial. 
 
    "Slych!" Tina cried again. 
 
    The concubine grabbed her by the back of her towel and yanked her away from the bars. She hissed a warning, untranslatable but clear. 
 
    Tina fell to the floor, watching the fight through her fingers. 
 
    An overhead swing nearly cleaved Slych's head in two. He dodged sideways, and the blade shaved another chunk of flesh off his shoulder. He growled in pain, hit the floor, and rolled back to his feet. The blade of the attacker was lancing toward his chest, and he barely managed to turn the blade aside. 
 
    The tide of the fight had turned in the enemy's favor. Slych was on the defensive; he was being worn down, tired out, cleansed of his former confidence with each near death experience. Tina saw no way that he could win. 
 
    By now the concubine, wife, or whatever she was, wept openly with her face pressed into the corner of the cell. If this creature was so upset, with her native knowledge of the combat and the nature of Slych's opponent, Tina had every reason to be terrified. 
 
    She watched the fight. She couldn't take her eyes away if she wanted to. It was like staring straight into the lights of a freight train that is seconds away from running her over. 
 
    Slych was on the ground. The blade of the enemy rushed toward his heart. He stared upward, teeth bared. It seemed for a moment that he was watching his fate approach just as Tina was doing. That he had resigned himself. 
 
    But at the last moment, he rolled away, using his powerful muscles like a full-body spring to launch himself to his feet. It happened so quickly that the enemy was still stabbing downward, still bellowing his victory roar. The blade tip sparked off the floor, making a terrible squeal. 
 
    Slych's opponent had a bare second to recover. He lifted his blade, started to turn, and suddenly his head was separated from his neck. It fell to the floor and tumbled out of the circle, trailing blood. The rest of his body stood straight up for a moment, as though trying to figure out whether or not it was dead. And then it fell, too, crumpling awkwardly as only lifeless things can. 
 
    Slych said nothing. He didn't cheer or roar in triumph. He merely sheathed his blade, walked out of the circle, and disappeared down the hall. The observers were left to clean up the mess. 
 
    Tina stared in disbelief. She had never seen such violence before. Nor had she ever expected to feel so relieved in the wake of it. 
 
    A short time later, the cell was opened. A male escorted Tina and the concubine to a room where Slych lay in recovery, his wounds cleaned, cauterized and bandaged. He was sound asleep, with his bloodstained right arm dangling to the floor. The concubine grabbed his hand and kissed it, mumbling some form of prayer or thanks. 
 
    Tina wandered off through the ship. No one stopped her. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    She saw nothing of Slych through his days of recovery. She was not quite allowed free range on the ship, but most rooms and corridors were open to her. No one spoke to her, or asked her what she was doing. But if they had, she would have told them she was searching for the women she came there with. 
 
    Finally, she visited the jail corridor where the fight had taken place. The ring was gone, as were the blood stains. There was a small gouge in the floor where the dead male's blade had struck, but no other sign that death had occurred here. 
 
    Sybil's former cell was empty. There was no note or anything to tell Tina where she had gone. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Three days after the fight, Tina finally got up the courage to return to the ship. It was like visiting a childhood home, full of warm but strangely sad memories. Tinged and tainted by the knowledge that some things, once gone, were gone forever. 
 
    The sad feeling was abated when she saw Sybil on the bridge with three women gathered around her. But they were not Aurora, Kozue, and Stella. They were tall and purple, wearing basic robes of reddish brown material. Tide stood before them all, acting as an intermediary. 
 
    When Tina appeared, Sybil broke away from the group and ran over. They hugged fiercely, and Tina held back tears. 
 
    "You're safe," said Sybil. "Thank God for that." 
 
    "How did you get here?" asked Tina. "How did you..." 
 
    "Get out of jail? They just came and let me out after a while. I suppose they figured I had learned my lesson." Sybil turned, gesturing at the alien women. "I've managed to make a few friends. Somehow. Right now, Tide and I are learning the language. And then we can really start to communicate." 
 
    Tina almost asked what the ultimate goal was. But she was afraid to know. It seemed better to maintain her current innocence. "Us women have to stick together," she said, instead. 
 
    Sybil grinned. "Right. This is clearly a patriarchal society. A sort of barbaric one, given what we've seen. But even in such cultures, a woman can hold surprising influence. There are always strings to be pulled and male minds and bodies to win over." 
 
    Sybil must have seen the look on the other woman's face. She cut herself off. 
 
    "Anyway," said the translator. "How have you been?" 
 
    "Fine. I've just been kind of... wandering. Waiting for Slych to get better. Then I guess... well, he'll find something for me to do." 
 
    Sybil nodded. "They fought over you. Now you belong to Slych. At least, that's what he thinks. It's best to keep him thinking that way. But don't forget why you're really here." 
 
    "I won't," said Tina. 
 
    Sybil clapped her on the arm. "Good. We need to install ourselves at all levels of this society. The next step, I think, is to make contact with the others. As long as they keep letting us wander, we can use this ship to meet up on a regular basis." 
 
    "You haven't heard anything from them?" asked Tina. 
 
    "Not yet. But it's a large ship; they're probably embroiled in their own struggles. Or orgies, in Aurora's case. Sometimes, I worry about that girl the most." Sybil shook her head, dispelling a bad thought. "Maybe you can try and get Slych to tell you something." 
 
    Tina thought back to the time she got him to tell her his name — and then he masturbated in front of her. "I think he can be malleable." 
 
    "Good. Like it or not, seduction is the best weapon at our disposal. At least in times such as these. Use it. As Aurora said, wrap him tight." 
 
    Sybil held up her little finger. Tina mimicked the gesture. They locked their fingers together in a mini wrestling match and broke into a fit of giggling. 
 
    "We're in trouble, aren't we?" Tina asked, wiping away a tear. 
 
    "That's up to each of us to decide," Sybil replied. "Go, now. See how things are going inside." 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
     
 
    The ship was, as Sybil said, very large. Tina got lost more than once, trying to find her way back to the room where Slych was recovering. She did find it after an hour or so. But it was empty, and she wasn't at first sure it was the right place. 
 
    Someone tapped her shoulder. She turned to see Slych's concubine towering over her. 
 
    The woman said something and then beckoned, walking along the hall. 
 
    Tina followed. Unlike the males, the woman slowed down to make sure Tina could keep up. Eventually, they reached a mess hall of sorts, where a hundred or more males dined. 
 
    Everywhere Tina looked, she saw shouting matches, bare knuckle brawls, and bouts of some game that combined arm wrestling with seemingly random slaps to the face. Those engaged in this last activity seemed to be enjoying themselves. In fact, all of them did; even the fistfights were a form of casual fun around here, it seemed. 
 
    Slych was easy to pick out of the crowd due to his scars, bandages, and comparatively passive nature. He dined alone, quietly taking bites of some kind of stew. At least Tina thought he was alone, until she came close and saw the female servicing him orally under the table. Tina learned later that this female had formerly belonged to the male Slych had fought. 
 
    The concubine pushed Tina down on the bench beside Slych and then sat beside her. Sandwiched between the two giants at a table that was far too high for her, Tina had a perfect view of the female who slurped and sucked at Slych's massive cock. 
 
    As she watched, open mouthed, a spoon suddenly appeared and bumped into her lips. It was Slych, spoon feeding her. He let her take a bite as he held the spoon, then lifted her hand and inserted the spoon into it. She realized that several minutes had passed as she watched the alien blowjob. A tray of food had been brought to her. 
 
    Tina had always considered herself open minded. She had rarely found a food she didn't like, and this alien stew was no exception. She could identify none of the ingredients, but they all agreed wholeheartedly with her taste buds. There was meat in it, and she tried not to imagine what kind of strange animal it came from. Thankfully, it was more like beef than pork, but who knows with this alien race, it might have been from the male Slych had killed. 
 
    As she ate, Slych rested a hand on her thigh. Or rather on both of her thighs; his hand was large enough to span both of them. She looked up at him, chewing her stew. 
 
    "Ready?" he asked. 
 
    It took a second for Tina to realize he hadn't used a translator. She swallowed too fast, choking. Slych fed her water from his cup and patted her back. 
 
    "You've learned my language?" she asked. 
 
    Slych listened, furrowing his brow, then held a translator up to his ear. He smiled. "Small," he said. "Little." 
 
    Tina nodded. "It's a start. Maybe you can teach me your language, too." 
 
    "Ready?" 
 
    "Sure. We can start after we eat." 
 
    He grabbed her hand and started pulling it to his crotch. She pulled back, and he released her. 
 
    "No!" she said. "Not yet, I mean. I thought you were asking if I was ready to learn your language." 
 
    He nodded in understanding. "When ready?" 
 
    "I don't know. I just want to eat right now, if that's fine." 
 
    He listened, nodded, and went back to his own food. 
 
    Tina wondered how it was possible to feel affection and terror for the same individual. Maybe Sybil would have the answer. 
 
    Under the table, the other female's mouth was suddenly filled with semen. It spilled out, streaming onto her breasts, but she did her best to swallow all of it. Her throat moved up and down and the veins and tendons on her neck bulged as she fought the urge to breathe. The sight of it made Tina feel very strange, tingly even. Later, when she ran a finger up the slit of her pussy and it came away wet and sticky, she realized what the feeling was. A depraved, perverted arousal. And a bit of jealousy. 
 
   


  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    Over the next week or so, Tina maintained a routine. She would wake in her room, the analog of her quarters on her home ship, and Slych's woman would join her for breakfast. Then she would wash herself and read for a bit, waiting for Slych to arrive. He would set her in his lap, and they would learn together, talking back and forth, letting the translator teach them. And Tina would not quite ignore — but make no effort to entice — the bulge beneath her. 
 
    One day, Slych came in completely naked. The tip of his heavy member was moist, as though he was freshly aroused or else had recently been serviced by one of his women. He sat Tina on his lap as usual, talked to her in the same tone, and seemed to have nothing on his mind other than the act of learning. 
 
    But Tina was unfocused. As per Slych's implied wishes, she remained nude at all times while in this room. And so she felt him fully, for the first time. The heat that rose from him, his firm but surprisingly soft flesh. The gentle pulsing of his heartbeat, which quickened slightly when she shifted her position, sliding over him. 
 
    Slych kept speaking and letting the translator work. He told a story of some fight in the distant past. His first challenge ever, and how he had won his first female. Meanwhile, his manhood continued to fill with blood and engorge, pressing into Tina. 
 
    She had thought about Slych all night. She had woken from a dream of him and found that she was touching herself. And so when his arousal-moistened manhood rose to the space between her legs, it met an equally aroused womanhood. 
 
    As soon as Slych realized this, he grunted in pleasure. His cock jumped from a sudden infusion of arousal, going fully erect. It struck Tina's wet pussy from below, causing an audible slap. Tina shuddered so violently that a moan was forced from her mouth. 
 
    Slych tossed the translator away. He leaned over her, breathing into her hair. 
 
    "Ready?" he asked. 
 
    "Ready," said Tina. 
 
    He stood up, lifting her by the arms and carrying her to the bed. She fully expected to be tossed down and brutally ravaged, but he took a more gentle approach. He lay her on her back and studied her body with his hands, touching every inch of her, swirling his fingers around the areas that brought a response from her; a whimper, a moan, a shiver. 
 
    Tina didn't think he knew what a kiss was, but she planted one on his hand when it passed over her face. He followed her lead, giving her kisses of his own. Tasting her. It was entirely erotic, and the end result was inevitable. She became a quivering mess, her nipples erect and her pussy pulsing. 
 
    She gasped when his fingers found her clit. The response goaded him on. He slid a finger up and down her slit, getting it covered in her juices before sliding it straight inside her. 
 
    Tina moaned, instinctively lifting her legs and spreading them wide to give him better access. His finger was so large, it felt just like the cock of an ordinary man. 
 
    He fucked her with his finger, slowly at first but increasing in speed and then he slid a second finger into her. She cried out in pleasure at the delicious feeling of being stretched and filled. But Slych did all of this with the same casual air, as though he were reading or eating. He was, Tina realized, simply getting her ready for the main event. 
 
    She didn't think she could get any more ready than she was now. In the past, she had had trouble reaching orgasm. But she had already come twice on Slych's fingers. With all his strength, he had fucked her through the pulsing waves of her ecstasy. 
 
    "Slych," she finally said, her voice shaking. "Please..." 
 
    Even if he didn't know the word please yet, he still seemed to understand her meaning. He pulled his fingers out of her, stood up straight, and pulled her to the edge of the bed. His heavy ccok plopped down onto her belly. His balls rested against her opening. She could see now how far he might go inside her. Horribly, unbelievably, beautifully far. She was ready to be torn apart, if need be. Anything for him. 
 
    He was looking into her eyes. Waiting for something. 
 
    "Do it," she said, surprising herself with the force of her words. "I'm ready." 
 
    Slych pulled his hips back, muscles rippling from his chest to his groin. He grabbed hold of his cock and pressed the swollen head into her. He showed restraint, easing in bit by bit. She was so wet, so hot and ready, that he met little resistance. 
 
    Tina stared downward, curling her toes and biting her lip as she watched him penetrate her. Just when she thought he couldn't get any deeper, he kept going. By the time he hit her cervix, all but the last two or three inches of his thick cock had been swallowed by her. 
 
    "Right there," Tina said. "Stay right there..." 
 
    He obeyed, grasping her thighs and staring down at her with a look of curiosity on his face. She reached up and touched his cheek. Trying to make sure he was real. This was no longer a nightmare; it felt like a dream, too good to be real. 
 
    "Slych," she said. 
 
    "Tina," he replied. "Ready?" 
 
    He didn't wait for an answer. He pulled back until only the head of his shaft was inside her. And he stayed like that for a painfully long moment. Tina's pussy clenched and throbbed desperately, searching for the gorgeous organ that had filled her a moment ago. She had never felt such a gnawing emptiness, a greed, a need for cock that superseded everything else. 
 
    When he pushed back into her, stretching her anew, she had what she could only call a religious experience. The orgasm came like a cleansing tide, washing away all the emotional baggage, societal pressures, taboos and shame, leaving nothing but a woman who knew exactly what she wanted. What she needed. 
 
    She used her legs to pull Slych into her. She clawed at his chest, nearly cramping as every muscle went taut. Pleasure washed through her like an electric charge, setting fire to every nerve and making her brain fizz with endorphins. 
 
    Slych grunted from the pain of her nails on his chest. He pressed a hand to her throat and forced her head down. With his other hand, he pulled her legs away from him and held them together by the ankles. Then he turned her onto her side and fucked her even harder. 
 
    It was too much. Tina screamed until she was hoarse and breathless. There was pain at first, but it soon faded and left a seemingly endless stream of orgasm behind. The pleasure was overwhelming and constant. Each time she came, she ejected a fresh tide of wetness that covered him. His pistoning cock worked her juices into a white lather. The room was humid, filled with the smell of sex and the loud squelching of a well-fucked pussy. 
 
    Tina thought she would eventually reach a point where she could no longer orgasm. Some part of her brain would be overloaded and overworked; it would shut down and begin to recover. But that didn't happen. The opposite was true, in fact. Each orgasm seemed more intense than the last, pleasurable almost to the point of pain. She tried to scream again, but only a squeak came out. She tried to push Slych away, but he was far too strong and no longer seemed to care what she wanted. 
 
    And suddenly, he was slowing down. He held her even tighter, pulling her into him. Somehow, another inch of his cock managed to squeeze in. He started to come, throbbing with fierce strength into the walls of her pussy. Tina moaned softly, her muscles relaxing. His seed filled her with a comfortable heat. She welcomed it. 
 
    Without ceremony, Slych pulled away. His cock dripped a trail of fluids both male and female as he went to the floor. He lowered to his knees by the bed; his face was shoved between Tina's legs. 
 
    The huge, alien male set to eating Tina's pussy. Slych looked up into her eyes as he licked her, curiosity and hunger in his expression. 
 
    Tina covered her face, hiding the redness that rose in her cheeks. Again, it was too much. It was utter debauchery. A warm, wet, strong male tongue lapped at her clitoris, all pretense of cleaning gone. Tina had been eaten out before, but never with such skill by such a strong and yet gentle tongue. She spread her legs like a whore, reaching down to tangle her fingers in the man's hair and gasping loudly. 
 
    Slych sent his tongue deeper, watching closely as his new female was wracked by an explosive final orgasm. 
 
    Tina's toes pointed to the ceiling. Her legs quaked, and her palms struck the bed again and again. She found her voice and roared into the hot air of the bedroom. 
 
    Slych backed off as the orgasm finally subsided, softly probing the clitoris with an index finger. He bent forward one last time to lick Tina from top to bottom. Then he stood up, pausing briefly to give his cock a single squeeze. A promise of even more later pleasures, perhaps. 
 
    Tina passed out. When she woke again, ten or fifteen minutes later, Slych was giving her water off a sponge. She sucked greedily, her heavy eyelids drooping. When her thirst was satisfied, Slych used the same sponge to clean her off. Then he lifted her to the floor, where fresh bedding had been put down, and lay with her until they both fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    They were woken finally by the arrival of food. As they stuffed their faces, Tina taught Slych all the English words for love. And the names of all the parts of her. Then she switched to his body. As she manipulated his cock, telling him all the terms humans used for it, it started to harden again. So she stared into his eyes and jerked him off. 
 
    "I want to taste what she tasted," she said. "I want it in my mouth." 
 
    He listened to the translation, nodding in acceptance. When he was about to come he tapped her arm; it was her signal to bend low and do her best to take the head of his cock in her mouth. 
 
    It was not an unpleasant taste, but the force of the eruption made her gag. Slych laughed and held her head there, offering no avenue escape from what she had already promised to do. 
 
    Tina decided, as she caught her breath and licked Slych's seed from her lips, that she was starting to understand this culture. And she was falling somewhat in love with it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Much later, as they lay together after making love again, she said Slych's name to see if he was still awake. 
 
    "Yes?" he asked. It was one of the first words she'd taught him. 
 
    "We came here to prove our worth," she said. "The worth of our race." 
 
    The translator, ever present, spoke her words back to him. 
 
    "Yes," Slych said. 
 
    "Have you decided?" she asked. 
 
    This time, he had to use the translator to answer. 
 
    "Not yet," he said. "But a case could be made." 
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