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      I stumble forward, branches whipping at my face as they loom out of nowhere. I struggle to stay upright given that at every step I trip over something I don’t see.

      My vision is blurred and my head heavy. All I know is that I must get away, as far away as I can from the thing following me. Or things. I can’t be sure, but what I am sure of is that I can’t let it get me.

      The further I go, the darker it gets, and the more fear haunts me. The fear. Images swim in my head, or in front of me, I’m not sure which. As they loom out of the dark, I hear a sharp cry that makes me increase my pace, continuing to trip and fall, blood streaking my legs and arms. The noise follows me, waxing and waning in my ears. It’s terrifying and I wish it would stop.

      It’s me.

      I’m crying. The noise becomes louder. My hearing pops suddenly and I feel my sobs and whines reverberating in my chest. I hate the dark and all I want is to find somewhere to rest. Every part of me aches or burns.

      And the branches are gone. Under my bare feet are pebbles. I trip over something new and fall into water so cold it takes my breath away. For a minute I can’t move, can’t breathe, and then I’m leaping to my feet with newfound energy, galvanized by the icy water and the fear of what comes behind me.

      It’s huge, more than huge. There are thousands chasing me. Dots of light flash in my eyes as I try to make my legs move faster. If they catch me, there will be pain, and I can’t take any more. Not like the pain they inflicted. Searing, constant, and blinding.

      I fall to my knees on the hard stone. Unable to go on because I have to sleep. I can’t fight the need to close my eyes any longer. I raise my face to the heavens, imploring, and as I drop forward onto my hands, I see the dark hole in front of me. Crawling forward, uncaring of any further injury, just wanting to be safe, I curl up inside the small cave, listening to the beat of my heart.

      It thumps, fast at first, then slowing down and down until I expect it to stop.

      I might fear what’s out in the gloom, but I don’t fear death. Not anymore.

      My eyes close and I hope this is my end.
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        * * *

      

      The most beautiful sound I’ve ever heard fills my ears. High, sweet notes in a perfect pitch run through my head in a delightful symphony that only nature can ever provide. I open my eyes and attempt to stretch, but I am trapped. All I can see is a single strip of blue. I reach out my hand and grasp at the color. My fingers find a lip of stone, and I haul myself free of my hole.

      As I flop out onto the warming ground, the song stops. In my peripheral vision, something iridescent green hops away. I lie on my back, looking into the sky. Clouds dot the intense blue, and the two suns have not quite reached their peak.

      Hang on.

      Two suns?

      I roll onto my stomach and push my protesting body into a crouching position. With considerable effort, I heave myself upright. Down a short slope a stream trickles. Clear water runs over multi-colored stones. Greens, blues, black and purple. The water is bounded by pebble beaches and in amongst these are brightly colored bushes. Blue bushes with white flowers.

      Off in the distance is a set of black mountains that are so high I have to look up to see the summits.

      Where the fuck am I?

      My head spins and legs buckle. I sit back down with a thump and cry out at the pain firing through my bones. I don’t remember being this skinny.

      Come to think of it, I remember very little. I lie back and stare up at the sky again. Thinking too hard makes my head hurt, but I push through it. I try to recall what’s happened to me.

      I remember being in a bed with crisp white sheets. Light streaming in through a window that flows with white muslin curtains, billowing in a breeze. And then, I’m in a hole in the ground.

      Then there’s the fear. I remember that. Dark, terrifying blackness. I gulp in air as my head fills with terror and my stomach turns into knots. I focus on a white cloud high above me and get my breathing under control again. Whatever the fear is, it’s not relevant in daylight under these suns.

      Two suns. That can’t be right.

      I’m sure Earth only has one sun. I lift my head slightly and shade my eyes with my hand, but not directly at the sun. Could it be the moon? I squint. Nothing wrong with my eyesight. There definitely are two glowing balls of fire in the sky, one slightly smaller and redder than the other. As I look over the blue, I also see the ghostly glow of a moon.

      No man in this moon. It sits as a crater-less crescent, low in the sky.

      I’m not on Earth.

      The fear rises out of nowhere and overwhelms me. There’s nothing I can do but surrender, and everything goes black.

      When I come to, the suns have moved higher in the sky, and my skin burns. I need to find shade and water.

      The sound of the tinkling stream pushes itself into my consciousness. With a groan, I get to my feet, every muscle protesting, and make my way stiffly down to the water’s edge.

      I dip my hand into the cooling liquid, scooping it up and bringing it to my lips. I hesitate for a second, but it smells like water. There’s probably something dead upstream, but I’m going to take my chances. I suck down the refreshing liquid.

      It’s then I notice the dried blood streaking my arms. Sitting back, I look down at myself. I’m wearing a simple shift dress, once a pearly white, now streaked with dirt. I finger the material.  It’s light like silk, but more slippery. I run my hands over myself.

      No underwear.

      Perhaps that’s the sort of girl I am? One that likes to go commando.

      I carefully rinse off my arms and legs to get rid of as much blood and grime as I can, then I look around for some shade. Just above the hole I was sleeping in is an overhang of rock that is, for the moment, in the shade. I look back into the water. A woman stares back at me. Her pale gray eyes dark, ringed with lack of sleep, her cheeks hollow. Her long, dark blond hair is a bird’s nest.

      I guess that’s me. I just wish I knew who I was.
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      I crouch down in the dust. The place is silent, and I welcome the lack of noise. Using the tip of my claw, I draw swirls in the dirt in front of me. Making the meandering patterns calms the screaming from within. Watching the patterns emerge means I don’t see the blood spilled everywhere.

      And, for a short while, I don’t think about my family. My mother, beaming as she sets out fresh ovo on the table, baked by my father who sings to himself in the kitchen. My younger brother, kicking his heels against the chair, my little sister, sucking on her thumb as she sits on my mother’s hip.

      I remember being clasped in those arms. Feeling the swell of her pregnant belly, filled with my new brother or sister. The scent of her hair, soft against my cheek. Only to be matched by my father’s musk as he encircles us all in his arms.

      All gone now. I only have my patterns for comfort, and it’s getting harder to draw every day.

      I stand up, my muscles easily shifting my bulky form upright. I’m the fittest I’ve ever been, including when I was part of the Haalux Fleet and part of the Empire. The daily sparring with my fellow warriors has nothing on the roaming I do.

      Roaming is all I do now, since I lost my tribe, the Uxah, and betrayed my Empire. I’m a Haalux warrior with nothing other than the daily fight for survival.

      The twin suns of Haalux climb into the sky as I stretch out my limbs. I used to take comfort in their warmth. Instead, I’m more conscious of how long it means until dark, when the wildlife of the badlands comes out to seek their prey.

      My tribe hunted, farmed, and mined this area of our planet for generation upon generation. We took the minerals from the Swarx mountains to be processed for fuel to power the Empire’s StarCraft. We supplied food to Reelux, the capital city of the main continent of Haalux, and we hunted for our own traditions. I fashioned the loincloth that I wear from the hide of a beu-beast  I’d caught myself when I came of age. I’d found the garment in the tattered remains of my parent’s empty dwelling.

      I stare over the waving grass that slowly overtakes my village, out towards the mountains, reaching jaggedly into the sky. Today is going to be hot, and I have to undertake my rounds. I walk down towards the stream that used to supply the water to our dwellings and rinse my hands.

      A delicate scent reaches my nostrils, one not related to any flowers or vegetation growing in the nearby forest. This is something even more delicate and delicious. I close my eyes and inhale deeply, trying to get as much as I can into my chest. It’s been a very long time since I’ve wanted anything, but I want to find the source of this scent. My cock has jerked awake from a long slumber.

      I let out a harsh laugh. Mating holds no interest for me. With an effort, I get my body under control, just before I have to wade into the stream to remind my libido I don’t deserve to mate. And, after all, there’s nothing left to mate in this wilderness.

      The Unseen killed them all.

      A soft coo has me turning on the spot, knife at the ready.

      I know what I’d like to hunt, the creature that smelled so good whilst I was washing my hands, although given how my cock reacted, it won’t be for eating.

      I gently pull out an arrow from the quiver on my back and notch it into my bow. I twirl on the spot, letting the shaft fly. It hits the large, plump pino with a satisfying thump and the body drops from the tree branch. I make my way slowly over to my evening meal.  Just as I reach the dead creature, my comm starts to squeal. I curse and retrieve the thing from the pouch on my belt.

      “Terx.” The small silver device erupts with a holographic projection of the species I least want to have any contact with, and the ones I wait to contact me every hour of the day.

      “Yes.” My reply is abrupt.

      “We have a task for you.” The hooded figure says. “One which you will perform with your usual ability.”

      “Only when I know they are unharmed.” I fire out.

      “You will have to take our word for it.” The figure says, emotionless.

      “I’m not prepared to do anymore of your filthy tasks until I can see them. Do you understand?” My voice reaches a roar.

      “Very well.” The projection flickers until the face of my mother appears.

      “Terx!” She stutters out. Her face is gaunt. I reach out towards her and as my fingers slip through the hologram, they jerk her out of sight.

      “You have what you wanted, Terx. You will do our bidding if you wish your family to remain unharmed.

      I snort in disgust, but otherwise remain silent.

      “One of our experiments has escaped from the facility. You will track her down and return her to us.”

      “What if I can’t find her.”

      The hooded figure makes a sound that is probably supposed to be laughter. “You will find her. You have much at stake, and you are far too good at what you do.”

      “If I do this, I want you to let them go.” I sense that this is more than the simple task the Unseen want me to complete, even if the single Unseen on the comm is trying to pretend otherwise. They wouldn’t have shown me my mother if they didn’t want to incentivize me. “I don’t want to work for you anymore.”

      “You’d prefer your Empire?” The Unseen makes a choking laughing sound. “Its days are numbered.”

      “I just want my family returned. You can do what you like to the Empire.” I growl.

      “Find the female, and we can talk terms.” I feel my limbs go loose at the possibility dangled in front of me like a branch covered in ripe juuli fruit.

      “Okay, I’ll find her and contact you once I have her.”

      “We are sure you will, warrior. You must take care with this female.” The Unseen hisses its approval at my agreement. “She is designed to attract male Haalux. She may trigger your zycle. If this is the case, you must inform us of her location and then leave her to be picked up.”

      “There’s no risk of her starting my zycle. I have not desired a female since you killed my tribe. I will recover your experiment.” I terminate the comm link before I destroy the comm in rage, given I’m going to need it once I find the unfortunate creature The Unseen have been manipulating. Destroying the comm, the only way of getting my parents back, would be a bad idea, and I need to take my mounting anger to a new level.

      I let rip at a nearby tree with my tilon axe, beating the hax out of the thing until I’m panting hard with the exertion and sweat runs off me. I collapse to my knees as the images I’ve been desperate to keep out of my head crowd in.

      The limp forms of my younger siblings. The space in our dwelling that my parents should occupy. The blood.

      Always the blood.

      I rock on my haunches, biting back the keening cry bubbling to the surface.

      I don’t get to mate. I don’t get to live. Not until I avenge the death of my tribe at the hands of The Unseen.

      My new paymasters. The ones I have to please if I’m ever to see my parents again.
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      A noise interrupts my doze, and I’m on my feet, banging my head off the low hanging stone outcrop and falling back on my arse.

      I’ve been sleeping on and off for most of the day. I can’t seem to stay awake. My senses are dull, and if I stop, I sleep. However, hitting my head on a rock has definitely woken me up, even if my brain remains in a fog of uncertainty.

      I lay for a long time under the rock, staring over the stream to the plains beyond. The blue grass shifts in hypnotizing waves. I gently probe my mind for some answers, but the ones I sought were out of reach.

      I know I’m not on Earth, which means I am human. I know I’m from England. I don’t know how I know.

      And that’s it. Nothing else comes to mind, not how I got here, who I am, what I do for a living. The one clue I have is on a small silver bangle wrapped around my left wrist. I tried to pull it off originally, only to find it was stuck. On it is engraved a single word.

      STELLA

      I say the name out loud a couple of times and think about the reflection of the woman in the water. Do I look like a Stella? I’m not sure. My accent is from the north of England. It’s not very strong, but the emphasis I put on the last letter of my name makes me think I’m from Yorkshire. It brings to mind the rolling green pastures, interlinked over and over with gray stone walls that go on for miles. Over hill and through dale. God’s own country.

      And a million billion miles from where I am now.

      I decide I must be quite pragmatic. Even with all the sleeping, the fact that I have to be on an alien planet isn’t bothering me. I’m quite pleased I’m not the hysterical type. I think I would find that annoying.

      My stomach growls, and I lift my head up too quickly, causing my vision to blur. It’s not due to hitting my head on a rock, it’s been like this all day. I yawn.

      I need to find something to eat, preferably something that will not poison me. In the meantime, as I’m not dead from drinking the stream water, I’ll start with that. Having had a long drink and splashed my face with the water, I weigh up my options.

      Continue along the riverbank or head into the forest? I choose the former and walk down the side of the trickling water. Before long I find a tree that is laden with large, pear-shaped deep purple fruit. The things are about the size of a small melon. I pluck one from the heavy bow and poke at the flesh. It’s very ripe, as my thumb goes straight in and a shocking lime green pulp oozes out.

      Not exactly appetizing. I think I prefer my food to look less like toxic waste. I lift the thing to my nose and sniff at it. It smells like a cross between an apple and a strawberry. I tentatively put out my tongue and dab it on the pulp. The resulting taste explosion has me slurping down mouthfuls of the fruit before I can even think about it.

      Five fruits later and I’m groaning, rubbing at my stomach.

      “Too much, stupid Stella.”

      Am I really that much of an idiot that I gorge myself on fresh fruit? I’ll regret it later.

      Having dozed some more in a fruit-filled coma under the shade of the tree, when I finally come to my senses, it’s getting dark. One of the two suns has already dipped behind the mountain range and the other sits on the top, as if impaled on a sharp peak. I count three moons stacked behind one another in the rapidly inking sky. I pick a couple more of the sweet, sticky fruits.

      It’s then I hear the howling. It starts off low, almost wolf like, then rises in pitch until it’s more like a scream. Fear grips me, but I’m not paralyzed. Instead, I’m running like a madwoman through the forest as fast as I can, the fruit forgotten. There is just the blinding fear that doesn’t stop until I take a step forward and tumble, over and over, spinning, falling and finally coming to rest on my stomach in a bed of soft moss.

      I lie still for what seems like eons, trying to hold in my panting breath, to take stock and to drive away the fear. Nausea rises in my gullet as the howling begins again. But as soon as it does, it’s cut off abruptly. I hear slithering sounds all around me. Then, the forest is dark and quiet.

      My heart beats in my chest as if it’s attempting to break free of my ribcage. I realize the strange shift dress I’m wearing is hiked up around my waist, baring my bottom to this world. It’s the last thing I should be worrying about, but once I persuade my hands to let go of the moss, I pull it down and cover what’s left of my modesty.

      Looks like Stella has a sense of decorum, at least. A kind of fog fills my mind as I try to grasp at who I am, even though the memories slip away as soon as I catch them.

      I flip over onto my back with a gasp. It’s daylight again, and I stagger to my feet. I’m covered in dirt and scratches where I rolled down the hill last night. My side aches and burns. With a look around me, I lift up the dress to inspect the damage.

      Cut into the left side of my stomach is a perfect six inch gash that has been surgically repaired. I press on it. The scarring goes white and returns to a livid red color. I have an identical, but more healed scar on the other side of my abdomen. An involuntary shiver goes through me as the memory of a searing, blinding light enters my brain and is gone in moments.

      It’s then I see the thing. Its greenish brown fur is thick and bushy. Its three dark eyes stare at me and its mouth is lifted in a snarl, showing a terrifyingly impressive set of teeth. I take a step back, but I don’t need to.

      The thing is quite dead, impaled on a huge spear that has run it through from one side of its body to the other.
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      The tiny female is extremely quick. I wasn’t entirely sure I would catch her until she tripped and went head-first down the gully. It was only then I saw why she was running. The Beu-Beast had her in its sights and decided she would make a bedtime snack.

      It might have seen her first, but when her scent reaches me, I know the only male who will have her is me. I slip easily through the forest as the beast snuffles along the edge of the gully, looking for a way down. Beu-Beasts are big and brutal. If it gets to her, it will tear her apart. At the moment, the creature focuses on the soft, easy prey at the bottom of the gulley. I only have my bow and axe with me, and these are not enough to kill an animal this size.

      The Beu-Beast huffs at the edge, one foot slipping forward, and it leaps back from the brink. From my hiding place in the trees, I peer over. It is a steep drop, and the beast will struggle to get down without injury, which gives me an idea. I creep away, silent as a notowl. With little clothing to rub against my skin, and the Beast concentrated on the morsel at the bottom of the gully, my movement goes unnoticed. I pelt as fast as I can along the edge until I reach what I’m looking for, a series of trees that will allow me to swing down to the base of the cliff and set my trap.

      With every possible haste, I cut several stout spears of wood and place them at the correct angles. As soon as it’s ready I let rip with the sound I know will draw the Beu-Beast. The long low howl I make reaches a crescendo, just as I hear the crashing sound of the beast. It has jumped over the edge and heads directly for me, as I had hoped. In its haste to get to the sound of a dying naxix, it has thrown caution to the wind and tumbles towards me, slithering down the slope, gathering speed. I step back as far as I dare and unsheathe my axe, ready to deliver the killing blow as soon as the creature is incapacitated. It hits a large boulder and is thrown into the air by the force of its descent.

      And lands directly on one of my spikes, its jaws bared in a rictus grin. It shakes and shivers for a long moment, and then all life ceases.

      As soon as it’s dead, I hunt out the female. She lies on her stomach on a bed of moss, where she ended up following her own fall from the gulley top. Her clothing has ridden up, baring her bottom, and she radiates fear. Her skin glows almost white in the gathering darkness. Delicious and edible, I long to sink my teeth into the round globes. Her scent is intoxicating, even with the overtones of her fear. Her little body trembles as I stalk closer. Her hands dart out from under her and pull down her clothing, concealing her sweet ass. Her movement makes me stop in my tracks.

      She is the female the Unseen has sent me to capture and return. She wears their clothing, and she’s the only thing for many clicks that isn’t a beast native to Haalux. I examine her as she lies still, trying not to breathe. From her pink skin to her long hair, the color of the waxing moons, she has to be a human.

      I saw one once. My betrayal of her and her mate, the warrior who was to become Haalux Istvon, the leader of leaders, means I can never return to the Empire.

      And losing my tribe means I can never take a mate, no matter how delicious this female smells. My duty is ended, and my long, dark trail towards death has only just begun. All that matters on this journey is what I can salvage on the way. This female is not for me. She’s just some experiment in which The Unseen have seen fit to involve me.

      I move forward, intending to take her, when she flings herself over and stares up into the leafy canopy. Her chest heaves as she drags air into her lungs. A Haalux has good vision, in the dark or light, and I glimpse her stunning face. Delicate cheekbones rise over a sweet mouth, pale, pink lips I could so easily see wrapped around my cock. Her eyes are pale and piercing. As her terror diminishes, her eyelids droop until finally she sleeps.

      I creep forward, inch by agonizing inch, not wanting to wake her, until I am within touching distance. She flinches and moans a little; the sound going directly to my cock. It swells as her scent surrounds me. Sweet, perfect, and appetizing. The fear has gone, but there is something else, something artificial as an undertone. I study her face, beautiful and ghostly in the gloom of the forest.

      My job is to capture her, but I can’t bring myself to wake her. Yet again I’m making the wrong choices which will result in pain to everything I hold dear. I clench my fists as the memories descend, stumbling back from her, pinching at my nose to clear it of her scent. I run, heading towards the river, to where I can try to cleanse myself of the filth of my existence.

      Out of the forest, my head clears, and my breathing slows. The intrusive thoughts dissipate. Instead, all I have is her scent. It’s on my skin, even though I didn’t touch her. It’s burned into my brain. My head pounds, and I press the heels of my hands against my eyes. Opening them to look out over the river and to the plains beyond.

      I know what I have to do, but I’ll watch over her until morning.
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      The enormous shaggy creature might be dead, but that doesn’t stop me from slowly backing away from it. The end of the long pole that has impaled it is covered in black blood, but it doesn’t hide the fact that the wood has been cut into a point.

      This was no accident. Someone or something set a trap for the massive beast. Either that person left me alone or…I look down at the spot I was occupying. It’s covered in leaves. Perhaps I was hidden, especially in the dark. Perhaps whoever is out there with the ability to kill something as fearsome as the alien bear didn’t even see me.

      Hold on to that thought, Stella.

      I continue to look all around me as I slowly walk backwards, away from the bear, heading for some nearby undergrowth. A screeching sound has me looking up into the canopy, and I see a brightly colored lizard scuttle up a tree, then unfurl a pair of stubby wings and flutter off like a butterfly. Its skin flashes with green and red as it buzzes away. Cute and weird.

      My foot moves over a piece of ground that doesn’t feel quite right and my world becomes a swirl of leaves, undergrowth and, finally, a nauseating swinging sensation as I hang, upside down, by my ankle.

      The oldest trick in the book and I’ve fallen for it, well not exactly fallen, more like been hung out to dry.

      I swing for a while, the force of my capture causing the motion. As I slow, I reach out towards the ground. My fingers swipe at the leaf litter, but I can’t get hold of anything. Once I stop moving, I bend my head to take a better look at what has me. It’s a long vine, fashioned into a loop, and it holds me tight by my ankle. The blood already rushes to my head, making me feel hopelessly dizzy. I look around in my upside-down world, trying to see if there is any way I can ease my situation before I pass out. I’m spinning gently as I reach towards a nearby tree root, and as I turn, I see a pair of brown boots and a set of thick, muscular legs. I whip my head around as I turn, trying to get a better look.

      The legs are attached to the biggest, broadest man I’ve ever seen.

      Scratch that. This is not a man. This is an alien. He has to be, with his gray skin.

      He stares down at me with his piercing orange eyes. His skin is iridescent, as beautiful as the lizard I’d seen earlier. He is dressed in a loincloth, his incredible six pack bare. Electric blue markings run over his skin, flashing in the dappled light. His face is remarkably human, save for the skin and eye color. One electric blue stripe runs over his forehead, but I’m mesmerized by his high cheekbones, and the scruff of a beard covering his chin and cheeks.

      He might be an alien, but he is stunningly gorgeous. Other than the lizard, he is most definitely the best thing I’ve seen so far on this planet.

      He inclines his head on one side and continues to look at me. It’s then I realize that in my dangling position, my dress has flopped down, exposing everything to the alien. I lift my arms and push back at the fabric, shoving it in between my legs and trying to hold it there.

      “Hello, any chance you could get me down?” I ask him, pointing with my free hand at the vine holding me and down at the floor.

      He says nothing but pulls out a massive axe from his back. He hefts it in his hands, tipped with black claws, as he contemplates me, his face expressionless. I continue to spin away from him, twisting to see what he is going to do. He lifts the axe, muscles bunching, and swings it at my bound foot. I squeeze my eyes closed and then I’m free falling for all of half a second before hitting the ground with a thump.

      “Thank you very much.” I sit up, rubbing at the top of my head which impacted the ground first.

      The alien crouches down in front of me, his intelligent eyes studying my face, and he gently takes hold of my wrist, pulling it towards him. His hands are rough but warm. He smooths his thumb over my pulse point, and I’m unable to stop myself from letting out a short pant of breath.

      He reaches into a small pouch on a belt that sits above his loincloth and pulls out a long piece of cord, which he wraps around my wrist. It’s only when he takes my other hand I come to my senses.

      “Wait! What are you doing?” He curls the cord around both wrists and ties it together tightly.

      Shit! What if he wants to eat me? If he doesn’t understand me, he might just think I’m the same as the alien bear.

      “You are to come with me, female.” He growls at me, exposing sharp canines. “You will do as I say, and I will ensure your needs are seen to. If you cross me or try to escape, I will feed you to a beu-beast.”

      I swallow hard.

      “What are you going to do with me?” Please don’t say I’m food. Please don’t say I’m food.

      “You are to be returned to The Unseen facility where you belong.” The alien says.

      “The Unseen?” I query. “Look. You’re going to have to fill me in. I remember nothing before I woke up next to a stream a day ago. Where exactly am I, and what are you?”

      I take my confidence from the fact that I’m not obviously going to be dinner. That and a fire that burns within me; one that wants to know the truth.
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      “Look. You’re going to have to fill me in. I remember nothing before I woke up next to a stream a day ago. Where exactly am I, and what are you?” My female stares defiantly at me.

      I had expected her to walk into one of the three traps I had set around her, and she did so obligingly. As I intended, I watched over her all night, and she slept soundly. As the suns came up, I set my traps and steeled myself for the next step. Closing my eyes and holding the image of my parents in my mind, focusing all my attention on them and push out all the other images threatening to overwhelm me. My mother’s smile. My father’s laugh. All the things that made our family invincible. Until my betrayal broke it all down.

      It did not make it any easier when the time came for me to deal with what I had caught. Her skin was softer than the softest naxix hide gloves. Every movement she made released more of her glorious scent. Further, I was treated to a swift display of her sweet pussy, pointed to by a little triangle of fluff the same color as her hair. She covered herself as soon as she realized what I saw, but not too soon that I saw she was no different to Haalux females, which meant I could pleasure her in the same way.

      Her question brings me back to reality, although I don’t let go of her hands, bound by my cord.

      “You escaped from The Unseen. They have employed me to return you to them. You must remember your masters, surely?”

      She shakes her head. “I don’t even remember my name.” She gasps back a sob. “I’m so lost.” She drops her gaze away from mine, down to the ground. “Perhaps this is all a dream.” She whispers.

      “You are on Haalux.” I say, the words out of my mouth before I can think. I can’t get involved with this female; I can’t interact with her.

      Pulling out my comm device, I ping the last call. Within moments, an Unseen appears, all dark cloak and attempt at mystery.

      “I have the female. What do you want me to do with her?” I shift my position so that my captive will be visible to the Unseen.

      “Well done, Terx. We knew we could count on you. You are to bring her to the facility at Kallak.”

      “Kallak? Not possible. I can’t travel by Ter and it’s at least a week on foot!” I fire out before I remember who I’m talking to. “I’ve got her now, why don’t I meet you…” my words tail off.

      “I presume you wish your mother to remain in good health, Terx?”

      I nod my assent.

      “Then bring the female to Kallak.” The Unseen terminates the comm.

      My attention is drawn back to the female in my charge. She stares into the sky, a dreamy look on her face.

      “Hey!” I snap my fingers at her. She jumps as if she’s just seen me for the first time. “What the fuck did those bastards have you on?” I grumble, mostly to myself, given the blank look on her face.

      I can’t work out why she is out here in the hinterlands of my tribe. There isn’t an Unseen outpost for many, many clicks as far as I am aware, and I know my territory. Further, they want me to take her to a distant base that will involve crossing vast clicks of inhospitable country. We might pick up some transport, but given that the Empire wants me dead, that won’t be easy.

      And on top of all of this, I have a female who’s still under the influence of whatever nasties the Unseen have filled her veins with. If I have any luck left, it might wear off after a day or two. I lift her by her bound hands and turn her from side to side. Her short, light dress and flat shoes will not last the journey we have to take.

      “Come with me.” I jerk at her wrists, and she stumbles forward, landing awkwardly on my chest. A wave of her scent rolls up to fill my nostrils, and I curse under my breath.

      I take out another piece of naxix hide and wind it around her bonds. That way I can keep her behind me and hopefully not have to smell her. It’s taking every iota of control I have not to react to her.

      With her following a suitable distance behind, I can make my way back to my makeshift camp. I move every few days to avoid the attention of any Empire patrols or Beu-Beasts that might fancy taking a chunk out of me. With my prize in hand, I can pack up and get ready to travel.

      Maybe it will do me good to get away from my tribal lands for a while. I’ll be close to my parents, and it’s possible the Unseen might let them go if I do this job for them.

      “Where are we going, Terx?” The female’s melodious voice breaks into my thoughts. The sound of my name on her lips brings me up short.

      I spin on the spot, half-angry, half-ecstatic to hear a voice other than the Unseen speak my name. She stares up at me, shaking slightly, her pupils mere pinpricks in the pale gray of her irises. Irises flecked with gold and purple.

      “What’s your name, female?” I ask.

      “Not sure.” She holds up her wrists and uses a long, elegant finger to spin a silver bracelet. “This says ‘Stella’. It might be my name.”

      “Stella.” I repeat. She smiles uncertainly, the action sending a flush of heat through my body.

      I cannot be reacting to this female in
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