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IT WASN’T SUPPOSED to be like this.

Rayelle’s chest heaved as she careened through the alien landscape, two moons dolefully watching overhead. Behind her, the raucous crashing and thumping stomps of something large broke branches behind her, growing closer. As she raced through the trees and half-tripped over unseen things in the underbrush, her brain worked tirelessly to make sense of the world around her.

The trees weren’t a solid trunk of bark and wood nor were the leaves flat and green. Instead, the trees – in orange and red and magenta hues – were like huge, braided vines, smooth and slippery looking with drooping branches and spheres that were presumably fruits or leaves. Rayelle wasn’t sure which. The flora around her shared the same deep purple hue of the globules on the trees, which implied leaves to her. Here and there, she spotted a nocturnal bloom. Usually glowing with some sort of phosphorescence.

If the flora wasn’t disorienting enough, the sounds of the world were worse. The noises of life bubbled up around her, mostly in the distance. Buzzes and chittering and sounds that almost sounded familiar but weren’t.

Oh, they very much weren’t.

Shadowy silhouettes scurried or flew away from her, but she couldn’t stop to make sense of them. Too many legs, too many eyes, too much of an odd shape that didn’t fit her mental encyclopedia of animals.

And still there was the ever-present pounding footfalls and crashing behind her. No matter how she zigged and zagged or tried to lose her pursuer, they always sounded just a few steps away from snatching her up.

Every time she thought they were close, that she was about to feel the large, clawed hands wrap around her and yank her back, flashes of blood splattered through her brain.

Bright red – and inexplicably green and purple – liquid splashing, the squish of meat rending, the crunch of broken bones and cartilage, agonized screams and sobbing. All while she was cowering in that damned cage. Then, from the flickering darkness of the broken spaceship lights, a tall and broad figure appeared. Dripping in multi-hued blood, dressed in black armor.

Chaos ensued after they broke open the cage and snapped her chains. In the flickering lights, she threw something at the figure – her water dish, probably, but she wasn’t sure – and hurtled from her prison. Everything was a blur from there. She just ran, barreling her way down halls and ignoring the carnage underfoot until she found an exit and burst into cool, oddly heavy, night air.

It had taken her a few seconds to realize she was somewhere completely alien. The creaking of the spaceship as that armored thing followed her startled Rayelle into another mad dash.

They were still pursuing her, through foreign terrain and mud and underbrush. Never a pause or a stumble that made them lose ground on her. Perhaps the landscape wasn’t so unfamiliar to them. That thought made Rayelle’s stomach drop.

No matter how painfully her lungs ached and her muscles cried, Rayelle could not stop running. Survival instincts drove her forward, pumping her full of adrenaline as she wildly looked for somewhere safe to hide or somewhere the hulking thing couldn’t get her.

Before such a salvation graced her awareness, her worst horrors became fact.

A clawed hand snatched at the back of her shirt. A scream tore from her lips as her arms and legs flailed, making contact multiple times to something hard and fleshy but not having any effect. Her back slammed into the cold damp ground, the air escaping her sore lungs as a warm body dropped atop her.

A single hand clamped around her wrists, pinning her easily to the ground.

She threw herself forward and twisted in the creature’s grip. Her back arched, her feet kicking out to gain purchase on the ground, anything to slide herself away. She might as well have been doing nothing. Her captor showed no signs of struggle in keeping her down.

The thing’s free hand went to her chest, their claws easily slicing the thin fabric. Rayelle jerked as she felt the cool air on her chest. Her desperation renewed as she violently thrashed against the alien, escape was the only thing on her mind.

Her heart stumbled as a vibration reverberated from the figure above her. A growl?

For the first time since being caught, she turned her eyes to the figure’s face. She stared, wide-eyed, into the mask of whoever – whatever – had caught her. An evil little voice reminded her they had killed her abductors earlier, too. Not a small feat. Even though she couldn’t see any copious amounts of blood any longer, the iron tang still clung to the stranger. It made Rayelle’s stomach lurch.

She almost forgot what the thing was doing – her brain filled with the blood-drenched memories – before she felt her shirt shift. The thing pushed away the sides of her torn top, baring her fully to the air. A whimper died in her throat as the alien’s clawed hand trailed down her front. The pinpricks of those dangerous fingertips traced firmly from her clavicle to her stomach, almost hard enough to scratch her.

It made her skin prickle in a confusing way. A harsh gasp sliced down her throat, her back involuntarily arching under the touch.

The thing seemed to be appraising her, which was nothing new. Rayelle had seen hundreds of aliens since being stolen from her home. Whatever the aliens were looking for, it seemed she couldn’t provide. Thankfully.

She hoped that would still be the case now. They were assessing her. Briefly, a miserable hope bloomed that they weren’t seeking to use her. Maybe they looked for injuries.

The longer the thing’s palm stayed on her, the more that hope dwindled. It stroked over her breasts and her eyes wrenched shut, still trying to convince herself it meant nothing. They were just checking her over, she lied to herself.

All the while, she ignored how her body responded to the touches. Gooseflesh crawled over her skin and her nipples hardened and her stomach churned with a confusing heat.

A large, clawed thumb ran over a puckering nipple and Rayelle choked back another whimper. Disgust fizzled in her  stomach as she felt a growing heat, a telltale dampness start between her thighs. Traitorous body, Rayelle thought as she instinctively pressed her thighs tightly together. But the creature caught the gesture, inclining their helmeted head toward the movement. They nudged their knee between her thighs.

The hand moved lower until it traced along the elastic waistband of Rayelle’s underwear. Her eyes snapped open, her upper body attempting to jerk forward, to break free as fresh terror bloomed in her head. But she barely moved. Its hold on her wrists was too strong.

Her sudden action caught the thing’s attention, their head cocking slightly. Its clawed finger slowed, its point catching on the fabric. There was a brief second when Rayelle knew what was coming. Before she could even shake her head or issue dissent, the sound of tearing fabric shrieked through the air. It had yanked her underwear off with ease.

A jolt shot through her body, suddenly aware of the strange planet’s ambient temperature and this thing’s too-close presence. Bare and vulnerable, a tremble arched through Rayelle. Her eyes wrenched shut as the thing – the alien, the creature – raised its hand to its mask. There was a hiss and it shifted, likely taking off the covering.

She braced herself for teeth and tongue, unwanted touches, rending flesh. She didn’t know what to expect other than the worst, which was a tossup between being devoured or being violated.

Then it spoke. It was a series of clicks and guttural gnarls, reminiscent of the snarls and croaks of crocodiles to Rayelle. With effort, she swallowed before forcing her eyes to open.

She wished she hadn’t done that.

The thing, the alien, was nothing she could have imagined, even as her brain scrambled to make sense of their features. Their skin ranged in color from a light yellow to burnt orange, textured like thick leather or tortoise flesh and speckled. Their nose was flattish, pressed tight to their face and ridged from brown to nostrils. Long feather-like structures, black near the head and fading to red at the tips, grew from their head like hair.  Horn-like growths protruded at their forehead and at the crest of their cheeks.

It partly reminded Rayelle of a dinosaur until she saw its mouth.

Oh, the mouth was the worst! Four pincers – mandibles, maybe? – with sharp curved ends guarded a lipless maw filled with sharp teeth, ready to bite into flesh.

A whimper tore from her throat, her body instinctively pressing away from the strange creature and further into the gunk beneath her. Dizziness swept over Rayelle, the alien world around her spinning. Fear, shock, her breaking point. She wasn’t sure what was happening.

Once more, her eyes closed and the alien clicked at her. The sounds echoed through her head, sickeningly. Pain ached through her temples.

It nudged its knee against her sex again. Rayelle wildly wondered if it could feel the preparatory slick, the heat, and misunderstood what was happening to her. It took her brain another second to realize a warm bulge pressed against her thigh. What her brain understood as an erection pulsed against her leg and Rayelle gave another pitiful, choked sob. Tears burned at her eyes, forcing their way through her eyelashes until droplets dribbled down her cheeks.

She had cried so much in the beginning when she was first taken. When had she last cried? Days ago? Weeks? There was no way for her to tell. There had been no way to differentiate the minutes, the hours, the days.

She had thought she’d run out of tears, having to deal with life in a cage until the next horrific living situation met her. Being poked and prodded, watching strange creatures come and go. Being fed tasteless slop and offered tangy tasting water. Most had stared. Some had touched her curiously, with touches ranging from gentle to unnecessary to carelessly harsh.

None had seemed interested in fucking her, which had been a relief.

It turned out the tears had welled inside her, frozen beneath a layer of shock and exhaustion. And here, with Rayelle partially stripped and vulnerable under this massive beast of an alien, was when the surface broke and her tears came silently flooding out. 

Another round of clicking growls issued, heavy on the gnarl. She didn’t answer. Didn’t even consider answering. Her heart just pounded and the hot wet streams slid over her dirty cheeks. Rayelle choked as she felt the creature shift again.

Thankfully, it was getting off her. It still kept a firm hold of her wrists, pulling her up with it as it stood. Rayelle continued to whimper, unable to stop the flow of tears as she trembled. Enveloped by distress, she didn’t notice how the alien remained slightly bent, so as not to haul her feet off the ground when it got to its feet. With its other hand, it once again affixed the mask to its face, before hefting Rayelle bodily over its shoulder.

Strong arms locked against her lower back and behind her knees shook Rayelle out of her misery. Desperation once again gripped her chest. Her shaking fingers balled up, slamming against the creature as it began to move.

Through her tears, she pounded at the creature’s armored back with her fists as her feet wildly kicked at its front, and she sobbed, “No!”

It was no use. Just riding along on its shoulder, Rayelle could sense how solid the creature was. They were a bulk of muscle. The armor added another protective layer that made her strikes laughable. Any hint of somewhere weak to strike would be fortified. Not that she could’ve caused any damage, in the state she was in.

She continued to flail, her begging cries becoming screams. Her shrieks echoed through the foreign world, disturbing unknown creatures from the brush. A small part of her hoped that, maybe, if she made too much of a fuss, they’d just leave her. If she was too much of a hassle, they’d just leave her to die on the planet.

It was better than any alternative she could think of.

A brief window of hope opened as the creature stopped. She felt its shoulders rise and fall in what she took as a sigh. Maybe it had worked. Maybe it was going to drop her and stride off into the night. It moved its arm away from her knees and foolish hope bubbled up in Rayelle as she craned to see what it was doing.

Her heart sunk as she watched the creature’s free arm shift, the hand going to about where a belt would be. There was clicking, a beep, the hydraulic hiss of something opening. Something metal glinted in the moonlight.

Rayelle didn’t know what it was, what it would do to her. It was a cylinder of clear liquid with something metal on the end. Intuition told her it was like a syringe, a shot, a tranquilizer. She savagely squirmed and tried to shove away from the thing again, but the arm around her middle held tight.

“No! Don’t!” Her scream came out involuntarily as she felt cold metal press against her thigh. A sharp pain sliced into her skin, aching and hot. She could feel the liquid invade her vein, cold and harsh. Her shriek became a wordless howl and, for a few seconds, she hysterically fought.

Suddenly, the world started to melt around her. Her movements became sloppy, uncoordinated, before falling slack. Her screams dwindled into slurred yells, then drooling complaints, before she fell silent. She thought she felt the world shift under her. A barely coherent thought believed she was moving; no, it was moving, carrying her away.

Rayelle wondered what was going to happen now and if she would ever wake again as darkness swallowed her whole.
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AFTER DRESSING THE human in a shift left by a previous mate and depositing them into the brig, Tai'dqei tromped his way back to the cockpit. He wanted to suit out and shower first, but he needed to figure out what to do about this new development. After setting the drop-off location for his bounty into the navigation system, Tai’dqei sat back in his chair.

Finding a human among the targets hadn’t been expected. He supposed he should have been more careful, given his bounty had their fingers in an array of sticky trade. Though Tai’dqei hadn’t heard of them pushing into trafficking. But if opportunities arose, that gang was sure to swipe it. It was a small solace that their heads and spines were now in his cargo hold, waiting to be presented as trophies to his employer.

Tai’dqei’s mandibles tightened against his mouth and a small, frustrated rumble vibrated through his chest. Still, this predicament caused concerns.

Where had the human come from? Earth? One of the colonies? Tai’dqei doubted they’d been born in captivity. There were a number of aliens that abducted humans – among other species – for the novelty of it. That had resulted in generations of humans completely unaware of Earth and needing a rehabilitator.

They had been well-fed, from Tai'dqei’s assessment. His hand flexed, remembering the feel of them beneath their palm. Soft and warm, no bones on display through the skin. Their flesh felt weak, easily pierced. That was just how humans were, he thought.

He wasn’t sure what someone attracted to humans looked for in one. This one had large round pecs, too soft to have housed muscle. There was a slight cinch in their middle, though they still had plenty of softness there before they widened again at their hips.

After touching them, Tai'dqei supposed he could see the appeal in a tactile way. He hadn’t seen many humans in his life, but most weren’t quite as cushiony as this one. Their scent as he touched them had grown increasingly... curious. As if they liked his touch, though their expression and reaction to him suggested otherwise.

Tai’dqei’s fingers curled into a fist as a sudden thought struck him. Had this been a blackhole job? The damned Thrittens had been advertising time travel via blackholes recently and a couple had been on this bounty’s payroll. Wanton time hopping had caused an uptick in temporal crimes.

If Tai'dqei couldn’t drop the human off just anywhere before, that was doubly true now. With his mandibles twitching, he considered the likely options calmly.

A human born in captivity needed rehabilitation. Otherwise, they would be taken advantage of or trafficked easily at a station.

A human from the other side of the universe – even simply across a solar system – could have completely different tech-translators than what was needed in the quadrant.

An Earth-bred human was even more underprivileged. They usually only had tech-translators for their planet’s languages, not space travel.

A human displaced from their own time? Unaware of technological advances and without something to translate alien language? Not even aware of historical developments?

Tai'dqei wasn’t even sure if there was a rehabilitator – or anywhere – equipped to deal with that. He had yet to hear of such an occurrence.

All of that aside, there was another annoying thought biting at his mind for attention.

He’d taken their scared fleeing as a mating initiation. In his trade, it wasn’t rare to find someone who wished to show their appreciation in carnal fashions. Not to mention humans were some of the most pliable and enjoyable sex partners if rumors were to be believed. And there were plenty of rumors swirling around humans.

Tai’dqei wasn’t one to pass up recognition, either. Yet, he hadn’t even taken time to consider why they’d been there.

Removing his mask, Tai'dqei let out a growling sigh. A minor ache throbbed at the side of his face, a reminder of what caused his own mistake.

As soon as the human slammed that metal bowl against the side of his head and fled, he had misinterpreted. His body had shot out of the spaceship, instinct driving his muscles and lurid excitement in his thoughts. He had given in too easily to the instinct, it was utterly shameful.

A violent action followed by a chase was the mating custom of some ja-tau, Tai’dqei included. Grab a potential mate’s attention, make them chase you – hunt you – and then they could claim their prize.

That was not necessarily the same for everyone, let alone other segments of his own species. Tai'dqei knew that. The high of a hunt accomplished – knowing the human had seen it and believing they had to be impressed by his skill and power – had blinded his logic.

He wasn’t even sure if the human knew what he was. Even though they displayed such horror at Tai'dqei’s face, that didn’t translate to much. Many who knew what the ja-tau were capable of would, obviously, feared them. 

Irritation coursing through his veins, Tai'dqei shoved himself from the chair. He stalked to his training room, grabbing a spear as his tangled thoughts fought for attention.

As he went through his forms, he tried to disseminate the problem. The first step was figuring out where the human came from. But wherever the human came from, they didn’t know how to communicate with Tai'dqei. No translator, no learning, nothing. He couldn’t communicate back, since he relied on a Straux nano worm to translate.

It wasn’t rare for some of the more isolated colonies and outposts to not know or not possess translating mechanisms concerning ja-tau language, either. They often had out-of-date models with only the most prevalent languages.

Which meant Tai'dqei first needed a form of communication. From there, he could determine what the best course of action would be. Options branched out in his head, but before he could explore too many, he slammed the butt of his spear to the floor. Closing his eyes, Tai'dqei took a deep breath.

There was only one other person he trusted enough to buy the correct translator and to put it in the human’s head. The option made dread and anticipation swell up in his insides.

Tai'dqei made a low clicking growl, his eyes squinting open. Meeting with Ah’ke with mating instincts unsatiated was going to cause complications. He really shouldn’t wait, though. He didn’t know if the human could withstand the life support of his ship, didn’t know if they’d had any modifications made to them. For all he knew, they could have been altered to eat inorganic material and breathe iodine. The sooner he got this over with, the better. 

At least, that’s what he told himself.

He sent a communication to Ah’ke before placing his spear back on the rack and heading to the showers. Hopefully, cold water would cool the mating fire in his loins. Tai'dqei doubted it, but he could hope.

◊ ◊ ◊
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HEAVY. GROGGY. DARK.

Those were the first things Rayelle noticed when she came back to consciousness. It was like she’d clawed her way out of one darkness and into another. With a brain full of fuzz, she pushed herself into a sitting position, trying to remember.

She realized this wasn’t “her” cage. Although it was definitely a containment area of some sort. It was much larger than her previous hold and, she suddenly realized, it was equipped with a cot that she currently sat on. Looking down, Rayelle noticed the shirt she wore was even different. Dark grey and made of heavier, perhaps nicer, material than her previous covering. And it was huge on her, which was a feat. She wasn’t particularly slight. 

Suddenly, it all came back to her. The blood and screams. Running until a heavy weight pinned her down. Leathery skin in warm hues. The mandibles and sharp teeth. Claws tearing fabric.

Heavy footfalls startled Rayelle out of her horrified recollection. Slow illumination bled into the room and bathed the area in a yellowish light. With new brightness, she realized the room and her cage wasn’t simply dark. It was made of dark grey metal and a strange white mist crept along the floor.

Her eyes flickered around her surroundings again, taking in the additional details. On the opposite side of the cage something akin to a toilet squatted. For the most part, the hold was simply a box with bars on the open face and a solid door. Faintly, Rayelle wondered if the bars were electrified.

With such a bare area, it didn’t take her long to turn her attention to the creature in the doorway. 

It was as massive as she remembered. Perhaps more so in the better lighting. She also realized it was far less dressed than she initially assumed. Previously, it had been dressed in full dark-grey-nearly-black armor, save for its hands.

Yet the only metal armor appeared to be a chest plate with heavy shoulder guards, bracers on their wrists and heavy metal boots. Under the armor, it wore something akin to skintight bicycling shorts, though they were probably made of a technologically superior material. There were also additional accessories. A belt laden with pouches and fishnet material glimpsed between each piece of armor. It had decided against wearing its helmet.

Swaths of their leathery red-orange skin was left bare. Faintly, she wondered if it was hubris that made the creature bare so much skin or if the fishnet material had some sort of protective abilities she was ignorant of.

Perhaps she was misremembering last night and this was what they’d been wearing. Between terror and the darkness, maybe she was mistaken. Or perhaps the thing had changed out of full-body armor to specifically indulge in other activities. 

Wariness lit through your brain at that thought. She sat straighter on her cot, her eyes narrowing on the figure. Its mandibles flexed at her sudden stiffness, but they closed the distance from the outer door to the cell. She watched as the alien opened a grate and slid a tray in. Silently, she stared at the offering of presumable food.

It looked like coral-colored mashed potatoes with flecks of darker red something in it.

The meal looked and smelled better than the gruel she’d been given previously by her other abductors. However, suspicion kept her from edging toward the meal. Her gaze flicked from the tray, up to the creature on the other side of the bars.

Unsettling pale-yellow eyes watched her intently. It nodded toward the tray of food, making a series of chittering sounds. When Rayelle didn’t move, the creature made a sharp motion with their hand. The next round of clicking was laced with a growly undertone. Still, Rayelle refused to move closer even as hunger clamped through her stomach. 

Once more, the thing motioned to the food, snarling something at her. Evidently they were getting annoyed. Good, Rayelle thought, her eyebrows lowering into an angry vee. She didn’t feel like cooperating. If she starved to death, all the better.

Her captor seemed to have different ideas.

Rayelle watched as the thing typed something into a wrist gauntlet and the door to her cell shifted open with a hydraulic hiss.

It entered, prompting Rayelle to immediately stand and back away as it picked up some food from the tray. Turning to her, it raised the mush to its mouth. She watched as its tongue came out, pulling mush into its maw and overemphasized swallowing. Indignation flared inside her, realizing it thought she was ignorant on how to eat.

From the corner of her eye, Rayelle noticed the alien hadn’t closed the cell door.

As the creature issued another series of clicks at her, her attention returned to its face. It insistently held out the tray to her, making motions for her to accept the meal and to eat. She only edged further away from the creature, moving slow and keeping her gaze locked to its face.

Why didn’t it get the hint? Why didn’t it just leave her alone?

Her refusal to eat made the creature give a gurgling displeased growl. It scooped the mush up in one hand, tossing the tray aside with the other. Momentarily distracted by the tray clattering across the floor, Rayelle barely had time to react to the alien’s charge.

The sudden movement had her instinctively pressed back against the wall, which only benefited the alien. Using its broad body to box Rayelle in, it used its clean hand to grasp at her jaw.

“Let go,” she snarled, her hands shoving at its arms as the thing tilted her head back. As expected, they were too strong, they didn’t even budge as Rayelle violently jerked. She felt like an obstinate cat refusing medicine as she pushed and fought. The alien’s beefy fingers held her firm, surprisingly refraining from using their claws.

Its other hand – the one that had scooped the food into its palm – shoved its hand closer to Rayelle’s mouth, while trying to squeeze her mouth open. It was only when the creature’s hold threatened to bruise that she opened her mouth.

She did not intend to eat.

As it shoved the food toward her mouth, she pretended to accept it. Her glare pinned to its face as her tongue licked their hand clean, faintly registering a citrusy taste to the mush. Some tension eased from the creature. Though its own gaze watched her mouth, a heat other than frustration now in their eyes.

That look made Rayelle’s stomach turn, but she decided to use its fascination against it. Her tongue drew one of its fingers into her mouth, sucking on the digit. A sound, something like a cross between a growl and purr, vibrated from the creature.

That was enough. Rayelle’s teeth clamped down on its finger, biting as hard as her jaw would let her.

A startled screech left the creature as it jerked its hand away, only to have Rayelle’s mouthful of food spat out all over its chest armor. The stare the alien gave her now was one of angry bafflement. Their pale-yellow eyes flickered from her face to the mess on its chestplate.

Taking advantage of their surprise and loosening grip, Rayelle lurched from their grasp. She made a beeline for the door, but with each step, she knew it was a useless attempt. Where would she go? If this was a spaceship – which she assumed it was – and they were in transit through space, she was stuck. If they just happened to be docked somewhere, how did she know she wouldn’t just be dragged back to this thing? But she just couldn’t stop, she just couldn’t so obviously change her mind after biting and spitting at them.

It was almost a relief when the thing grabbed her, its claws digging into the fabric of the borrowed top but not tearing into it. The alien hauled her back and up, tossing her onto the cot. A surprised shriek left her lips as she flailed mid-air before her body landed with a thump.

She didn’t even have a chance to yelp when it descended on her. One arm braced against her chest, pushing her flush against the mattress as the other hand removed something from its belt. Rayelle’s own hands grappled with the forearm, her nails digging into its bare skin as her feet kicked out, determined to cause some impact.

In a swift movement, the hand not pinning Rayelle down snapped something heavy and cold around her throat. Then, just as quickly as it had descended on her, it pulled away. As the creature stormed through the open doorway, its booted feet pounding on the floor, Rayelle’s hands fluttered to her neck.

Her fingers traced the metal collar, her angry glare darting to the creature’s back. But the door had slid back into place, obscuring the thing from her view.

Without thought, riding on a wave of adrenaline and rage, Rayelle pushed off the bed and barreled toward the door. Her fists pelted the metal, an animalistic scream drawn from her throat.

Why was this happening to her? Why had she been taken from Earth? Why was she being handed off from one awful alien race to the next?

Why couldn’t she catch a break?

Her thoughts completely stuttered to a halt as the thing, still on the other side of the door, slammed its fists against the metal and gave a bellowing roar in return. Instinctively, she ducked into a crouch, covering her head with her hands. Ice ran through Rayelle’s veins, her pounding heart skipping a beat, the longer the howl went on.

Eventually, the bellow petered out, but Rayelle heard its panting breaths on the other side of the door. Had she already worn its patience thin?

Part of her hoped so. Perhaps she’d be released if she proved to be too difficult. Another part of her flinched at the thought, though. If she was too much of a pain, wouldn’t it just be simpler to kill her? It could just jettison her out into the oxygen-less void.

Whatever the case, the alien on the other side of the door gave one last half-hearted thunk of fist against metal, before she heard it retreat. The door to the rest of the ship hissed open before solidly closing behind her captor.

As Rayelle’s hands dropped from her head, she realized she was alone once more. Her body still trembled, adrenaline still pumping after that thing’s roar. Temptation returned her attention to the meal they offered. The food was mostly splattered on the tray but at least not on the floor. The tangy citrusy taste the alien had forced into her mouth lingered on her tongue.

It had not been an unpleasant taste.

Stubborn rebelliousness tore the observation from her head. No. Absolutely not. The food could have been laced with something like a sedative for all she knew. It could have been an aphrodisiac. Or it could have made her placid and agreeable.

Rayelle didn’t trust it.

Getting to her feet, she stumbled back to the cot, where she promptly flopped down. She glared at the wall with her back to the food. If the thing came back, she wanted it to see her snubbing the offering.

◊ ◊ ◊
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AFTER HIS LAST INTERACTION with the human, Tai'dqei needed yet another shower. He leaned against the wall, forearms bracing himself as the water ran down his back. He tried to focus on the cold streams and the way the droplets slid over his skin, but his thoughts circled back to the human no matter how hard he tried to avoid the subject.

The little shit had made an aggressive display before attempting to run. Again.

Tai'dqei had barely gotten the mating urge out of his system before attempting to feed the little ingrate. Here they were, riling him up all over again.

They didn’t understand, Tai'dqei told himself. It wasn’t their fault and he should be capable of controlling his instincts. At least, this time he didn’t strip them. No, instead he clamped a monitoring collar around their throat. It would allow him to keep an eye on their vital signs from a distance and even track their location if they did manage to escape.

Given how easily they provoked his mating instincts, tracking this human himself would only exacerbate the issue.

Though, as he thought back over what just happened, perhaps he shouldn’t have forced food into their mouth. If the human was captive-bred, Tai'dqei thought perhaps it didn’t know how to feed itself. Or maybe their lack of familiarity with the dish made them wary. He tried to illustrate its safety.

It did not help.

A mixture of concern for the creature and his own annoyance had him forcing food into the human’s mouth. Which led to Tai'dqei feeling their warm soft tongue on his palm and watching as they suckled on one of his fingers, their gaze intense on his face. At the time, he impulsively wondered how that mouth would feel on other parts of his anatomy. The memories made his fingers flex, the clawed tips digging into the shower wall as heat rose in his loins.

Even their bite on his finger – which startled Tai'dqei more than hurt – only served to tempt him.

An annoyed growl caught in his throat as he shifted his position slightly, leaning his head against his forearm as his other hand reached down. His fingers curled around the shaft of his erection. It flexed at his touch and Tai'dqei began stroking. Heat stoked hotter in his loins, his hips jerking every so often to the stimulation.

His brain fed him the usual images of Ah’ke and other previous mates, the memories of their frenzied carnal sessions, the way her claws would rake down his back or how he’d struggle to make her submit. The thrill, the adrenaline, the drive. The memories made his heart pound, desire flaring through him. Heated breaths caught in Tai'dqei’s throat, his chest gently heaving as excitement sunk into him. His hand moved faster, the slap of his palm against his thigh adding to the memories.

All the while, thoughts of the human weaseled their way in. The sensation of their tongue, their softness, the enticing snarl they’d made when pounding at their cell’s door. Vaguely, he understood why others would find the soft fleshy things so appealing. There was something hard to describe that lured one in.

He squeezed harder at his cock, hand moving desperately as the crest quickly overtook him. Tai'dqei threw his head back, letting loose a snarl as the orgasm clamped into him, ropes of seed splattering against the shower wall.

Tai'dqei closed his eyes, allowing the embers of his release to simmer at his skin as his cock emptied itself with a few more spurts. He took a deep breath before opening his eyes again. For now, his dick had fallen soft, but Tai'dqei could still feel the desire, the need, clawing at his core. He needed more than his own hand.

It would have to do for now, he decided, as he shut the shower off. If the need to mate hadn’t left him by the time Ah’ke was done setting the human up with a translator, then maybe he’d broach the subject with her. The thought made embarrassment and uncertainty flame through him.

Ah’ke and he were no longer mates, for particular reasons. Yet Tai’dqei could not ignore the feelings that still lingered from their committed time together.

He shook the memories from his head as he stepped out of the shower. It wouldn’t be long until they arrived at Ah’ke’s outpost. He needed to get dressed again and check the logs to make sure the human hadn’t hurt themself during his shower.

At that thought, Tai'dqei’s mandibles tugged downward. He wasn’t sure what he’d do if the human had managed to hurt itself. It was evident enough they had an inherent ability to rile him up. Whether they meant to or not. 

A small dose of shame, having pictured the human briefly during his masturbatory session, flickered through Tai'dqei’s head. They really didn’t know better. His teeth gnashed together and his mandibles pressed tight to his maw. It wasn’t common for a mating ritual to sink its claws into him so deeply, but here he was, being goaded by a human.

Once more, he shook his head and headed to his quarters. He’d have to control himself a little while longer, that was all there was to it. No matter how the human played into his instincts.

Although, it was becoming clearer that requesting Ah’ke’s aid to extinguish this heat was necessary. If only to give Tai'dqei a fresh equilibrium while solving this unexpected human problem.
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Chapter 3 
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IT WAS THE JARRING thump of the ship that awoke Rayelle. Pushing herself upright on her cot, she stretched her arms over her head and arched her back. There had been a few more feeding attempts since the first. After the second attempt – throwing the tray at the creature and trying to grab their gauntlet, which seemed to control the door, through the bars – there’d been sparser contact. It would just place the food in the slot and retreat.

Later, it’d retrieve the tray and replace it with a new one. Rayelle couldn’t help but notice they had kept to self-contained foods, like whatever constituted space-veggies or space-fruit. No more mash, nothing messy.

Though she didn’t eat any of it, she occasionally snagged one or two from the tray. Just enough to not be noticed. She had considered collecting enough to flush down the toilet in an attempt to get her captor in and have the door opened. The plan was nixed after she realized she didn’t know how the toilet got rid of waste. Maybe it just zapped it into oblivion, in which case clogging it would be useless.

Rayelle decided she wanted something to wing at the creature if it chose to enter again so she quietly collected a small cache of hard projectiles.

Now she wondered what her damn captor was doing. There was a slight shift, as if something had gotten ahold of the ship, and now she heard further hydraulics hissing and the chunk of something possibly locking into place. Then nothing.

Her eyebrows furrowed, trying to make sense of the sounds and the sensations. Rayelle’s first thought was they had landed – or perhaps docked – somewhere. It would explain the mechanical whirring and thunking and vibrations, she figured.

But where? Was she about to step onto yet another alien planet, this time full of the same massive, mandible-faced creatures as her current captor? Or was it going to be a station of some sort?

As Rayelle considered her chances between a single-species planet or outpost versus somewhere with more diversity – and fighting the dissociation that sheer absurd thought caused her – the door to the hallway opened. Her stomach sank as two pairs of footfalls entered the room. As the lights brightened, she half-turned to face the front of her cell, glaring through the bars at both the familiar face and the newcomer.

Her red-orange captor stood next to a different colored version of the same species. They were chittering and growling away as they approached Rayelle’s cell, giving her a chance to scrutinize the newcomer.

It was a blue-green hue with black speckles. Their head ridge striated, like a washboard, and their feathery hair reminded Rayelle of a peacock with blues and greens. Even the way the feathers were pulled back into a ponytail, pieces sticking out wildly in all directions, stirred thoughts of a showy peacock tail in her brain. 

The blue-green one was also taller than the red-orange one. Not by much, but enough for Rayelle to notice. They also didn’t wear dark grey armor like the other currently wore. Though they did wear a silver chest plate and a matching gauntlet that seemed tech-based. Other than the scant armor, they wore sleeveless grey coveralls and a sleeveless dark blue lab coat. That same odd fishnet-like mesh was used to cover their arms.

A particular gurgle of a growl from her red-orange captor caught Rayelle’s attention. She glanced toward them, not moving from her cot. As the other responded, her eyes narrowed.

She had a suspicion they were discussing her. No surprise. But if the blue one was wearing a lab coat, did that make them a doctor or a scientist? Rayelle pressed her lips together in a tight line, trying to determine which option was worse.

Rayelle jumped as the door to her cell slid open. She scrambled to her feet, grabbing one of the hard fruits she had swiped from a prior meal. Her shoulders tensed as she backed away to the far side of the cage. The blue one entered first, while the red-orange one lingered in the open entrance.

It approached slowly, carefully, with a hand extended and fingers splayed to show they weren’t a threat. It also clicked and gave gurgly growls by means of communication. Though Rayelle felt it was gentler, more level than how the red-orange one vocalized. With its free hand, it slowly withdrew a silver boxy object from the pocket on its coat.

Rayelle nervously watched as it held the object up to its own arm, crouching to give her a better view. Light blue light fanned out from the silver box, moving over the alien’s arm. Once the machine beeped, the blue-green alien turned the box around to show a screen where alien language flashed and scrolled upward.

She glanced from the machine up to the alien, still having no clue what was going on. Something in the blue alien’s eyes seemed hopeful. For some reason, the whole situation reminded Rayelle of a doctor showing a young child that a stethoscope didn’t hurt.

Her attention flickered across the room, where the red-orange creature tensely stood. It appeared ready to spring into action should something happen. Whether it was to keep the blue one safe or herself, Rayelle wasn’t certain. Once more, she glanced warily at the blue alien before sidling to the side, toward her captor and, more importantly, the exit.

She kept her eyes on the blue alien, her shoulders stiffening as it trilled something. From the corner of her eye, Rayelle saw her captor’s eyes flicker to their comrade, replying to whatever the blue one said.

Tightening her grasp on the alien fruit that she hid behind her back, Rayelle decided it was time to test her luck.

◊ ◊ ◊
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“HM, THEY MUST BE MORE comfortable around you,” Ah’ke observed as the human edged closer to Tai’dqei.

Tai’dqei was not so certain of his former mate’s assessment. Preparedness tensed along his muscles, ready to chase and snatch the human up if his own presumption proved correct. He shot a look at Ah’ke, keeping partial attention trained on the human. “They’re going to try escaping, just watch.”

“I don’t know.” Ah’ke stood up from their crouch, straightening to full height. “They seem—”

Before Ah’ke could even finish their statement, an orange chemond came hurtling at Tai’dqei. He instinctively caught the flying projectile with ease and swore to himself for not counting the amount of fruit or vegetables he’d given the human.

As expected, the little thing bolted for the door, reaching for the frame as they got close. With a snarl, Tai’dqei lunged and grabbed them. As soon as his arms latched around their middle, they squirmed and yelled. They kicked their feet out as they tried to throw themself to and fro, thrashing with every ounce of their strength as Tai’dqei lifted them up. It was like trying to keep a hold of a feral bozeak.

Tai’dqei threw a dirty look to Ah’ke, who had been chittering with amusement over the scene. His mandibles clicked in irritation. “Going to help or just stand there and laugh?”

“On it.” Ah’ke continued to chuckle, but pulled a tranquilizer injector from her belt, quickly approaching the struggling human and Tai’dqei.

The human in his arms struggled harder, howling as Ah’ke neared. They recognized the injector, considering how similar it looked to the one Tai’dqei had used that first night.

They even went so far as to attempt to bite Tai’dqei, leaning their top-half over his forearm and sinking their dull little teeth into his flesh. A growl rumbled out from Tai’dqei’s chest, unbidden and not exactly out of anger. The human tensed, braced for Tai’dqei’s retaliation. Whatever the human thought he’d do, it didn’t happen.

Instead, Ah’ke swept in during the temporary – and likely very short – calm. She pressed the tranq to the human’s thigh, eliciting a startled gasp of a whimper as the needle punctured their skin.

Their violent struggles resumed, tears pooling at the corners of their eyes before dribbling down their cheeks. The human’s angry yowls turned to quieter wailing as the force of their fighting dwindled. Even when they slumped in Tai’dqei’s arms, they continued to warble obvious dissent, weakly shoving at his arms.

A small part of Tai’dqei admired the persistence, in spite of how troublesome they’d been.

“I managed to get a hold of the most up-to-date Straux nano-translator worm for you two.” From yet another pocket, Ah’ke withdrew a small case. “These were designed with all dated and modern Terran languages as a specialty.”

As she popped the case open, Tai’dqei saw the two yet-to-be-activated earworms. He nodded, relieved that he’d soon be able to communicate with the human. “It’s appreciated.”

“Move them to the cot and I’ll get everything done,” ordered Ah’ke, taking charge of the situation. Tai’dqei gave a grunt of acknowledgement, adjusting his hold on the human so they were carried more comfortably in his arms.

After he deposited the inert form on the bed, Ah’ke pushed him out of the way. As she knelt by the human, she held the second translator device out to him. “I trust you can insert your own.”

Once more, Tai’dqei gave an affirmative grunt and took the worm.

“You should move them somewhere more hospitable,” Ah’ke said as she waited for the translator to boot up. She fiddled with the settings, focusing on calibrating the worm Terran languages and ja-tau. She gave a little chitter of a laugh. “I would not be pleased myself, if I awoke in a brig like this.”

“It was necessary,” Tai’dqei growled, making the same adjustments to his own worm. Over the decades, one got used to upgrading translator tech. He was just thankful the Straux had figured out a way to get the nano worms to absorb previous versions, rather than having to yank old ones out. “I didn’t know what they’d do to escape. For now, they get the brig.”

The blue metal worm soon came to life, its hundreds of little legs tickling his palm, and he held it up to his ear canal. Tai’dqei braced himself as the thing skittered in and grunted as the harder part of the process began. Through bone and cartilage and tissue, the technological bug burrowed. In its wake, it repaired the damage it wrought. 

As efficient as it was, it was not painless.

That was evident as the human, even unconscious, cried out. Ah’ke held them as they jerked on the bed, tears once more streaming down their cheeks. The sedative eventually dealt with the pain and whatever straggling string of consciousness still clung to them finally dissipated.

Tai’dqei didn’t realize he had moved closer, watching the human struggle, until he heard himself ask, “They will be okay?”

“They will be fine,” Ah’ke answered with a sigh, as if she’d been asked the same question many times before. She stood up from her stoop, pinning a serious look on Tai’dqei. “Once you’re able to communicate, will you move them to the guest quarters?”

“We’ll see.” He bristled, not looking at Ah’ke as he crossed his arms. Her stern tone stirred something in his core. It was the same something that had been exacerbated multiple times by an unwitting human. He tried not to think about it. “It depends on how they react.”

Giving the human free reign would have made all of the efforts to get them somewhere appropriate useless. They could run straight into a dangerous situation, get themselves killed, and be none-the-wiser. Worse yet, they could crash his ship and kill them both, perhaps taking out others in the process.

No, it was better to lock the human down until he could assess their cooperativeness and mentality.

“Go easy on them. From the way you describe it, they may have a lot to adjust to.” After wiping blood from the human’s ear, Ah’ke got to her feet. Tai’dqei had turned his attention back to the human, considering what preparations should be made for when they awoke. 

Ah’ke interrupted his mental checklist as she added,, “And about your other issue.”

The change in subjects sent a confusing burst of tingling heat up his spine. Tilting his head toward Ah’ke, Tai’dqei hoped he didn’t appear too excited. “Yes?”

She reached out to touch Tai’dqei’s arm and he hesitantly hoped she’d help him. It was a gentle touch, her claws ghosting over his arm. Memories of their past dalliances flooded into his brain, but Ah’ke’s words doused whatever soft heat filled his chest. “There’s a brothel on this station. Check them out.”

Tai’dqei’s mandibles flared in agitation, a hiss escaping his mouth as she laughed heartily at him. “I’ve never been into men. You know that.”

“I just thought it could be different with me. If it was something purely physical.” Tai’dqei shifted his stance, arms crossed over his chest. He could feel Ah’ke’s knowing amusement and it only made the agitation in him churn harder. Once more, he turned his attention from Ah’ke to a middle distance, unable to meet her gaze.

“We tried that when your change began.” From the corner of his eye, he watched Ah’ke cross her arms over her chest as well. Her own mandibles twitched downward. Guilt dribbled into his stomach.

Tai’dqei grunted before falling quiet at the mention of his change, his arms tightening over his chest.

In the course of his relationship with Ah’ke, they both had shifted sexes and, subsequently, genders. Though Tai’dqei found her just as appealing as before, the feeling was not mutual. She only liked women, no matter her own presentation.

He could have chosen hormone modifiers to reverse the changes, but he hadn’t wanted to. It was a difficult feeling to put into words.

Thus, their romantic relationship ended. Not without some complicated feelings, mostly on Tai’dqei’s part.

“I need to return to the clinic,” Ah’ke announced after consulting her wrist gear. The words drew Tai’dqei from memories. It struck him as odd how unaffected Ah’ke appeared. “I’ll check back in soon, okay?”

“Alright,” he replied, his tone unintentionally dipping into deep dour octaves.

“Tai.” Ah’ke’s hand brushed against his arm again, eliciting prickles along his flesh. The softness in her gaze made something in his chest involuntarily swell. With a reassuring squeeze of his bicep, she softly said, “I still care very much for you, even if we’re not mate compatible.”

“I know, that’s why I trusted you with this,” he answered just as quietly, raising a hand to indicate the sleeping human. There was a beat of silence, unsaid things mounting in the air among the weight of responsibility concerning the wayward being. Unable to take the heaviness, Tai’dqei heaved a sigh and gave a careless shrug as he added sardonically, “Sorry, I had to go and turn into a smelly aggressive man.” 

At that, Ah’ke gave a gurgling growl of her own, swatting the sides of Tai’dqei’s face with both hands. He gave a yelp as mild pain throbbed through his skin. “I was joking!”

“It was not funny,” she hissed, grabbing tight to the sides of his face and pressing her forehead to his. Annoyance faded out of him at the touch. His eyes closed, briefly allowing himself to pretend reality was different. Maybe a world where Ah’ke did find men appealing or where he agreed to hormone adjusters.

The fantasy only lasted a moment before Ah’ke pulled away. Her palms tapped the sides of his face as she teased, “Behave until I get back.”

She was already heading out the cell’s entrance when Tai’dqei opened his eyes. He watched her go before glancing back at the human. Other than the even rise and fall of their chest, they were still.

After retrieving a blanket for the human and a chair for himself, Tai’qdei locked the cell door again. This time, with him inside the bars alongside the human. He watched them sleep as his own thoughts roiled and rolled, trying not to focus on the upsetting stillness in his own chest. Or the aggravating heat simmering in his center.

◊ ◊ ◊
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WHEN RAYELLE WOKE, feeling the now-familiar cot under her body and seeing the dark grey metal of her cell, she briefly thought she had dreamt up her last escape attempt. As consciousness slowly dawned, she realized there were some differences from when she laid herself down to sleep. 

Her thigh ached from where the tranquilizer had been injected and she had a blanket, something her captor hadn’t given her previously. 

She sat up, wondering what the hell the aliens had done to her this time. The last few times she had been sedated – other than the first time with her current red captor – she always awoke feeling as if there was something different with her. Rayelle never could figure out what changed. 

Tai’dqei watched as consciousness returned to the human. Their eyes fluttered open, pupils dilating and contracting to adjust to the lighting. They didn’t seem to notice him as they sat up, obviously taking stock of themself. 

While Rayelle was still trying to shake her stunned brain into operation, someone spoke beside her, their voice intertwined with that damnable clicking, “Good, you’re awake.” 

Her attention snapped to the
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