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      “Come on, Dar, stay a little longer! Pleeeeeease!” Tamara whined. “It’s not that late.”

      Darla looked around her friend’s apartment and gauged the level of festivities still underway. Tammy was right, it wasn’t really all that late, at least not by her standards, but things were nevertheless winding down. On top of that, all the available men had already been reeled in by Tammy’s more forward friends.

      By forward, she meant slutty.

      Damn. Some nights I wish I could just pick up strange like that, consequences be damned, Darla quietly lamented.

      She longed to live it up and throw caution to the wind, but she was always the responsible one. The one you came to if you needed a ride home, or when you needed someone to watch your back on a night out while you overdid it to an extent that would have made Caligula blush.

      Nope, Darla simply wasn’t that person. She’d fantasized about it plenty of times, sure, but putting those imagined debaucherous actions into practice? It just never happened. Still, maybe tonight would be the night she stepped out of her comfort bubble. Maybe tonight she’d take a strange man home and do unspeakable things with him.

      She gave the dwindling crowd one last glance, clocking those who had paired up and were well on their way to doing what she so desperately wished was in the cards for her. Around and around she looked, but the only remotely interesting man left unspoken for was Earl, and there was simply no way in hell she would stoop that low. Even if she had gotten shit-blind drunk, there was no chance.

      The only reason he kept popping up at Tammy’s parties was because he was her old friend from back in the day. The guy who was always around, and who over the years had bedded, or attempted to bed, just about every one of her friends. At least, those who would lower their standards enough to give him a shot.

      The worst part of it? Darla had heard through the grapevine that despite his braggadocio and big dick energy, Earl wasn’t terribly well endowed. That was something that could be worked around with a little imagination and a lot of enthusiasm, but Earl failed to make up for his shortcomings, refusing to go down on a woman, saying it was gross, while simultaneously insisting she suck on his tiny dick.

      Why anyone would sink that low was beyond her.

      Desperation, she thought. Desperation and lack of self-respect. And I lack one and have plenty of the other. She turned to her friend. “Listen, Tammy, you know I’d love to stay, but I’ve got work tomorrow and can’t stay out too crazy late.”

      “Just a little bit longer. C’mon, you know you want to.”

      “Tammy—”

      “Just one more drink, then I’ll let you go.”

      “I’m driving.”

      “So call a rideshare.”

      “And then I’ll be without my car in the morning. When I have to go to work. Jeez, Tam, you really suck at this convincing thing.” Darla shook her head with a chuckle as she dug out her keys. “I’m going home. You have fun, okay?”

      Tamara leaned in and wrapped her up in a sloppy hug, the smell of fruity alcohol wafting off of her like a reveler at last call in a WeHo tiki bar. “I love you, you know?”

      “I know.”

      “And you’re, like, my bestest friend.”

      “Yeah, you’ve said,” Darla replied, then headed for the door. “Thanks for the party, Tam. It was nice getting out.”

      “You need to come over more often.”

      “I know, and I promise, I will. Now, drink some water, then go have yourself some fun. And don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      Tammy let out a snorting laugh. “Shit, no way! That won’t leave me anything fun.”

      “Ha-ha. Love you too. Call me when you finally get up and let me know you’re alive, okay? Just leave a message if I can’t answer.”

      “Yuppers. Will do, Captain,” Tamara managed without slurring, flashing a little salute then closing the door.

      Darla took her time walking down the steps to the street. She’d only had a couple of drinks in the hours she’d been at the gathering, and they had been mild ones at that. Still, she was the responsible one, and she wanted to assess herself free of the distractions of the party. She took a deep breath, then another.

      “Yep. Sober,” she noted. “Jesus, is this what my social life has devolved into?”

      The walk to her car was relatively short, and in just a couple of minutes she sat in the driver’s seat and swapped out her heels for a pair of comfy athletic shoes. Aah, better. She then buckled up and started the engine. A yawn escaped her lips, and she had a decent drive ahead of her.

      Coffee. I need some freaking coffee.

      Darla rolled the windows down, cranked up the radio, and pulled out onto the road. It was late enough that any respectable coffee joint would be long closed, but this wasn’t about a steamy cup of the nectar of the gods. This was survival coffee. It didn’t have to be good, as long as it would get the job done.

      Like Dylan, she mused with a chuckle. I wonder where he is these days.

      The fleeting thought left her as soon as she hit the road. Ten minutes later she pulled into the twenty-four-hour mini-mart attached to a run-down gas station. Bypassing the pumps, she nosed her car into a space right outside the doors and made her way into the cool greenish fluorescent lighting.

      “Coffee?” she queried the scruffy man behind the plexiglass barrier at the register.

      He nodded his head in the direction of the hot dog machine, full of wieners that had clearly been there most of the day, if not longer. Beside it sat a pair of coffee pots. One sported the orange top of the dreaded decaf. As Darla was fond of saying, the eleventh commandment should have been, “Thou shalt not partake of decaf.”

      Luckily, fortune smiled upon her. The pot of the good stuff beside it was full of a wicked smelling brew.

      “Buy you a cup?” a raspy voice asked from over her right shoulder.

      She glanced at its owner. Average height, lean, but with that wiry kind of muscle from years of hard use. He had to be in his late forties, judging by the silver sprinkled through his hair and stubble, offsetting the dark brown nicely. His eyes were a bright blue, sparkling with mischief, a nice contrast to his dark locks. Despite herself, Darla found herself replying.

      “I’m good, thanks,” she said, immediately reaching up and mentally smacking her own forehead in her mind. And this is why I’m still single.

      He didn’t falter, his smile setting in place with a wry little gleam of mischief in his eye. “Okay, okay. But if you don’t mind a little company, maybe I could join you for a cup. If you’re up for a little talk, or something.”

      The way he said something both creeped her out and excited her at the same time. It had been so long since she’d had a mindless fling, and what a story this one could be. Picking up a handsome stranger on the road home?

      Wait a minute, Dar. That’s how you wind up on This Weeks Missing Persons Report, and that’s not the kind of story you want to be in.

      “Thanks for the offer, but no thanks,” she said, declining but still more than a little conflicted.

      He flashed a warm smile and chuckled. The rusty timbre of his laugh gave her a little tingle in her belly. He just oozed testosterone.

      “Well, if you change your mind, I’m filling up over at pump number three,” he said, giving her a little nod and heading out to his car.

      Truck, actually, she noted, and a big one at that, all flared fenders and gleaming chrome. It suited him. An overt statement of masculine confidence in steel and rubber.

      Darla paid for her coffee and walked back to her car, contemplating the handsome stranger whose gaze she could feel admiring her ass without even needing to look. At least in this instance the attention wasn’t totally unwanted. The gas station was well lit, and the man doing the looking wasn’t some drooling meathead cat-calling with his buddies.

      She turned and gave him one last look before sliding back into her car. It would be so easy to take him home. To let him do all sorts of wonderfully naughty things to her. But then cruel reality raised her ugly head. She had work in the morning, and if she was to take him home, there would be a very real chance she’d spend the next day suffering for it.

      With her luck, it wouldn’t even be worth it.

      She gave the stranger a little nod, then fired up her engine and pulled out into the night.

      It was still going to be nearly a half-hour drive home, and on dark roads to boot. Darla sipped her cup of bitter brew and sighed.

      There’s just a serious lack of good men in this town, she mused. Hell, it’s hard to even find one who’s good enough for something less than serious.

      Her gaze shifted to the car stereo, her hands fumbling with her phone, which was stubbornly not connecting to the car’s speaker system.

      “Come on, you son of a bitch, I need music,” she grumbled.

      Making the drive with coffee helped, but tunes would make it much better. Finally, the devices linked up and music began thumping from her speakers.

      “That’s more like it.”

      Darla reached down and grabbed her coffee, but as she was raising it to her lips, her stereo blasted out loud static and a bright light filled her vehicle with blinding illumination. She swerved. Or at least she started to, but in an instant Darla’s world went black.
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      Darla’s head was slowly pounding, a steady thump thump in time with her pulse filling her ears. Everything was dark, though she tried her best to orient herself to her situation.

      Did I crash my car? she wondered. If I fell asleep at the wheel, I’ll never hear the end of it.

      Memories of hot coffee and a scruffy, sexy stranger at the gas station flickered through her mind, but the taste of her coffee was nowhere to be found. In fact, her lips were feeling a bit dry and chapped. And that taste in her mouth? Definitely not the nectar of the gods.

      “I need a toothbrush,” she muttered, trying to force her eyes open. They stubbornly refused, glued shut by a thin crust of nasty gunk. “What the hell?” she grumbled, rubbing at her lashes with the back of her knuckles, slowly loosening them up until blurry traces of light made an appearance on her retinas.

      She felt at her waist, reaching for her seatbelt. If she crashed, she’d need to get out of the car and see just how bad it was. Shit. My insurance is going to go up, she realized.

      To her surprise, there was no trace of her driver-side restraint to be found. She fumbled around and realized this wasn’t her car at all. Had someone pulled her from the wreckage? Was this an ambulance?

      She listened to the quiet muttering of voices. Male and female, and quite a few of them from the sound of it. Was this a rescue squad? What happened to her?

      Oh no. Am I in a hospital? How badly am I hurt?

      Darla began feeling around her with a more frantic air. This wasn’t a hospital bed. It felt like some sort of cot, but the telltale railing wasn’t there. Also, she didn’t have any IV lines running into her arms, and there were no beeping monitors and electrodes wired to her chest, keeping tabs on her heart.

      She shifted to her side and pushed herself up, banging her already pounding head on the cold metal above her with a soft gong.

      “Ouch! Motherfucker!”

      “Hey, the new one’s up,” a less than thrilled woman’s voice commented from not far away.

      The sound of others murmuring and coming closer filled Darla’s ears. With an unpleasant wet smack she forced her eyelids to part, blinking away the blurry bits and rubbing her eyes. What she saw was not remotely what she’d anticipated.

      “What in the actual hell?” she gasped.

      This wasn’t a hospital. Not by a long shot. And she wasn’t on a gurney. No, Darla was tucked into some sort of bunk set into an indentation in the wall. And about that wall, it was metal, like everything in the large, round chamber. Not steel, or any other metal she had seen before. This was a blue metal that seemed to give off a faint light. The ceiling was a lighter toned section, illuminated but without visible light fixtures, radiating a cool glow to every part of the compartment.

      Not every corner, though, for this room was completely round, and as she forced herself to sit up and swing her legs out of the bunk, Darla noted there were at least two dozen identical bunks all evenly spaced, rising two high. It was almost like the catacombs beneath some ancient cities, only instead of the dead, these little nooks housed the living.

      Darla needed a better look at this place. She twisted and glanced down at the floor. At least she was on one of the lower bunks. With the way her legs and head felt, she really didn’t want to have to climb down from any height.

      Thank God for small victories, she morbidly chuckled to herself.

      Darla carefully slid off her bunk and onto her feet, grateful whoever had brought her to this place had left her shoes on.

      “You’ll want to go slow for a few minutes,” an extremely fit brunette with bleached blonde tips said, walking closer. “It’ll take a little before it wears off.”

      “Before what wears off?” Darla said, stubbornly attempting to walk.

      She found herself rudely introduced to the floor a moment later.

      The woman chuckled and squatted down to meet her gaze. “Yeah, like I said, you’ll want to go slow. I’m Maureen,” she offered, reaching out a hand.

      Darla accepted, gripping firmly as her new friend helped her to her feet. She wobbled a little but stayed up.

      “I’m okay. Just gimme a minute.”

      “Take all the time you want. Not like we’re going anywhere.”

      Darla focused like she learned in that yoga class she took last summer. Breathe in, breathe out. Center yourself and connect with your body. She was already starting to feel more like herself. She moved her head slowly, avoiding sudden movements that might upset her equilibrium, and surveyed the faces staring at her.

      At least a dozen women of various ethnicities and diverse attire, as well as a handful of stout men. A few other people remained tucked in the shadows of their bunks, but she estimated there to be nearly twenty people in the room, all in. But the question was, who were they? And how the hell did she get here?

      She turned back to Maureen. The woman had the look of an aerobics instructor. Lean and muscled, contrasting with her own softer physique. Not that Darla wasn’t in decent shape, but the kind of shape that still allowed for pizza and ice cream once in a while.

      “Better?” Maureen asked.

      “Yeah. I remember driving. I had just picked up some coffee from the gas station. There was this cute guy there, but I blew him off and was heading home. And then—I don’t remember.”

      “That’s how it is.”

      “What is?” Darla asked, alarm flaring in her chest. “Wait a minute. You said it took a minute to wear off. Oh, no. Did that bastard roofie me? But there’s no way he could have spiked my coffee—”

      “It’s not roofies.”

      “Then what? And where are we? What is this place?”

      “Well, you may want to sit back down for that part.”

      Darla did not like the sound of that. Not one bit.

      “Maureen, what’s going on?”

      “Look around us. Not exactly like anything you’ve seen on Earth before, is it?”

      “You talk as if we were on another planet or something.”

      “Or something, yeah.”

      Darla’s eyes widened. The impossible illumination of the metal, the strange design of the chamber. And her winding up here with no memory of how she’d gotten here. It was insane, but it was all starting to add up. Add up to an impossible answer.

      “I was abducted?” she gasped.

      “Now she gets it,” a deeply tanned man with broad shoulders and several days scruff on his square jaw growled.

      “Be nice, Victor.”

      “I am being nice, Maureen,” he snarked, turning his attention back to the newcomer. “You were abducted. She was abducted. I was abducted. Just about all of us were snatched up in one way or another, get it?”

      “Okay, you made your point. There’s no need to be a dick about it.”

      “Baby, if you think I’m an asshole, you’ve got another thing coming.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      He flashed a look at Maureen. “You wanna tell her about the Raxxians?”

      Several of the other captives seemed to shift uncomfortably at the mention of the word. It was unsettling to say the least.

      “Okay, I’ll bite. What’s a Raxxian?”

      Maureen shook her head.

      “Fine,” Victor scoffed. “I’ll do it. You see, hon, the Raxxians are the scaly green bastards who took us.”

      “Don’t call me hon.”

      “Whatever you say, babe,” he replied with an annoying wink. “Let me tell you, you’re going to want to watch yourself around them. Don’t get their attention. They’re big sons of bitches too. Taller than any man, and meaner to boot.”

      “Worse than you?”

      “Ha, you’ve got some fire in you,” he said with an amused chuckle. “Okay, play it your way. We’ll see how long that lasts once you meet our hosts.”

      With that, Victor strode off and took a seat against the wall.

      Darla was keeping up with the flood of impossible information as best she could. The automatic flare of anger at being spoken to like that had kicked her defenses into overdrive, but as the adrenaline slowed to a trickle and her mind accepted the reality of her situation, she found herself falling into a state of despair. But despair mixed with a sliver of hope.

      It was one of her traits her sister had always said she envied. How she could find something positive in just about any situation. But even for Darla, this one was going to take an effort.

      “Okay, so this is real. I’ve been kidnapped by aliens.”

      “We like to say abducted,” Maureen noted. “Kidnapping makes it sound like they want a ransom, and that’s not what the Raxxians are about.”

      Darla nodded, numb from the rude awakening. “Fine. Abducted. We’ve been abducted by aliens and taken to their planet. Has anyone seen the outside?”

      A murmur rippled through the others.

      Maureen put a hand on her shoulder and looked at her with a sympathetic gaze. “Oh, honey, don’t you feel that? The little vibration in the floor?”

      Darla was wearing shoes, and not her going out heels, but a pair of comfy trainers. “What vibration?” she asked, bending down and putting her hand on the smooth metal.

      There it was. Faint but consistent. A low thrum that couldn’t be heard but was most certainly felt. She felt a new surge of adrenaline flood her system.

      Maureen saw her look of stunned realization and nodded. “That’s right. We’re on their ship, and no one knows where they’re taking us.”
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      Darla had to give herself a little credit. She may have nearly passed out from the shock, but at least she hadn’t thrown up, though she’d felt her stomach do more than one flip-flop when the reality of her situation sank in. Her ass had become well acquainted with the floor in a hurry, though, as she slumped down in a heap.

      I’m in a goddamn alien spaceship. And I may never see home again.

      It was a lot to take in even in the best of circumstances. And these? These were far from the best. In fact, it downright sucked.

      What was truly crazy was that her unbelievable situation was almost expected in a strange way. Darla’s mother had long claimed to have been abducted by aliens in her teens, taken and experimented on before being returned to Earth.

      Her mom had said the aliens had been intrigued with her human reproductive system, injecting her with strange fluids and probing her at length for days or weeks, she wasn’t really sure. She said that she had felt her body changing from what they did to her, though she couldn’t put a finger on how.

      Eventually, the aliens grew weary of their experiments and decided to be rid of her, and that was the end of it. By the time she was returned home—with a story no one believed—she had felt certain she would be unable to have children. But then, just a few years later, and quite unexpectedly, along came Darla.

      And now here she was, in space, just like her mom.

      “How long?” Darla managed to ask.

      Maureen lowered herself down next to her. “You? You’ve been here for about eighteen hours or so. It’s hard to tell for sure, but that’s about how long whatever they do to us seems to last on average. It’s a guesstimate, of course. No one wears a watch these days, so we can’t say for sure. And on top of that, the lights are almost always on.”

      “Then how do you sleep?”

      Maureen shrugged. “We sleep when we’re tired. Hugo says it’s called a multi-phasic sleep schedule. Apparently, it’s common in Spain. Siestas and all of that, you don’t just sleep for one long time at night. Took some getting used to at first, but I guess it’s all about adaptation at this point.”

      “But how do you track time? Days, weeks?”

      “We don’t, really. All of us who had phones still on us, well, their batteries died a while ago. No signal, you know? If we’d been smart, we’d have switched one off to save some juice, but we’re in space, so it really doesn’t matter anymore. Not to mention, the roaming charges would be brutal.”

      Darla took in the new information, along with several deep, calming breaths. Freaking out wasn’t going to make the situation any better. And if she wanted to survive this mess she needed all the intel she could get.

      She looked around, taking in their surroundings with a more detail-oriented eye. Her initial impression had been correct. There were no rivets holding panels in place. In fact, aside from the two doors mounted on opposite walls from each other, there were almost no seams visible in the entire compartment.

      Almost.

      There were a few faint lines she could make out, but to what end? It wasn’t like she was going to pull a magic crowbar out of her ass and make a break for it. No, this was an academic exercise. Something to keep her mind from cracking.

      “So,” she said, looking over the rather spartan interior of the craft, “this is a spaceship. Not exactly what I thought it would be like.”

      “What did you expect?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe walls of flickering lights. Or a window showing the galaxy.”

      “Fat chance, that. We’re lucky for the few amenities we have. Speaking of which, are you hungry? Once the grogginess wears off, people are usually pretty famished.”

      Darla hadn’t thought about it, but now that Maureen mentioned it, she actually was hungry. Very hungry, in fact.

      “Yeah, I could definitely eat.”

      Maureen pushed herself up to her feet and offered Darla a hand. “Come on, let’s get some chow.”

      The two of them crossed the chamber to a wall with a small textural anomaly on its surface.

      “Here, this is how we get food balls,” Maureen said, pressing her hand against the rough spot.

      A small hole in the ceiling opened up, though Darla hadn’t noticed any seams there, and a baseball sized orb of some green organic-looking material dropped into her waiting palm. She tossed it to Darla and repeated the process, getting a ball for herself as well.

      Darla sniffed it. Pungent, with a hint of something that might be some sort of spice.

      “Don’t try to figure out what it is,” Maureen advised. “Trust me, no one’s got an idea, and we probably don’t want to know. The only thing I am sure of is it’s gluten free.”

      “How can you tell?”

      “Ashanti over there is celiac. One bite of wheat products and she’ll be doubled over for hours.”

      “A canary in your culinary coal mine, then?”

      Maureen chuckled and bit off a piece. “Yeah, I guess so. Anyway, be glad today is green. The orange ones are a bit hard to get down.”

      Darla was normally a somewhat picky eater, though not to the point of being a pain in the ass, but after whatever they’d done to her body when they took her, even that one whiff of the odd alien food ball had made her mouth water. She took a bite, ripping into the compressed food orb with a gusto that surprised her. She powered the whole thing down in under two minutes.

      “More?”

      Maureen chuckled. “Trust me, you’ll want to space them out. Food’s always available, but you need a lot of water to wash these things down, otherwise you’ll be all kinds of plugged up.”

      “Ah, thanks for the tip.”

      “Gotta look out for the new girl. And speaking of which, let me show you how to get water. It’s weird at first, but you’ll get used to it.”

      Maureen led the way to another section of the wall. This one had a damp spot on the ground where it seemed a micro mesh allowed water to escape. Darla was not impressed.

      “What are we supposed to do? Lap it up like dogs? Not exactly a high-tech alien wonder.”

      “Just watch.”

      Maureen stepped forward onto the mesh area, stopping just shy of the damp portion. She turned her head upward and waited. “Any second now.”

      As if on cue, a trickle of water began flowing from the ceiling. She moved underneath it and filled her mouth, then stepped back to swallow.

      “See? Easy. It’s pressure sensitive. All you have to do is stand there and it’ll turn on.”

      Darla stepped forward tentatively. A moment later the water began trickling once more. She wasn’t as practiced as her new friend at catching the stream from above and wound up soaking her face, but Darla didn’t care. The water tasted amazing, and a side benefit of her messy drink was the added plus of washing the last bit of crud from her eyes.

      “Better?”

      “Definitely better. Thanks. But why do they do it like this? It’s such a weird system.”

      “Beats me. Who knows why the Raxxians do anything? But at least we’ve got food and water, so I’m not going to look that gift horse in the mouth.”

      Darla figured that was probably a wise outlook, given their situation. The two of them stepped away from the watering system so another captive could get a drink. She was jumpy and rail-thin. By the look of her, she wasn’t eating the alien food, and Darla wondered how long she could survive like that.

      “Hey, Maureen?”

      “Yeah?”

      “Exactly how long have you been in here?”

      “Me? Hmm, let’s see. I’d say a bit over a week. Like I said before, though, I can’t be totally sure of time in this place.”

      “A week, huh? What about the others?”

      “The longest is her over there,” she said, pointing to an Asian woman with a thick, long braid. “That’s Mei. She doesn’t talk much. From what I heard, things got kind of ugly when her group was brought aboard. I don’t know what happened to the rest of them, but she’s the only one left.”

      Darla felt a pang of sympathy briefly outweigh her own self-pity, at least for a moment. Then the reality of the shitty situation crashed back around her.

      “So, if they just brought me on board, how are you so sure we’re not still on Earth? Maybe—”

      “Trust me, I know. We all felt it. The ship’s vibrations changed. Right after the Raxxians dumped you in here, come to think of it.”

      “That doesn’t necessarily mean—”

      “And then we had a second of weightlessness when we popped out of the atmosphere before whatever they use to create artificial gravity kicked in,” Maureen cut her off.

      “Ah,” Darla stammered. “Well, uh, yeah. I guess that kinda settles it, then.”

      “Yup.”

      Darla mulled over the details for a minute, coming to terms with the harsh reality of her situation. She was a captive on an alien spaceship, and she didn’t have the slightest idea what would become of her.

      A cramp hit her as the alien food and water processed through her system. It seemed that while it was edible, it would take her stomach some getting used to.

      “Where’s the bathroom?” she asked, her hand resting on her lower belly.

      Maureen’s smile faltered.

      “Follow me.”

      She led the way to a seamless section of wall and pointed to a pair of slightly indented ovals barely visible on the floor. They were separated by about two feet, the metal between them faintly lined in an iris pattern.

      “What am I supposed to do with this?” Darla asked.

      “Step on them.”

      “Step on them?”

      “You heard me.”

      She had no reason to doubt her, so Darla took a step forward, placing one foot on each indentation. Immediately the iris in the floor cycled open beneath her, the faint stink of sewage wafting up despite the ship’s disposal system.

      “Hang on. A shit hole? Seriously? A literal shit hole?” Darla stepped back and the iris snapped shut. “Uh-uh. No way. I need privacy. And toilet paper.”

      “There’s a bidet sort of feature on it. Not sure how it works, it just seems to know when you’re done and gives you a spritz.”

      “Fuck this. I don’t know about you, but this isn’t acceptable.”

      “You don’t have a choice. And keep your voice down.”

      “I will not keep my voice down. This is bullshit! They can’t treat us like this!”

      “Will you shut her up?” a tall blond man in a stained tank top shouted. “You know what they’ll do.”

      “Olaf’s right,” a woman with platinum blonde hair whispered from the bunk she’d slid into. “You have to stay quiet.”

      “What’s with you people? They obviously need us alive, right? So why—”

      “Just shut up!” the man growled. “Don’t make them—”

      The door at the far side of the room slid open with a whoosh. Two massive, green, scaled creatures strode in, their stubby tails waving behind them through the holes in their uniforms. They were huge. Muscular. And worst of all, their reptilian faces sported row after row of sharp teeth.

      The nearest of them grabbed the man roughly by the arm.

      “No! It wasn’t me! Please! I swear, it was her!”

      The alien ignored his pleas and dragged him from the chamber like a parent would haul a struggling toddler. The door slammed shut behind them, leaving the room in silence. Maureen turned to Darla with a disapproving glare. “Those were the Raxxians. And they do not tolerate acting up.”

      “I-I didn’t know,” Darla stammered.

      Maureen’s expression softened, if only slightly. “Well, now you do. Don’t let it happen again, for all our sake.”
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      Darla fell silent for a long moment as the harsh reality of her situation finally sank in for real. Up until this point it had all been big talk and crazy sci-fi hypotheticals, but now? She’d seen the Raxxians firsthand, and the huge aliens were even worse than what she’d imagined. It was a lot to process, but after pinching herself several times she had arrived at the cold, harsh reality that no, she was not dreaming.

      In short, she was screwed.

      “Actual aliens,” she muttered. “We’ve been abducted by aliens.”

      Maureen had watched the gears turning in her head as she came to terms with the situation. She’d been there not so long ago. They all had.

      “Yep. It’s a lot, I know, but that’s the deal.”

      Darla looked at the others in the room, milling about, talking amongst themselves, or curled up fetal in their bunks, wishing they were anywhere but here. It was the latter that really hit her. The psychologically damaged ones.

      “Okay, I’ve read about this kind of thing. There was a whole thread about it online. First, they take us to do weird experiments on us, then they’ll turn us into slaves or something.”

      A short man with thick red hair pulled into a bun laughed hard at that. He was nearby, sitting with his back against the wall, and it seemed Darla’s comment had been the funniest thing he’d heard all day.

      “Oh, you wish,” he said, wiping tears of amusement from his eyes.

      “Play nice, Diego.”

      “Don’t worry, Maureen, I’m just making conversation.”

      “Hang on,” Darla interrupted. “What does he mean, I wish?”

      Diego’s grin widened but he kept his laughter under wraps. “Let’s just say there’ll be no anal probes here,” he said with a wink.

      “Don’t knock it till you try it,” she shot back.

      “Ooh, feisty. I like this one. I hope they let her stay for a while. Most of the others are so depressing.”

      “With good reason,” Maureen noted.

      He nodded, his grin faltering slightly. “We make the most of our circumstances, is all I’m saying.”

      “Hey, what are you two talking about? If they didn’t take us to study and experiment on, then why?”

      “Because you are livestock,” a deep voice said from one of the dimly lit recesses in the wall.

      The rustling from his bunk got everyone’s attention. From the shadows of the resting place, a pair of large feet swung out into the light. Very large. And judging by the boots, not human.

      The owner of the feet unfolded from his bunk, stretching up to nearly seven feet in height, rolling his massive shoulders and neck as he stood up tall. He was wearing a tattered pair of trousers, the large bulge straining the fabric of the crotch making Darla wonder about the specifics of alien physiology. She peeled her eyes free and continued her assessment. He was also wearing a form-fitting tunic that had clearly seen better days. There were stains on his clothing. Blood, by the look of it. Given his robust physical condition, Darla doubted it was his.

      The alien’s skin appeared to be a tough but supple hide, similar to what you might find on a beast rather than a person, but lacking hair or scales she almost expected of an alien. It looked as though he had a deep tan, almost like one would see on Earth. At least at first glance. But when he moved, the light shifted across his body and she could see the golden tone almost reflecting from the exposed flesh, making her wonder what he looked like in natural sunlight.

      Dark tattoos peered out from the edges of his garments, the winding lines tracing his musculature, running all the way to his wrists and hands, it seemed. And those hands possessed five fingers, like humans, but longer and somehow different. It took her a moment before she realized he had extra joints in those meaty digits.

      Of course he does. He’s a freaking alien.

      While the others averted their gazes from the imposing figure, Darla was tired, freaked out, and more than a little pissed off at her situation. She pulled her eyes from his impressive physique and forced them upward, following his thick neck to his strong jaw and angular cheekbones until they met his own bright gaze. He was clearly alien, but kind of attractive, in a massive, beastly sort of way.

      And his eyes? They were not what she expected from such a powerful-looking man. They were fierce, no doubt, but were also a beautiful shade of violet, the irises rimmed in gold.

      He cocked his head ever so slightly at the unusual little human’s strong gaze locked with his. Feisty, indeed.

      “What did you say?” she demanded, not looking away.

      “I said, you are livestock,” he repeated.

      “Livestock? How do you mean?”

      His enormous shoulders shrugged ever so slightly. “You are not to be sold as slaves. You do not have that sort of value to the Raxxians. And your kind is not worth experimenting on.”

      “Then what?”

      “You are food, little one. Nothing more. The Raxxians are voracious, and your kind are a convenient species to fill their larder.”

      Darla felt her stomach drop to her feet as her blood flowed cold at his words. Their captors were enormous lizard people. And just like Komodo Dragons or other apex predators, it made sense that they would eat meat. Unfortunately, that diet now included humans. Suddenly she realized why the woman called Mei was so quiet. She was the last of her batch of captives. Who knew what sort of horrors she had witnessed.

      But this one, this alien, he wasn’t human, so why was he in here with them? He looked like he could give the Raxxians a run for their money in a fight. Maybe that was how he wound up here in the first place, and how his clothes got so torn up.

      A lightbulb flashed on in Darla’s mind.

      “Hang on a minute. Why do you speak English?”

      “I do not.”

      “You’re speaking it right now.”

      “You are mistaken, but I will clarify, yet again, as I have had to do for most of your cohort. You have been marked with the translation rune. It is a weak pigment with very limited power normally used only on livestock and lesser creatures.”

      “I’m sorry, you’ve lost me here. A translation what, now?”

      Maureen turned her head and lifted her hair, showing the small symbol tattooed behind her ear. Several others did the same, all bearing the same mark. The alien, likewise, showed her the marking behind his ear, though his was more ornate and with a darker ink that seemed to shift under his skin ever so slightly.

      “These are translation runes. Symbols that harness the power of the pigment, allowing us to understand one another,” the alien said. “In the case of livestock, such as yourselves, it tends to be less robust, but it serves its purpose.”

      “Its purpose being?”

      “To make it easier to direct animals,” he replied matter-of-factly. “When your beasts understand, one can direct them without the need of prods or ropes.”

      Darla hated to admit it, but it made sense. She raised her hand, touching the area behind her ear. She almost jumped when her fingertips grazed the still-tender flesh where she had been marked. The area was warm, almost tingling with the pigment still fresh in her skin.

      Dammit, my first tattoo and it’s as some freaking alien cattle?

      She was more than a little pissed that after all those years not giving in and getting impulsive ink on a drunken bender with Tammy and the others, she was finally a member of the club. Only this version was not a club she wanted to be a part of. Not one bit.

      “How is this possible? It’s just ink,” she wondered aloud.

      “Not ink. Pigment,” the alien corrected. “Living color, extracted from very powerful plants, bonded to your flesh to provide certain enhancements.”

      “Hang on. You’re saying this is magic ink—I mean, pigment?”

      “Magic? Hardly. It is a core power of the universe, harnessed by a few certain species of plant life from their contact with sunlight and galactic energies, condensed into pigments that can enhance a person’s natural abilities when combined with the correct runes to direct its power. And in return, the host’s own life force keeps the pigment alive. It is a very beneficial, symbiotic relationship.”

      He rolled up his torn sleeve to reveal an even more muscular and defined arm than she had envisioned. From the back of his hand, black and brown lines traced his muscles, small symbols, or runes as he called them, interwoven into the flowing design as it ran all the way up, disappearing under the cloth.

      Darla found herself wondering just how far those designs went. They were beautiful. Alien. And as she looked at the faintly moving ink under his skin, she felt something far different than fear in her belly.

      “These are power runes,” he said, pointing to his arm. “This one gives strength. And this one endurance.”

      Without thinking, Darla reached out and touched his arm. As her fingers traced the design, the warm fluttering inside her grew even stronger, moving lower and lower. She shifted in her stance, clenching her legs together tightly in a little shimmy as she lifted her hand free and stepped back from him.

      No way, Dar. Don’t even go there. He’s an alien, she chided herself.

      She turned to Maureen and Diego. “So, we’re just some alien’s snack, is that it? Why didn’t you tell me?”

      Maureen looked at her apologetically. “You’re new. I wanted to ease you into it.”

      “And this is just some normal thing for these Raxxians? How come no one noticed? Why didn’t the military do something?”

      “They’re aliens, Darla. Human technology doesn’t hold a candle to what they’re capable of. From what I’ve gathered, they’ve been harvesting from Earth for longer than anyone could imagine. Using the planet as a sort of pit stop to fill up on supplies as they fly through the galaxy.”

      Diego nodded in agreement. “Just think of how many people go missing every year. Who knows how many of those were snatched up?”

      Darla’s mind was racing, but she was actually taking this information fairly well. Rather than freak out, she had slipped into problem-solving mode. It was why she was everyone’s go-to call when the shit hit the fan back home. She was the fixer. Only now she was the one needing help, but no one was coming to her rescue. Even if they knew she’d been taken, there was nothing they could do.

      “I guess it makes sense in a way. Sort of like a Predator setting us up for a hunt.”

      Diego laughed. “Oh, you’re funny. You also watch too much television. There’s no elaborate hunt. No games.”

      “Wait a minute. Are you speaking English?”

      “Nope. I’m from Argentina. I thought the big guy just went over this.”

      “He did. I’m just processing, here. This thing behind our ears, it works for every language?”

      “Seems that way,” Diego replied.

      The alien nodded his agreement. “He is correct, though with your weak pigment there is the possibility it might not work for every race. He is also correct that you are not part of a larger game scenario. Do not flatter yourselves with such delusions. The Raxxians do not play with their food, and your kind are not worthy of combat.”

      Darla cocked her head at the enormous alien and put her hands on her hips. “Okay. Fine. We’re weak and useless, thanks for that. But what about you? Why are you in here with us if we’re just livestock?”

      He opened a small pouch on his waist and withdrew a box, opening it carefully. Inside was a set of fine needles with what looked like some sort of mechanical handles. Next to them, securely tucked into its own compartment, was a little container of dark pigment.

      “I apply the runes,” he said. “It was a hobby on my own world, something I studied in my leisure time, but one I became rather proficient at. Here, the hobby makes me valuable, and I am better treated for possessing this skill. Not many know how to properly apply the markings.”

      Darla pondered his words a moment. “Are there others like you here?”

      “Like me? No. I am the only one with this skill. But captives? Yes, there are a great many captives aboard this ship. The Raxxians have a long history of warring across the systems and have taken many prisoners in their conflicts. Most serve as labor—”

      “But you said there were no slaves.”

      “No. I said your kind were not slaves. Others are of far more value to the Raxxians alive than in their bellies.”

      “But where, then? I don’t see any other aliens in here.”

      “Aliens. How quaint. You are the aliens here, little one. A human minority far from your world. Though your time is short, it would do you well to remember that. To answer your question, we are aboard a Raxxian long transport. It is a rather large vessel, comprised of many compartments like this one, the prisoners spread out among them, the sections interlocked for the journey. Eventually, they will head to one of the Raxxian controlled worlds to offload their cargo to sort for shipment to their final destinations.”

      “They segregate the different parts of the ship? Why?”

      He assessed her a long moment, his violet eyes quietly sizing her up. “Security,” he finally replied.

      “Security? What, they’re afraid we’ll all fight with each other?”

      “No,” he said with what she could have sworn was a little wink. “Against them.”
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      After that little eye-opening conversation with the hunky but kind of dickishly aloof alien, Darla made a point to walk the compartment and check every last bunk space to see if there were any other unexpected companions lurking in their shadows. One alien surprise was enough for today.

      It turned out there weren’t any more of them, but she did manage to annoy a handful of additional human captives who were lamenting their situation in as much privacy as they could find in the otherwise wide-open holding area.

      Livestock, Darla couldn’t help but think as she introduced herself to everyone in turn. We’re just animals to them.

      This in turn made her wonder about the Raxxians’ feed ball thingies. If they were all destined to be food, it only made sense that whatever they were being provided would be high in nutrition, designed to plump up the herd.

      Herd.

      The thought of the word made her shudder with disgust. These were people, and all but one her fellow humans. At final count there were thirteen women, herself included, and five men. And the alien, of course.

      Under any other circumstances she would have questioned how such a diverse group of people had wound up together, but seeing as they were on a spaceship and all understanding one another despite being from all across the globe, she just took it in stride. In any case, this was a survival situation, and it was important to get to know her fellow prisoners.

      “I’m Darla,” she said to a woman with warm ebony skin that looked flawless in the ship’s unusual light.

      “Nyota,” she replied. “That’s Angela, Sabine, and Carolina,” she added, nodding to a redhead with an impressive case of resting bitch face, a brunette with long, curly hair that looked like it hadn’t seen a brush or conditioner in weeks, and a dirty blonde with a bright smile and cheeks and eyebrows that could only be called mountainous.

      Darla couldn’t help but imagine that Carolina would be ridiculously photogenic with her features. Unfortunately, high cheekbones wouldn’t keep her off the Raxxians’ menu.

      The gruff alien was back in his bunk, staring up at nothing so far as she could tell.

      “What’s the deal with that one?” she asked.

      “Oh, him? He’s not exactly what you’d call much of a talker. In fact, today’s probably the most I’ve heard him say at one time. You clearly got his attention.”

      “Gee, lucky me.”

      “You are lucky. You got more information out of him than any of us have managed. Usually he just tattoos that weird translation thing behind the newcomer’s ear while they’re still unconscious then climbs back into his bunk. Not much for socializing.”

      “What do you expect? He’s an alien.”

      “We’re all aliens here,” Nyota pointed out.”

      Darla digested that little factoid in a flash. She was surrounded by almost entirely humans, but this was an alien ship. An alien ship flying off to who knows where in deep space. For all she knew, they were the only humans on the entire ship, and that made them a minority.

      Shit, she’s right, Darla grudgingly admitted. And I have questions.

      She walked closer to the alien’s bunk but stopped well short of it. He may have been relatively civil, but he was still a beast of a man, and one she didn’t want to wind up on the bad side of.

      “Hey, big dude,” she called out.

      A long silence hung between them.

      “I have a name,” he finally replied.

      “Well, that’s what I’m here for. I figure Nyota’s right. We’re all aliens here, and I can’t very well keep calling you the alien or hey you.”

      He leaned out from the shadows of his bunk, his gold-rimmed violet eyes sparkling with amusement. “My name is High Aldwin Heydaricus Afflantia Matzur.”

      “All that, huh? Quite a mouthful, there.”

      “You may call me Heydar.”

      “Darla.”

      “Yes, I heard,” he said, then slid back onto his bunk.

      “Okay. Good talk, there,” she said, walking away.

      Mei seemed to snap out of her daze when she witnessed the exchange, hurrying over to Darla with a fierce look in her eyes. For a damn near vegetative prisoner, she was certainly anything but that at the moment.

      “What are you doing?” Mei hissed. “Do not converse with them.”

      “By them, you mean aliens?”

      “They are beasts, all of them.”

      “I don’t know, he seems more or less all right to me. And besides, he’s locked in here just like we are.”

      “And do you know why?” the woman growled.

      “Uh, no. Just got here, remember? Probably his tattoo skills.”

      “So he claims, but I heard the guards talking. He is some sort of great warrior. Now he’s going to be a trophy for their leaders when we arrive at our destination.”

      “A trophy?”

      “Yes. Quite a catch for the Raxxians. And the way they talk about him, even they appear scared of him.”

      Darla glanced over at the man on his bunk, the gold in his eyes, glinting for just a moment as the light caught them just right. She felt a little rumble in her belly, and not the kind brought on by hunger. At least, not hunger for food. Mei saw the look and shook her head.

      “Do not think it,” she snapped. “He may be pleasing to look at, but that is an alien species.”

      “Relax, a girl can admire, can’t she?”

      Mei shook her head in either frustration or disgust. Either way, she was not amused. “You are not the first to have such ideas, you know. But he is not interested in our kind. Something about the Infala deciding his fate, not the meat between his legs.”

      “He said that?”

      “Yes. He was very rude about it as well.”

      “Wait, what’s an Infala, anyway?”

      “I’m not entirely sure. All I can tell is that it seems to have something to do with his tattoos. You saw that he’s covered in them, right?”

      “I noticed.”

      “They all have different meanings, from what I’ve gleaned. The symbols and pigments create some kind of energy, and apparently that all has something to dictate important aspects of his life.”

      “Like what?”

      “Like who he can mate with. And as none of us are inked up like that, humans aren’t even a possibility in his mind. It’s why he pretty much treats us like we’re barely even here. We’re lesser beings so far as he’s concerned. Or, at least unimportant in his grand scheme of things.”

      “What a dickish way to live. Letting some silly ink dictate who you can and cannot be with? It’s ridiculous.”

      “And how his kind operate. As you say in your country, it is what it is.”

      “I hate that expression.”

      “So do I, but in this instance, it does seem to be rather appropriate given the situation.”

      Darla allowed herself one more glance at Heydar’s muscular form reclining in his bunk, then returned to her own resting place. She may have recovered from whatever the Raxxians did when they’d abducted her, but she was still a bit low on energy.

      She had been staring at the smooth curved metal forming the top of her bunk space, her eyes slowly becoming heavy with both exhaustion as well as boredom, when the secondary door to their holding chamber opened. A pair of Raxxians strode in and surveyed the lot of them. Darla felt her adrenaline surge, taken aback by their frightening appearance. At least she’d had an initial exposure to take the edge off of their dramatic entry.

      Then she thought about what happened to that man. He was taken away, and it was her fault. And worst of all, he could have been their afternoon snack for all she knew, and the Raxxians might still be hungry.

      “All of you, stand here,” the larger of the pair demanded.

      It was just a guess, but she was pretty sure their ranking system was based as much on physical prowess as much as age superiority.

      The humans all moved into a line, the sharp tang of nervous sweat tinging the air. Heydar, however, remained in his bunk. The aliens glanced at him but made no move to roust him. He was nearly as large as they were, for one, and if what Mei had said was true, provoking him could provide their captors with more of a problem than they wanted to deal with at the moment.

      The Raxxians turned to the line of obedient livestock and stepped closer, walking slowly past each of the much smaller humans. Periodically they would stop and perform a closer examination, turning a person’s head side to side or feeling their body, likely gauging the meat on their bones. Looking at their frightening teeth, it seemed possible they ate the bones as well.

      Victor stood firm, his jaw flexing with obvious hatred. The muscles under his shirt were tense, ready for a fight, but the alien captors were entirely uninterested in any sort of conflict with this puny human. He stood tall all the same, but the Raxxians merely glanced at him, sizing him up in an instant, then moved on to the next captive.

      Then, as quickly as they had entered the chamber, the Raxxians departed. The humans let out a collective sigh of relief. It looked like they would all live to see another day. Heydar looked out at them all with an almost bored gaze, then returned to pondering the walls of his bunk, or meditating, or whatever it was he was doing.

      As for Darla, her adrenaline dropping back to normal levels, she thought doing the same sounded pretty darn good right about now. Within just a few minutes nestled in her bunk, she drifted off into a restless sleep.
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      Darla was sleeping, but it was a shallow slumber. Barely napping, really, which, given the strange environment she had found herself in, made perfect sense. But nevertheless, she was more exhausted than she might have originally realized. So much so that the first rumble coursing through the ship failed to rouse her from her contemplations.

      She was still in the zone, lingering in that in-between state where dream and reality’s edges began to blend together as her subconscious mind attempted to reconcile all the impossible events of the day, and it was quite possible she’d have stayed that way.

      Then she banged her head painfully on the bunk wall when the ship abruptly shook violently, throwing her to the side.

      “What the fuck?” she blurted, rubbing the sore spot as she lurched to her feet.

      The ship bucked again, making her grab the bunk edge for balance while it knocked several people not fortunate enough to be near something to hold on to straight to the deck with its intensity.

      Darla felt her stomach churn from the motion, but it was a weird sensation. It seemed almost as if there was something else going on in her belly besides the ship moving in directions it really shouldn’t be. A disruption the likes of which she’d never felt before. One that moved to her very core. Not even after the most ridiculous bender for her friend Allison’s bachelorette party had she felt like this.

      This was different, and the feeling of unease in her gut was growing as fast as her worried curiosity. This wasn’t normal. Something was going on. Something big. The question was, what?

      The initial event had upended Victor, but he quickly scrambled back to his feet, racing to the far door in a flash. He took up a position against the wall to one side, a murderous look in his eye.

      “Maureen, what’s he doing?” Darla asked, pointing at the thick-necked man lying in wait.

      Maureen steadied herself and turned to look. “Oh, shit. This won’t be good.”

      She looked as though she was about to do something to keep Victor from making their situation worse and possibly getting them all killed, though she didn’t exactly know what, when an alien-shaped blur flew across the compartment. Heydar had crossed the space in an impossibly short time, stopping face to face with the normally imposing human.

      Next to the much larger alien, Victor suddenly seemed a lot less frightening than before.

      “What do you think you are doing?” Heydar snarled.

      “What’s it look like I’m doing? I’m waiting for those bastards to come check on us. And when they do, Pow! I’m gonna take them down and get the hell out of this place.”

      “You realize you are aboard a Raxxian ship, do you not?”

      “Obviously.”

      “And you would overpower a pair of guards and do what, exactly?”

      “Make a run for it. There’s got to be an escape pod or something. And if not that, I don’t know. I’ll make a go at the command center.”

      Heydar shook his head as if scolding a child.

      “Do you even know how to fly a vessel such as this?”

      “Well—”

      “In fact, do you know how to pilot any spacecraft? Or even an airborne vehicle, for that matter?”

      “I mean, no. But how hard can it be? Computers run everything these days, right?”

      Maureen let out an exasperated sigh. “Typical man. He probably wouldn’t be willing to admit he was lost in space and ask for directions either.”

      Heydar glanced her way. “Are all males on your planet this way?” he asked, shaking his head.

      “The stubborn ones are.”

      Victor cast an angry look at her.

      “Don’t stink eye me, Victor. You know I’m right.”

      Darla stifled a chuckle and kept her eyes on Heydar, still fixated on the tall alien suddenly taking command of the situation with such ease. It was quite a shift from his earlier demeanor. For a moment there, he seemed like a natural leader.

      The ship rocked and bucked, shaking hard. A wave of nauseating power flooded the compartment, making even Heydar look a little queasy. Darla and Maureen managed to keep their meals in their stomachs, but at least half of the humans were not so lucky, including Victor.

      He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and stood up tall by sheer force of will, locking eyes with Heydar once more.

      “I’m getting us out of here with or without you. Are you going to join me, or do you like being a Raxxian pet?”

      Heydar shook his head but was clearly processing the options. “Do you even know what that was?” he asked.

      “Felt like something blew up on the ship.”

      “That was a Grommix attack pulse, and at relatively close range. And this craft? It is a transport ship.”

      “So?”

      “So, that means it is decently shielded, but lacks both the speed and firepower needed to combat so formidable an adversary.”

      “What’s your point?”

      “My point is, we are in a holding cell. Raxxians keep livestock in central, windowless compartments as a rule. They are designed to be able to be interchanged with other units from other ships if needed.”

      “Great, we’re in the middle of the ship. That doesn’t change anything.”

      “But it does. This is a safe place. At least, as safe as one could hope for in such an encounter.”

      Victor puffed up his chest in a display of bravado. “You may be worried, but I’m not about to give up this chance to play it safe. I’m not worried about my safety.”

      “Clearly not.”

      “And I’m not afraid of these Raxxians. And I’m sure as hell not going to sit here cowering when we could be using this diversion to escape.”

      “All you will do if you engage them is get people killed.”

      “It’s worth the risk.”

      “To you, perhaps, but the others should decide their own fates.”

      “Why do you care? I thought we were nothing more than livestock.”

      “To the Raxxians, yes. But my people have been at war with them since before I was born, and I am no supporter of their brutal ways.”

      “So you’ll help me then?”

      “I did not say that I would—”

      The door abruptly slid open, cutting their argument short just as another blast hit the ship. The two Raxxians fell through the doorway, knocked off their feet from the violent impact. Victor did not hesitate.

      He jumped on top of the nearest guard, latching himself onto his back where the Raxxian’s long claws and sharp teeth couldn’t reach him. His hands fumbled for what he believed was a weapon on the alien’s waist, but he was unable to pull it free. Victor looked to Heydar with panicked eyes. The Raxxians were getting back to their feet, and he had failed in his attack miserably.

      The aliens were far, far tougher than he’d bargained for, and his frantic blows failed to so much as faze them. The other guard grabbed Victor and pulled him from his comrade’s back, flinging him to the center of the room. Both were fixated on the human who dared attack them. It was clear who would be their next meal.

      Heydar’s shoulders sagged for just a split second as he weighed the options. Weighed them and came to a decision.

      His meaty fist reached the first guard’s neck even as his boot-clad foot was swinging into the abdomen of the other guard, sending the first to his knees, gasping for air as the second doubled over from the brutal impact.

      Unlike Victor, it seemed that Heydar had more than enough strength for this engagement.

      In a flash he moved between the two Raxxians, his deft hands having no trouble drawing their weapons from their belts and using them against them to great effect. The wicked blade taken from the smaller of the pair opened up a trio of wounds, any of which would have been debilitating, before lodging firmly in the alien’s neck. The Raxxian dropped in a heap. Darla saw it was clear he couldn’t have called for help if he wanted to.

      The other managed to block the first of Heydar’s follow up attacks, but an elbow caught him in what must have been a vulnerable nerve plexus of some sort. Heydar didn’t hesitate, shoving the guard’s pistol-like weapon flush with his torso and squeezing the grip, discharging its energy right into the Raxxian’s body. Heydar squeezed again, the weapon smoking as it cooked his target’s insides.

      Heydar let go, the smoldering corpse dropping to the deck. He looked at the weapon in his hand in disgust and threw it aside.

      “Why are you tossing that away?” Victor asked in disgust, rushing to retrieve the gun.

      “It is not meant to be used in such close proximity. The power cell overcharged. It is useless now.”

      Victor didn’t care, tucking the weapon in his waistband then retrieving the other guard’s functional unit. He turned to the other prisoners.

      “Come on! This is our chance!”

      “Do not be a fool. Your ill-conceived attack has already placed this group at great risk.”

      “So we make the most of it,” Victor replied. “I’m not wasting this one chance. You said it, we’re livestock and dead meat anyway. At least this way we might get lucky.”

      The other prisoners muttered amongst themselves. Some rushed out to join him, while others remained frozen in place. Heydar looked at the group and made another difficult decision.

      “I will help,” he said. “But I do not think this will end well.”

      Victor merely nodded and took off out the open door, followed by more than half of the prisoners. Heydar saw the fear in the eyes of the remaining livestock.

      “Close the door behind us,” he said. “If the ship decompresses you will be safe.”

      With that he stepped outside. Maureen moved to the door to close it, but Darla hurried past her.

      “What are you doing?”

      “I’m going to see about getting out of here,” Darla said. “Look, I’ve got to do something. Thank you for all your help. Be safe.”

      Maureen paused a second, nodded to her, then hit the control panel. The door slammed shut in her face.

      Darla turned to Heydar.

      “Okay, big guy. Now what?”

      “Now we catch up with the others. This way.”

      The large alien hurried through the corridors as the ship bucked and rocked from more Grommix attacks. The frequency of the blasts was shortening. Their ship must have gotten a lot closer in the time it took to escape their holding cell.

      Victor and his group had spread into a ragged column far ahead, eager and motivated, but not terribly organized. And with the ongoing attack, the men and women were being tossed side to side with every blast.

      Heydar closed the distance as fast as he could with Darla following close behind, but the ship was being bombarded with ever-increasing ferocity. He stopped, cocking his head, the tattoos behind both of his ears seeming to churn under his skin, as if amplifying sounds inaudible to the normal ear.

      His head whipped around in as close to a panic as Darla had seen him. He roughly grabbed her by the arm and lunged for the nearest door, keying it open and shoving her inside, closing it behind them in an instant, holding on tightly. She couldn’t help but notice just how hot his skin was. They were in luck at least. The compartment was empty. Another holding area that was currently without inhabitants.

      “What the hell do you think you’re—” she began.

      The lights flickered as a massive explosion shook the ship, followed by two more. The violent bucking threw them both to the floor in a heap. Heydar scrambled to the wall and grabbed on tight, pulling Darla close to him, placing his body over hers, his weight pushing her against the floor and wall, his mass creating a protective cave of sorts.

      The lights flickered again then abruptly went dark as another blast shook the Raxxian ship. Faint emergency lighting kicked in, but only barely. Darla was grasping for words when the world went upside down and the distinct tearing sound of shearing metal rang through the craft’s hull. Loud pings of heat shielding burning off followed a moment later as the Raxxian craft began burning up as it hit what had to be atmosphere.

      “What the hell—?”

      “We must be close to a planet,” Heydar interrupted. “The ship is breaking up.”

      Despite his heat so close to her, Darla felt her blood run cold. They were out of the frying pan and very much in the fire. Literally, it seemed, as more heat shield panels melted and broke free.

      Heydar drew her even closer, pressing himself down against her.

      “Hold tight.”

      “Why? What’s going to—”

      The ship tore apart, the constituent parts flung far and wide across the atmosphere as the Raxxian ship ceased to be. Weightlessness came and went as they plummeted toward the surface, but Heydar held strong, pinning them both in place. Then, just when she was sure they were done for, a rumbling thrust drove them both hard into the deck as emergency landing jets kicked in, slowing the falling wreckage in a painful instant.

      Darla struggled hard against the Gs but her body was simply no match for the abrupt pressure forcing all the blood from her head. She caught a final, brief glimpse of gold-rimmed eyes staring at her curiously in the dim light.

      Then she slipped into unconsciousness.
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      Darla didn’t know how long she’d been out, but when she came to, it was abrupt. She jerked up, smacking herself against Heydar’s rock-solid chest in the process. He looked down at her calmly and moved aside, rising to his feet and towering over her.

      “We have arrived,” he said, his voice low and rumbling in the silence of the downed craft. “In one piece, I would add.”

      “Yeah, I noticed,” she replied with as much snark as someone who just narrowly avoided a fiery demise could muster.

      The emergency lights were still on, but Darla noted there was an additional source of illumination. Daylight. The hull had been breached at some point in their crash landing. That meant the air she was breathing was alien air.

      She sucked in her breath and held it in a panic, her eyes wide with fear. Heydar chuckled.

      “Do not fear, little one. If this was a hostile atmosphere we would have met our end long before now.”

      He stepped to the compartment door and pulled hard, his girthy arms flexing hard, the muscles rippling from the effort. His forearms were massive and his fingers lengthy and strong, but despite his strength-enhancing tattoos, the door nevertheless refused to budge.

      “Hmm,” he muttered, stepping back and pulling open the panel beside it.

      The formerly hidden seam was now visible as the metal had buckled from the impact of their landing, and the internals were unlike anything Darla had ever seen before. No wires anywhere, for one, and nothing that remotely resembled any sort of tech she had ever come across.

      “Are we stuck in here?” she asked.

      “Not necessarily,” he said, then carefully opened the little pouch of tattoo implements on his hip, withdrawing a fine tipped needle.

      Carefully, he pressed it to what seemed like any of the other utterly alien bits in the panel. Satisfied it was in place, he gently pushed it in deeper, penetrating the Raxxian tech until it was fully inserted. Slowly, he wiggled it in place, testing the resistance against his hand. A little grin crept onto his face.

      “Be ready to move,” he said quietly, his eyes on the door as he pulled the tool out slowly, the tip grazing the upper indentation he’d inserted it into. The lights flickered a moment, brightening bit by bit, then without further warning the door slid open, straining hard against the warped frame.

      He tucked the needle back into its case, not taking his eyes off the opening, then stepped towards it, muscles tense and ready for a fight. Heydar set foot outside, the sun illuminating his skin far more than the artificial light ever had. Darla felt her breath catch in her throat. In the sun’s warm light he was absolutely radiant.

      What’s more, his tattoos seemed to gently pulse under his skin, absorbing the energy from the sun’s rays. He turned back to his companion, his shoulders relaxing slightly. The gold rims around his violet irises were gleaming in the sunlight.

      “It is safe to come out. But watch your step. The landing made something of a mess.”

      Darla pushed up to her feet and clamored out of the ship onto the upturned soil. He had certainly gotten the mess thing accurate. Clumps of dirt and rocks were mixed with fallen trees where the segment of the Raxxian ship they had been in somehow managed to land without breaking apart. It seemed the emergency deceleration system had worked. They’d survived. Living to see another day.

      All they needed now was to stay that way.

      “This way,” Heydar instructed, leading her from the wreck along a narrow strip of relatively passable soil.

      Darla followed in a daze, knowing she should be freaking out but having short-circuited her panic response over the last day. One thing was for certain, she was glad she’d switched to her trainers after the party. Had she been abducted in heels, this would have been an utterly miserable experience. More so than it already was, anyway.

      They walked for a minute then stopped. Darla turned back and looked at the piece of ship, seeing the alien tech from the outside for the first time where it lay amid the shattered trees and their scattered burgundy leaves.

      The compartment was scorched to hell and back, with big chunks melted away. The bottom had blown out the ground where it landed, its thrusters using every last bit of power to stop their descent. As Heydar had said before things had gone utterly tits up, the ship had broken into multiple segments as intended, each designed to keep its cargo intact. That much she could tell from the relatively uniform edges of the section.

      How many of the others had managed to land in one piece, and where, for that matter, was anyone’s guess. In any case, being treated as cattle had very likely resulted in their survival. The lack of windows and central location had allowed this piece to survive the attack. It sucked being an abductee, but at least this one thing had gone her way.

      “Say what you will about those Raxxians, but they built a pretty solid ship,” she mused, a hint of adrenaline trickling back into her shocked system at the thought of the brutal aliens.

      “A terrible race, but yes, they do possess ample skill both in design and construction. Better than most, in fact.”

      “Then why did it crash? I’d think they’d be ready for attacks if that’s the case.”

      Heydar shook his head. “The Grommix have been fighting the Raxxians a long, long time. They have learned their weaknesses and know how best to exploit them. In this case, they managed to disable the craft by targeting the drive systems and command center while layering focused attacks on crucial linkage systems.”

      “How do you know? You were locked in with the rest of us.”

      “Because it is what I would have done. That, and the flow of Grommix pulse ram energy flowed into the deeper elements of the ship. Clearly, they forced the shielding to fail and exploited the weak spot to break the connection points. Look there. Do you see the scorch marks?” he asked, pointing with his elongated digit.

      Darla looked where he was pointing. “The whole thing is scorched.”

      “No, look closer,” he said, leaning in and resting his forearm on her shoulder so her eyes lined up with his pointing finger. The heat of him was distracting, but he achieved his goal. She actually did see what he was talking about now.

      “The dented part, where the metal looks pushed in rather than melted off.”

      “Precisely.”

      “But why so precise? Why not blast away?”

      Heydar stood tall and surveyed the area around them once more. “Because this appears to have been a rescue attempt.”

      He turned and started walking. Darla hurried to catch up to him.

      “Hang on. What do you mean, a rescue attempt?”

      “I mean exactly that. The Raxxians are well known for taking prisoners of war. If the Grommix learned the location of one of their officers aboard this vessel, it is quite possible they thought a rescue attempt would be worth the risk.”

      Now it was Darla’s turn to look around. Another alien race could very possibly be lurking around out there, and she had no idea if they were friendly. The enemy of my enemy is my friend, and all of that, still held true, but what if you were no more than a snack to them?

      “Are we safe here?”

      “There is no way to tell for certain. I do not know where the other sections touched down. Regardless, I must move from this location quickly. Raxxians may make an attempt to retrieve their cargo, and I would be well served to not be here if they do.”

      He began moving at a quick pace, forcing Darla to scramble after him.

      “Hey, wait a minute. Where are we going?”

      “We?”

      “Yes, we. You just saved my life. You’re not seriously going to just leave me behind, are you?”

      “You are free now, so pick a path and follow it. As for mine, you will just slow me down.”

      “Oh, hell no. I can keep up.”

      “You say that now, but you are small and weak. I cannot afford to be hindered by the likes of you.”

      “So what? You leave me to the Raxxians?”

      “The Grommix may come first. They will treat you well enough. You can hide in the wreckage and determine if it is safe to come out when they arrive. Small as you are, there are plenty of places to conceal yourself.”

      “While you run away.”

      “I am not running away. I am heading up onto that rise to discern where exactly we have landed. And once that is achieved, to evaluate what threats may be lurking on this world. On top of that, I must then attempt to find food and water in the process of planning a proper escape.”

      “So, you are running away. Just with a few stops on the way. Well there is no way I’m staying here like a sitting duck while you put distance between yourself and the most likely place the Raxxians will show up.”

      “If the Grommix do not arrive first.”

      “Yeah, whatever. The point is, I’m coming with you.”

      “But—”

      “Don’t even start with me. I’m tired, hungry, filthy, and stuck on some God forsaken world. I am not being left behind,” she said with a fierce glare.

      Heydar considered refusing her demand then thought better of it. The noise this human female had proven herself capable of making was more than enough to draw additional attention to the area, and that was the last thing he wanted.

      “Very well. But remain quiet and keep up. I am not slowing my pace for you.”

      “Whatever. Can we just go, already?” she grumbled.

      The towering alien’s jaw flexed as he sized her up for a long moment. His eyes were distracting in this light. Almost sparkling as the rays illuminated the gold ring circling the luminous violet. He let out the slightest of chuckles at the tiny woman’s fierce resolve. Then, without another word, he shrugged, turned, and began trekking away at a healthy pace.

      Darla scurried after him, covering the ground with a fast and agile step where his long legs simply strode over the debris.

      Good thing I’ve been doing those kickboxing classes, Darla mused, glad her lungs, legs, and booty were up for the exercise.

      They cleared the crash site a minute later, heading into the lush growth surrounding them. Looking at the verdant alien trees and shrubbery, Darla was sure they were close to a water source. All those years camping with her family in her youth had taught her that much, even if the outings had been more glamping than camping, thanks to her mother.

      She followed close behind the muscular alien as he evened out his stride now that the ground was level. From this vantage point she couldn’t help but admire the rather impressive round, sculpted ass walking before her. Say what you would about the rude alien, he certainly hadn’t skipped leg day.

      Mind on the task, Dar, she chided herself. And remember the pledge. No more emotionally unavailable douchebags.

      Given Heydar’s pleasing physique, Darla couldn’t help but wonder if other alien races were so well put together.

      I guess I might very well find out sooner than later, she thought as the distant hum of a flying craft reached their ears from afar.

      Someone else was out there. The question now was who?
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      The climb to higher ground went relatively smoothly, all things considered. Heydar, despite his protestations, slowed his pace somewhat so the human female could keep up, and the two of them reached the top of the target hill in good time.

      “This will suffice,” he said, gazing upward at the sturdy limbed tree rising above them.

      It was tall with thick branches ending in tufts of purple and burgundy leaves, matching the coloring of many of the plants on this world from what Darla had seen so far.

      “Suffice for what, exactly?” she asked.

      Heydar didn’t bother with a reply, leaping up and grabbing one of the lower branches far over their heads with a vertical that would have put any basketball player to shame. He was going up higher to get a better view, leaving Darla on the ground below.

      “Hey!”

      “Keep your voice down,” he hissed. “We do not know who may be lurking nearby.”

      “Fine. Just help me up.”

      “I do not require your assistance in this matter.”

      “I didn’t say I wanted to help. I just want to see.”

      Those gold-rimmed eyes stared at her a long moment, making her shift uneasily. In all the commotion, she’d forgotten how much he could resemble a predator, and an apex one at that.

      A long, bulging arm lowered toward her.

      “Grab hold,” he growled

      She did as best she could, but his wrists were too girthy for her to get a proper grip. Heydar sighed and wrapped his fingers around her forearm, the additional joints allowing them to encircle her limb in a snug embrace.

      Then, as quickly as he’d reached his arm down, Darla found herself hauled aloft and placed gently on a sturdy branch.

      “Satisfied?” he asked, releasing his grip.

      “Yes, very.”

      “Hmph.”

      He began scaling the tree without another word, once again affording her a great view of that magnificent ass on the way up. With that impressive thing staring her in the face, Darla couldn’t help but look.

      What’s with me? Did the Raxxians put something in the food to make their livestock breed or something? ‘Cause hot damn, I’m feeling horny as hell. Then again, now that I think of it, that may also just be the whole narrowly cheating death thing doing the talking. Funny how adrenaline can do that.

      She shook her head and pushed those thoughts from her head, shifting her legs to relieve the little tingle the pressure from her current perch was producing. It was nice. Really nice, truth be told, but she had other things to focus on.

      Darla’s reach wasn’t nearly as long as Heydar’s but she managed to follow him up into the heights of the canopy, and what she saw when she joined him there took her breath away.

      Stretching as far as the eye could see was a lush, green world, jutting bursts of burgundy, purple, and orange plant life springing up in some areas making it into a patchwork of stunning nature.

      The air was clear and crisp, small, happy clouds drifting in the breeze. It was as if they had landed in some pristine corner of the world, untouched by humanity. Of course, this was an alien world, so technically that was true.

      Off in the distance the lush colors of the forest gave way to what seemed to be a reddish-brown desert. Heat waves radiated from the ground, giving it an almost wavy appearance. But that wasn’t the only thing they saw.

      Off toward the horizon on their left a massive mountain range could be made out, far smaller in appearance than reality due to the tricks that distance could play on the eye.

      “It’s beautiful,” she gasped.

      Even Heydar’s typically rough and matter-of-fact demeanor had seemed to soften a little.

      “Yes, it is,” he replied, a faraway look in his eye.

      Darla scanned the terrain, looking for any sign of a city or settlement. There was none.

      “I don’t see any cities out there,” she said.

      “No. But that does not mean there aren’t any,” he replied. “We could tell better at night, when cooking fires would be lit, but that is hours away, and we should be moving.”

      He started to descend from their perch.

      “Why would they use campfires to cook?” Darla asked as she followed him down.

      “Because not all societies are as advanced as others. I do not recognize this world based on this limited view, but by the undeveloped look of it, this is most likely the case here. Time will tell. Now, come. We must find shelter, sustenance, and water if we are to survive.”

      Heydar reversed the ascent process, descending after her then gently lowering her from the tree before leaping down to join her, landing as nimbly as a big cat. He took one look around and made a decision.

      “This way.”

      Darla, stubborn as she could be, was nevertheless an alien on this world, and she thought it wise to follow the lead of someone more familiar with this sort of thing than she was. The burly alien directed them down the hill back toward lower ground, descending on the opposite side of the hill from where their section of ship had gone down.

      They walked quietly for some time, the shadows growing longer as the sun gradually lowered in the sky. The thing was, she had no idea when it might actually become night on this planet. Earth days were something she was familiar with, but here? A day could be half as long or double, there was no way to guess. In any case, it seemed they had a fair walk ahead of them.

      Heydar motioned for her to move closer, his use of hand signals cluing Darla to the need for silence. She moved near and hunkered down low. They had come to a small creek, the gently flowing water calling out to her parched lips with its siren song. She was so thirsty she could smell the water, her mouth craving it with an almost undeniable need.

      He pointed to the damp ground closer to the water’s edge.

      Footprints. Many of them, and humanoid in shape and size.

      Heydar cocked his head, listening intently to the sounds of the forest. After a lengthy time motionless he finally seemed satisfied, gesturing for Darla to come with him to the creek.

      She dropped to her knees and filled her hands, drinking deep, not caring one bit if there might be some alien bacteria in the water. That might kill her slowly, but if she didn’t hydrate she’d be dead long before that would be a concern.

      Heydar bent forward and did the same, filling his hands with great scoops of water, drinking it down, some of the liquid flowing down his neck and chest, making his tattered clothing stick to his body, outlining every muscle as it did. He was built like an Adonis. A seven-foot-tall alien one, but impressive nonetheless.

      Darla felt a warm stirring in her belly at the sight.

      As if that wasn’t enough, the hunky alien shook his hands dry and licked his lips, revealing a long, split tongue, each of the halves working in unison but also separating to function independently. The heat began to press lower as she watched him, her mind unable to avoid wondering precisely what a tongue like that was capable of.

      She could think of several off the top of her head.

      Darla felt something else. A pair of violet eyes staring at her.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “Nothing. You had a strange look on your face. I thought perhaps you were feeling unwell.”

      “I’m fine,” she said, the happy tingle between her legs taking its own sweet time to go away. “Hey, we’ve got water, but what are we going to do about food?”

      “Where there is water there is game. I will not hunt this close to our water source, but there should be acceptable prey close enough. In the meantime, you may eat these.”

      He pulled a long tubular stalk from the mud and extended it to her. The base was a gnarled root, but just above the mud line the plant shifted to a pale green length, ending at a small cluster of green berry looking things.

      “Do not eat the berries,” Heydar noted. “They will make you quite ill. But the stalk between them and the root is nutritious, if not particularly flavorful.”

      “You’re sure about this?” Darla asked, accepting the offering, sniffing it curiously.

      “We have this on my world. On many worlds, for that matter. It is a variant of the Olama plant, propagated wherever explorers landed as a hardy emergency food source. It would do you well to learn to identify it on sight. It could serve you well one day.”

      Darla wasn’t exactly sure she liked the sound of that. She had no intention of living out in the middle of some alien wilderness the rest of her life. But that said, she also had an unpleasant rumbling growing in her stomach.

      She shook the plant off in the water to clear off the remaining mud, then brought the stalk to her lips and took a tentative nibble. The flavor was like a bitter cacao nib, but with a slightly astringent, yet sweet, aftertaste. Not pleasant by a long shot, but something she could get down without issue if need be. And given how hungry she was, need was definitely be.

      Heydar pulled a few more Olama plants from the mud and cleaned them off, handing her a few before eating his own, washing it down with more fresh water from the creek.

      Their bellies were not full by any means, but at least the hunger pangs were quelled for the time being. With that accomplished, the pair headed away from the water to hopefully find something more substantial to eat and a dry place to spend the night.

      They had walked for an hour without sign of game when Heydar pointed to the distant sky. The trees had thinned out as they neared a large clearing, and with the view cleared they could see a dark wisp of smoke far off in the distance.

      “Campfire?” Darla wondered.

      “No. It appears relatively close, but do not let that deceive you. The fire is very far away. What’s more, the color of the smoke and the way it rises is wrong for natural combustion. That is spaceship fuel cooking off. Raxxian fuel, to be specific. What you see is another downed segment of their ship.”

      “The others might be alive?”

      The look on his face said otherwise. “Not in that portion of the ship. Flames like that do not bode well for survivors.”

      Darla felt her spirits drop. So far as she knew, she was the only human alive on this world, and she might never see her own kind again. She sank down onto a fallen log, deflated. Heydar was about to remind her they needed to keep moving but noticed the look in her eye and held his tongue.

      “You should rest,” he said, gauging the darkening sky. “It will be nightfall soon. Rest. I will complete the hunt.”

      “You won’t leave me here, right?”

      “I will not abandon you here. You have my word of honor.”

      There was something solemn in the way he said those words that made her believe him. She gave a little nod of agreement. That was all he needed to see. He was gone before she could utter another word.

      I hope that wasn’t a bad call. Guess I’ll find out soon enough.

      It was almost dark when the alien returned carrying a small parcel of cooked meat, already cut, cleaned, roasted, and packaged in a bundled pelt lined with clean, broad leaves. It seemed he had hunted successfully and fully processed the kill before returning to the camp. And he had even managed to make fire in the wilderness. Frankly, she was kind of impressed.

      It reminded Darla of something her dad had mentioned once about wild animals and tempting food. Heydar had done what he could to ensure nothing would follow its nose back to their location. She couldn’t help but admire his prowess and situational awareness, even in this strange environment.

      “Eat,” he said, handing her the still-warm bundle.

      She didn’t have to be told twice. Darla opened the leaf and felt her mouth water with the first whiff of the cooked meat. She was mostly vegetarian back home on Earth, but here, in a survival situation? Beggars couldn’t be choosers. And this smelled amazing.

      She tucked in with gusto, devouring her meal in a flash, her body feeling worlds better with the nutrition flowing into her veins.

      Heydar ate his portion quietly then took the leaves and carried them far off into the trees to dispose of them before returning. He dragged several boughs and leaned them against the log she had been sitting on, spreading broad, waxy green leaves across them, followed by a layer of smaller reddish ones, fashioning protection and insulation until a crude lean-to had been erected.

      “Night is upon us, and this will have to do,” he said, surveying his work. “It is time to sleep.” He crawled into the shelter and lay down on his side.

      Darla wasn’t too keen on sharing a crappy woodland shelter with an alien, and she had several objections running through her mind, but her aching body was having none of that. She was tired and worn out, her adrenaline stores drained to zero. If she didn’t rest, and soon, she would be in a bad way. And given what they were facing come tomorrow, she was undoubtedly going to need her strength.

      With a sigh she lowered herself down and crawled in beside him, feeling his blazing heat radiating in the small space.

      Well, at least I won’t freeze to death, she mused as she closed her eyes.

      She was fast asleep in under a minute.
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      Darla had fitful, crazy dreams. Crazy, hot, erotic dreams that had come out of nowhere. Her subconscious was really playing a number on her. Of course, she had been taken captive, escaped, and been rescued, though that bit had been done by a thick-muscled alien with the most beautiful eyes, so maybe that had a little something to do with it.

      In any case, it had proved to be a much more pleasant night than she’d have imagined, especially tucked away in a makeshift lean-to on a hostile world.

      She roused from her slumber, stretching her limbs and letting out a contented yawn. Turning on her side, she felt for the expected heat of the alien she’d been curled up next to but found no one there. A sudden flash of fear surged through her, replacing the warm, fuzzy contentedness post-dream with an adrenaline-fueled jerk to full consciousness.

      Her eyes snapped open, searching for Heydar. The alien was nowhere to be seen.

      That motherfu—

      Darla scrambled out of the lean-to and leapt to her feet, spinning three-sixty. It was a clear morning, the kind she remembered as a kid and longed for as an adult. Wispy clouds were drifting high in the blue sky, swirling in the thermoclines. There were no birds in sight, but she could easily imagine a flock of geese or ducks cruising on elongated wings.

      She noted that the air was carrying a light scent, an almost sweet, earthy smell, the dark, nutrient-rich soil feeding the explosive growth of impressive greenery all around her. The overall feel would have been relaxing as fuck. That is, if she wasn’t stuck a bazillion miles from home, stranded with a surly alien and hunted by the pack of the lizard-like bastards who’d kidnapped her in the first place.

      Hell, minus that, she might have even enjoyed the scenery.

      She looked up at the trees around her. Not as tall as the one she’d climbed with Heydar, but tall enough. She made her way to one with a good spread of branches. More importantly, it was one growing in such a way that she could reach the lower ones without assistance.

      Darla jumped up and wrapped her hands around the closest, pulling herself up and swinging her legs to a foothold with agility that almost surprised her. It seemed those kickboxing classes were paying off after all.

      She made her way upward, taking her time and carefully placing her hands and feet. A fall from this height with no hospital anywhere remotely close? A small injury here could prove more than a little dangerous. Fatal, even.

      Up and up she went, weaving through the branches until she made it to the top of the canopy where she could get a better look at where the hell she actually was in relation to, well, everything.

      She reached what looked like a good spot and set herself in position, making damn sure she had selected a sturdy limb before wrapping her legs around it. The view was, yet again, amazing.

      In the morning light this world was even more beautiful than she’d initially noticed. She saw the distant mountains, now with their peaks shrouded in a morning mist reflecting the sun, as well as the desert and plains that she hadn’t seen clearly the other day.

      In the distance, the burning remains of the segment from the Raxxian ship were still aflame, pumping smoke up into the sky in a steady stream. Apparently, whatever they used for fuel, there had been plenty of it.

      Darla turned, scanning the rest of the area, looking for anything that might be of use. A town, a farm, anything. She slowly turned, taking it all in. She had glanced past an adjacent tree when she paused. Something was off. Something had caught her eye. A glint of gold.

      She squinted, looking closer. Shrouded in the treetop, a large, violet and gold eyed man crouched, leaves tucked into his torn clothing, a hand-woven crown of foliage draped over his head, hanging down over his broad shoulders.

      It was incredibly simple, yet with just the vegetation at hand, Heydar had somehow camouflaged himself perfectly.

      And Darla didn’t give a shit.

      “What the fuck?” she growled. “You just up and abandon me like that?”

      “I did not abandon you.”

      “What the hell do you call bailing on me without a word? Leaving me all alone in some primitive caveman shelter?”

      “I was gathering information while you rested. You were tired.”

      “Not so tired that I’m not going to be pissed that you left me there. What if an animal came? Or a Raxxian?”

      “There are no Raxxians in our vicinity. And as for animals, the only tracks I have seen so far belong to smaller varieties. Nothing that would be a threat to you,” he said with an amused twinkle in his eyes.

      “That doesn’t matter. And what the hell are you grinning at?”

      He nodded toward the ground far below. “You climbed the tree without assistance.”

      “Yeah? Big deal.”

      “You required my help yesterday.”

      “Well, you weren’t fucking there to help me today.”

      “Indeed,” he said with a chuckle. “A good night’s rest has clearly invigorated you, and your focused anger has served you well.”

      Darla felt a little flash of pride creeping in and mixing with her ire. Now that she stopped to think about it, she had managed to climb the tree with surprising ease, partly fueled by sheer irritation.

      Heydar had been right about that, and the accuracy of his observation, along with her not noticing until it was pointed out, irked her even more. Honestly, she didn’t know whether she should be pleased or even more infuriated by the whole situation. Before she could make up her mind he raised an arm and pointed.

      “What?” she snapped.

      “There. Do you see it?”

      “See what?”

      “There.”

      “You’ve got special alien eyes or something. I don’t see shit.”

      “Yes, I have enhancing pigment, but it is not required for this. Look harder. You can do this.”

      Darla was going to mouth off but held back. Instead she squinted her eyes, searching for whatever it was he was talking about. It took her a minute but then she actually saw something. Smoke in the distance. A different kind of smoke, to be exact.

      “Yes,” he said when he saw her register the tendril wafting into the air. “Judging by the changed color of the treetops, something large came down in that area. Likely another section of the Raxxian ship. And this time it does not appear to be ablaze.”

      “But the smoke?”

      “Normal for so rough a landing, especially with emergency deceleration.”

      Darla felt the anger ebbing from her body, slowly replaced by a modicum of hope.

      “This means there might be other survivors, right?”

      “There might be, yes.”

      “So when do we leave?

      Heydar smiled wide. “As soon as you join me on the ground.”

      With that he scampered down the branches, landing on the soil below with catlike grace.

      “Sonofa—fine. Gimme a minute.”

      Darla descended much slower than he did, taking her time to make sure she didn’t fall. It seemed her alien companion was testing her.

      Or pushing her.

      Or maybe both.

      It was annoying, no doubt, but unlikely as it was, she also found herself kind of enjoying it in a strange way. He had pushed her outside of her comfort zone and she had excelled.

      She hated to admit it, but it felt good.

      As soon as her feet hit the ground Heydar turned his back and started walking.

      “Okay, then. I guess we’re heading out,” she grumbled, brushing off her hands and hurrying after him.

      They made much better time now that it was full daylight. A decent night’s sleep hadn’t hurt either. Both added up to the pair covering a fair amount of ground at a quick pace. Heydar forged ahead, but it seemed he had been holding back a little more so Darla wouldn’t have to push so hard to keep up.

      Was he taking it easy on her? Not by a long shot. But she had earned a bit of respect, and he was treating her less like an annoying human anchor slowing his roll and more like a fellow survivor, even if she was lacking the requisite tattoos. And she was keeping pace, holding her own, no matter how much her legs and lungs were objecting.

      Twenty minutes into their walk, Heydar held up his hand, signaling to stop.

      “What is it?” Darla whispered.

      Heydar slowly raised his hands high, nodding for her to do the same. “We mean no threat,” he said to the foliage.

      So much for being a badass fighter, she thought with a chuckle.

      Nevertheless, Darla copied him, hands up in the air though they were clearly alone in the woods.

      A rustling nearby startled her, but not nearly as much as the appearance of a dozen wiry, primitive hunters with spears in their hands and knives on their belts. That quickly made her reassess that position.

      Where the hell did they come from? Darla wondered.

      They were a pale green color and shorter than Heydar, though still taller than most humans. They were lean and strong from a life of activity outdoors. They had tunics but most were pulled loose and tucked into their waistbands. As a result, Darla got a good look at their exposed torsos, covered in a latticework of delicate tattoos of a variety of colors.

      Where Heydar’s were bolder in design and heavy in pigment, these people opted for a more subtle approach. But one thing seemed the same. Namely, the runes inked into their skin. It appeared this means of tapping into the pigment’s power was universal across species. And that meant the translation runes tattooed behind each of their ears should still work here.

      “We mean you no harm,” Heydar repeated. “I am Heydar, of the Nimenni.”

      “We recognize as much,” the hunting party leader said, lowering his spear. “I am Adzus. Your people are welcome among the Oraku.” His attention shifted to the design peeping out from Heydar’s torn shirt, but he said nothing of it, instead turning to Darla. “And you? I am not familiar with your race.”

      “Human,” she said. “We’re not exactly what you’d call space travelers.”

      “The Raxxians took her and several others from her world,” Heydar clarified.

      “Raxxians,” Adzus said, spitting with disgust. “We are no friends of the Raxxians.”

      Heydar nodded. “Very few are.”

      “And you? How did you come to be among them?” the hunter asked.

      “Captured in battle and held for longer than I care to admit.”

      Adzus nodded solemnly. “Then you would do well with a proper meal and a hot bath, both of which the Oraku will gladly provide you. Come, our village is no more than a few hours trek from here.”

      “Thank you, Adzus, your hospitality is much appreciated,” Heydar replied.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Darla added, wondering what new sort of strange alien situation she’d just landed in.
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      The trek back to the Oraku village was a surprisingly smooth and easy one. Having locals intimately familiar with the terrain certainly didn’t hurt. It was nevertheless a fairly long walk, and by the time they reached the primitive home of their new friends, Darla’s legs were aching.

      She had done her best to mind her tongue as the hunters talked quietly about her, thinking she couldn’t hear them. One thing she had always had was a keen sixth sense and an equally attuned ear for bullshit. And this band of sweaty, muscular hunters were talking their fair share, even as they carried their kills between them, the dead and cleaned animals slung on a long pole.

      Where Darla was concerned, it seemed that once they got past her smaller stature and decidedly unusual coloration, the curves of her body had managed to draw a different sort of notice, and from more than one of them.

      It seemed that there was something of a skewed ratio of males to females in their tribe, and the arrival of fresh meat was making more than one of them stare with barely hidden interest.

      “Do not worry about them,” Heydar said. “You are a novelty, but without the Infala marked on your body there is no hope for a union.”

      “The what? Oh, you mean that tattoo you were talking about.”

      “It is more than just that. The living pigment within the rune bonds its owner to their mate, though it is often a difficult process finding them.”

      “What, so your magic markings don’t pull you together like magnets?”

      “You feel the draw in the general area, but until you lay eyes on your mate’s Infala, you are left to wonder upon whom it resides. And where.”

      “So, it’s like an Easter egg hunt.”

      “I do not know what this Easter egg is. But it is a hunt of sorts, yes.”

      “And that’s how you found your partner? A random feeling drawing you together?”

      His jaw twitched. “I am unbonded. But that is how it works, yes.”

      This tidbit was news to her, but then learning all about the strange alien mating rituals was more than a little out of her depth. All she did know was that so long as she wasn’t all inked up, the interest of the hunters was merely academic.

      Or so she hoped.

      Heydar hadn’t said anything about casual encounters, however, and judging by the glances coming her way there was always the chance one or more of them might get ideas. Fortunately, the village came into sight when they rounded the next small hillock, and the hunting party’s demeanor shifted to that of macho bravado as they returned from their task.

      It was a rather quaint looking home. Rustic and old-timey. Buildings were made of branches and vines, some covered in mud to shield from heat or cold. Others were no more than large tents or yurts. The overall feel was quite tribal, though the pale green alien inhabitants were certainly not from the Wild West.

      Tall trees bordered one side of the encampment, while another abutted a cluster of rocky outcroppings and small hills, their tops dotted with vegetation. There was the faint whiff of moisture in the air, which explained how everything was so lush. Darla couldn’t help but find the whole setting kind of pleasant, all things considered.

      The hunting group led them into the village, weaving between the structures until they reached what was just about the center of the village. Long communal tables surrounded a dormant fire pit. Shirtless males were busy preparing wood for the evening’s fire while others scrubbed the table with buckets of water.

      An old woman approached them, her body covered in fine lines and runes, many of them in an almost glowing pale ink, while other less active colors played second fiddle. She walked with the bearing of a woman who was used to getting her way. Darla took a liking to her immediately.

      “We are returned, and we bring friends, Rohanna,” Adzus said.

      The men carefully lowered their kills and dropped to one knee. Heydar followed suit, bowing his head in respectful greeting. Darla, however, stood tall, locking eyes with the woman. For her part, Rohanna took the human female’s insubordination quite well. In fact, after so long having others tiptoe around her, it was quite a refreshing change of pace.

      “Come closer,” she directed the strange newcomer. “I would take a better look at you.”

      Darla stepped forward. “So, you’re the boss around here?”

      “One could say that,” she replied with a chuckle, her tattoos shifting and brightening with her mirth. “I help guide the Oraku toward a more harmonious life.”

      “Oh, I get it. The whole nature thing. I suppose that explains the primitive camp. Um, no offense. It’s lovely, really.”

      Rohanna let out a laugh. “Oh, you are an amusing one. I am so glad Adzus brought you to me. But I can assure you, though we live a basic lifestyle here, we are not ignorant savages as it might appear at first glance. We have chosen not to engage with the others. To live without constant competition and pursuit of more.”

      “Wait, you said others.”

      “There are more races than ours on this world,” Rohanna replied.

      Heydar lifted his head and stood tall. “You say there are others, wise one?”

      “Please, you may call me Rohanna. And yes, my Nimenni friend, I am familiar with your race, though I have not seen the likes of your kind for some time. But this one, she is something new.”

      “She is called a human.”

      Darla bristled slightly. “I can speak for myself, you know.”

      Heydar’s tattoos darkened slightly, almost as if he was blushing through his pigment. “Apologies. Of course.”

      Darla looked back at their host. “My name’s Darla, and yes, I am what’s called a human. But my people aren’t really space explorers. Not yet, anyway. That’s why you haven’t seen us before.”

      The old woman raised an eyebrow, curiosity clear in her expression.

      “It was the Raxxians, Rohanna,” Adzus said. “We came across pieces of debris on our hunt. One of their vessels crashing down is what we heard the other day.”

      “Raxxians?” she said with a sour look on her face. “We do not approve of the Raxxians. Brutish creatures, the lot of them.”

      “You can say that again,” Darla agreed. “But it wasn’t just one ship that crashed. We were held on a transport. From what Heydar said, it broke up into pieces and landed scattered all over the place. There’s a very real possibility others might have survived.”

      This bit of information piqued Rohanna’s interest. She turned to Adzus. “Your opinion, hunter?”

      “If there are others, they are beyond our borders. Perhaps other tribes have encountered them. Or even some of the offworlder settlements. But we cannot say for certain.”

      “Hmm,” was all the old woman said as she fell into deep thought. A moment later she turned her bright eyes to her guests. “There is much to discuss, it would seem, but you have both been through a lot. Please, follow my helper, Moraki. She will guide you to the nourishing hot springs. The minerals will soothe your aches and revitalize your spirits. Once you have bathed, we will dine and discuss things further.”

      Heydar gave a slight bow. “Thank you, Wise One. Your hospitality is greatly appreciated.

      “Yeah, what he said,” Darla added.

      Moraki, the slender, young woman who had been shadowing Rohanna, stepped forward and extended her arm to guide the duo. “Please, this way. I will show you to the springs.”

      “Excellent,” Heydar said. “We could certainly use it.”
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      The natural spring was situated in a rocky outcropping at the far edge of the village. Darla was pleased to note as they grew closer that there was no foul sulphur smell wafting through the air. She’d been to that kind of hot spring in the past, and while it had been refreshing, the lingering smell of farts and rotten eggs was less than desirable.

      She and Heydar were drawing a bit of attention as they were led to the springs. With curious eyes emerging to gawk at the newcomers, Darla noted that there really was a distinct lack of women in the village. She was a guest of Rohanna, and as such none would think to offend her, but nevertheless she felt like a prize sow on display at a county fair.

      It was not exactly a pleasant sensation.

      “This way,” Moraki said, guiding them around a small clump of rocks. “Most of the others have returned home already. You will have much of the bathing pool to yourselves.”

      Darla did a double take.

      “Did you say communal?”

      “Yes. All villagers share the bounty of the springs. They give us an ever-fresh bathing pool in this location, and they also provide our clean water from another nearby source.”

      “So, communal,” Darla repeated just as the body of water came into sight as they rounded another bend.

      It was a roughly circular pool, fifteen meters across and two deep in the middle. The water was crystal clear, a faint layer of steam drifting across the surface.

      There were two older women there, submerged to their necks, soaking contentedly off to one side. Three younger men were there as well. Not from the hunting party, she noted. These must be regular villagers. Perhaps farmers or something. She hadn’t really figured out the socio-economic structure of the Oraku people just yet.

      “Excellent,” Heydar said, seemingly oblivious to the others present. That, or he just didn’t care.

      With a fluid motion he pulled his tattered shirt from his body and tossed it aside, stretching wide, his rippling muscles moving like coiled beasts under his skin. In full daylight Darla could truly take in just how impressive his physique was. His abs had abs, and his chest was broad and deep. His thick forearms seemed as big as her legs, making it clear his multi-jointed, elongated fingers were likely even more powerful than she’d already witnessed.

      Heydar’s large, capped shoulders bore a few scars, the lines of knotted flesh blending with the tattoos running all over his body. Runes like the ones on his arms that channeled power into them were scattered all across his torso. What they could all mean, she had no idea. Pecs, arms, shoulders, back, and one in the middle of his chest, all interwoven with the overall design.

      She was admiring the lines when Heydar abruptly dropped his pants, pulling them off one leg at a time just like anyone else, then tossing them with his shirt. The motion was familiar, but Darla’s breath caught in her throat at the sight of a decidedly alien cock dangling between his legs.

      The tattoos traveled all the way to his groin but stopped short of his length, ending in a small rune of deep purple pigment. That was as far down as the rune extended, and by the look of it he clearly did not require any additional power in that department.

      His manhood was massive. It was also a deeper golden tan color than his upper body, long and ringed with slightly raised ridges that ran from his broad tip all the way to the base.

      I wonder if that thing’s multi-jointed like his fingers, Darla mused, unable to take her eyes off the alien’s impressive cock. Say what you would about his personality, he was not lacking in this area. Not one bit.

      Darla looked at him openly, a warmth that had nothing to do with the hot springs blooming between her legs. His runes and tattoo ink which had seemed somewhat plain and even primitive when she’d first caught sight of them were so much different now. So much more.

      In the daylight and fully nude, she could now see how the different shades of pigment shifted ever so slightly within his skin. A living ink as much a part of him as any. Heydar stepped into the pool slowly, letting the warm water soothe his body inch by inch as he entered it.

      Moraki picked up Heydar’s clothes and turned to Darla, an expectant look on her face.

      “I will have your clothing laundered,” she said.

      “Uh… right. Yeah, thanks for that,” Darla replied.

      Well, I guess when in Rome.

      Darla hesitated, uncomfortable stripping in front of all these prying eyes. Finally, she overcame her reluctance, sliding off her top then shedding her bra with a relief she knew all too well. She’d had it on for how long now? Too long. And with the relief came a new feeling of confidence. If the alien guys were going to gawk at her, well, so be it. She unfastened her slacks and pushed them down over her hips but paused. Heydar was standing thigh-deep in the water, watching her.

      Fuck it.

      She pushed them down further, the runway tuft of pubic hair she’d so carefully trimmed exposed for all to see. Darla slid the legs past her feet then handed the slacks to Moraki.

      “Thank you. Please, enjoy,” the young woman said, looking the newcomer up and down with surprise, then headed off with the pair’s dirty clothing.

      Darla stepped into the spring up to her shins, the hot water feeling amazing on her aching feet. Her nipples tensed and hardened in an instant as pleasure made a rather unexpected but very welcome appearance. But there was something else.

      She could feel the violet-gold eyes on her body without needing to look. She glanced up, her eyes locking with his a moment before his gaze shifted, looking lower and lower with curiosity. Curiosity and it seemed like something more.

      Motion just above the water caught Darla’s eye. Heydar’s impressive cock had shifted on its own, the ringed ridges pulsing slightly as he began to grow semi-erect. Darla thought she could see a single drop of fluid glistening at the tip before the alien abruptly sank down into the water and swam off to the far side of the pool.

      What the hell? Darla was just wondering when the water abruptly sloshed higher on her legs. She turned to find a somewhat young, and very naked, Oraku man standing waist-deep in the pool beside her.

      The very clear water, through which she could plainly see his rather respectable penis floating lazily between his legs. It looked nowhere as impressive as Heydar’s, but there was a respectable girth to it. Unlike Heydar, however, his was not rousing to life as he stared at her nakedness. Darla couldn’t help but feel a little put off by it.

      “Where are your runes?” he asked plainly, his eyes scanning every bit of her with a curious gaze.

      “I don’t have any. Well, except the one behind my ear. Just got that one, courtesy of those Raxxian bastards.”

      The man cocked his head askew, surprised. “But everyone of adult age has received their initial designs. It is the way things are done in the Dotharian Conglomerate.”

      “The what, now?”

      “All planets under the Conglomerate’s gaze have agreed to this. It is a common bond between us.”

      “Well, I’m not from a Darthin Conglomerate planet.”

      “Dotharian.”

      “Okay, whatever. My point is, on my world we don’t have any magical powered ink. When we get tattoos, it’s of our own choosing, though sometimes it’s a reminder of one drink too many.”

      The other males swam over to join the conversation. A moment later the older women did as well, all of them perfectly comfortable in their nudity. Darla felt panic growing being the center of this unwanted attention. All of those eyes staring at her, evaluating her, put her on the defensive but she did her best to react slowly, trying to look as casual and confident as she could as she lowered herself into the water up to her neck, closing her eyes a moment as she savored the sensation.

      The heat felt amazing on her aching body, soothing the tired muscles the moment she submerged. For a brief moment she almost forgot about the aliens studying her like an animal someone had brought home from the woods.

      Almost.

      “She is without her pigment,” one of the women said. “It is not right.”

      Her companion nodded her agreement. “The laws must be followed.”

      Darla reluctantly opened her eyes, her brief moment of comfort ruined. “I was just telling your friend here that on my world we don’t do the whole tattoo thing. At least, not as some mandatory ritual.”

      The women shared a concerned look, and the men murmured their displeasure at this flaunting of the laws.

      “Every adult must receive them,” the older woman said. “It is the law.”

      “But—”

      “There are no objections to this. Law is law.”

      “But I’m not from around these parts. Everything here is new to me. I didn’t know I was breaking some law just by being me.”

      “Ignorance of the law is no excuse.”

      Darla felt a sinking feeling in her stomach. “Hang on. If it’s an actual law, what kind of penalties are we talking for breaking it?”

      The woman looked at her almost sympathetically, as one would a foolish child who had truly messed up. “You do not wish to find out.”

      The group began chattering excitedly, and with the lower-powered pigment used for her translation rune, Darla found herself having a hard time keeping up with so many voices at once. Finally, they stopped, the older woman holding up her hand for silence.

      “We understand you are new here, and it is believed there is some leeway for newcomers.”

      “Oh, thank God,” Darla blurted.

      “We will summon the Skrizzit. It may take a few days as the nearest with the skill for the task is a few days’ trek away.”

      “What’s a Skrizzit?”

      “The artist who will apply the pigments and ensure you comply with the law.”

      “Hang on, are you saying I have to be tattooed? Oh, hell no. No one, and I mean no one, is tattooing me against my will.”

      “Trust me, the alternative is one you do not wish to experience. In the meantime, you will be held away from the others, as is tradition.”

      Darla was beside herself. “I just got here, and you’re going to lock me up for not having ink? And for days? This isn’t right. I want to speak with a lawyer.”

      The woman looked at her curiously. “We do not have a translation for what you have just said. How unusual.”

      “You’re saying your world doesn’t have lawyers? Oh man, I am so screwed.”

      The water surged as Heydar rose from beneath its surface. He’d submerged and swam over to her, emerging from below like a stealthy predator on the hunt. He moved beside Darla and stood from the water, glistening wet from head to toe. From her position neck-deep in the pool, Darla now found herself looking up at his glorious cock, dangling just a few feet away from her face, the water running off his body dripping from its tip.

      She felt her mouth water for a moment, and that wasn’t the only thing that had grown wet, totally independent of the hot spring.

      “I will do it,” he said, locking eyes with each and every one of their hosts for a moment to drive home his words. “There is no need to summon a Skrizzit.”

      “I see your runes, Nimenni. You know as well as any that the laws are quite clear,” the woman said.

      “Yes, I do know,” he replied turning and glancing down at Darla with his violet eyes a long moment, then shifting his focus back to their hosts. “I had hoped her alien origins would afford her leeway, and I was unsure if this world was even within the Dotharian Conglomerate. But if that is the case, and if she is to receive runes, I possess the skills required.”

      The aliens murmured in surprise.

      “You are a Skrizzit?” the young man asked, clearly shocked that a man who looked like a warrior was an artist of that degree of skill.

      “I know the runes and possess the ability, yes. Furthermore, I have my implements with me. However, the Raxxians only allowed me a small amount of pigment, and it was weak at that. Enough for basic translation runes for the prisoners but little more. My supplies are lacking. I will require additional resources.”

      The older woman mulled over his words then nodded her acceptance. “We possess a great many varieties of pigments in our village,” she said. “I will convey your request to Rohanna personally. You will have what you need, Heydar of the Nimenni. And so long as you do as you say you will, your woman will go unpunished.”

      He bowed his head slightly. “She is not my woman, but thank you for your kindness and hospitality. I am at your service.”
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      Darla had been allowed to bathe for a few minutes, but then found herself escorted to one of the smaller yurts, the flap pinned open awaiting her arrival. Again, it was males who were preparing things for their guest. Though it was daylight, thick candles were burning inside, providing a warm, flickering feel to the enclosure.

      Light trickled in through the opening in the top of the yurt. The feature was normally used to allow smoke to exit the structure, but it was currently providing a bit of air circulation and a bit more natural illumination during the day.

      Incense made of native woods and spices smoldered off in holders lining a far wall, the wisps of fragrant smoke wrapping the space in fragrant tendrils, lending a soothing aroma that almost felt as though it was draining tension from her body just as the spring water had.

      A very old woman stepped into the tent. She seemed to be even older than Rohanna, and was covered in delicate, and surprisingly vibrant markings. Whatever this pigment was, it did not seem to fade in the way inks did on Earth. That, or this woman was getting regular touch-ups, which Darla thought would be highly unlikely.

      A man walked in behind her, carrying a small table with a notch cut out of one end. He was shirtless and far more muscular than the others she had encountered so far. His tattoos were thicker as well, their lines flowing around his pecs and shoulders in a particularly pleasing way, drawing the eye to the man’s impressive endowments.

      Runes were carefully inked in place, enhancing some of his natural strengths, no doubt, though the one on his collarbone was notably smaller than the others.

      Darla realized she was staring. She also realized he was well aware of it.

      The woman noticed the exchange. “Here,” she said, pointing to a spot off-center in the enclosure, out of the narrow beam of light coming in from above.

      “As you wish, Tikanna,” he replied in a deep, rumbling baritone that Darla thought almost buzzed like warm honey in her ears. Most unusual.

      His muscles flexed powerfully as he strode through the yurt and set the table where directed. He turned and stood quietly, waiting for further instructions. But he didn’t have the air of a servant. There was an amusement dancing in his deep amber eyes, as if he was party to a joke no one else could hear. He looked at Darla with clear interest, taking her in from top to bottom with an almost lascivious grin on his lips.

      Darla felt a tingle flare between her legs and the hairs on the back of her neck stand on end. She was pulled from the moment when the woman’s surprisingly strong hands grabbed her and pulled the clean tunic she’d been provided free. Darla felt her nipples harden as the fabric fell away, fighting the urge to run with all her will, forcing her body to obey and stand still.

      The man’s gaze did not break, but it did shift, a slight flush warming his cheeks.

      Again, she was distracted by that look when the woman pulled on her arm, moving her this way and that, examining her body, poking and prodding, pinching and pulling. Finally, she stepped back and handed Darla her top back, shaking her head.

      “It would have been better if you had soaked in the spring longer. You are still tense, and your skin is not yet pliable enough.”

      “I was soaking, but your people pulled me out and dragged me here.”

      “Hasty of them. I understand their motivations, but the laws do have some flexibility to them.”

      “I wish they’d known that.”

      “You cannot fault their actions. You are unadorned, lacking all but the most basic translation rune, and that is given to all children before they can even walk. You are an anomaly, and that must be rectified.”

      Darla bit her tongue. Snarking to this woman would not help anything, and she seemed to be the only one so far willing to cut her a little slack on the whole tattoo thing.

      “So, you said something about being pliable? What exactly did you mean? I had a decent wash in my limited soak.”

      “It is more than that, child. Your skin must be scrubbed of any impurities, your muscles absolutely relaxed. It is imperative you are in the proper physical, mental, and spiritual state.”

      “I need to be relaxed. Okay, I get it.”

      “No, you do not. The process can be uncomfortable. More for some than for others, and always for the unprepared. But more than discomfort is at stake. For the pigments to hold, for the power runes to properly bond with your flesh, you must be ready. Once that part of the process is complete, it will take anywhere from a few days to a few weeks for the pigment to fully set in and become one with your body.”

      “Great, a long healing process. Sounds like fun.”

      “Everyone reacts differently, and your abilities may take some time to present. But once the pigment is fully bonded your Infala will form and, if you are lucky, you will find your mate.”

      Darla’s mind did a needle across a record screech to a full stop. “Hang on. What’s that about a mate, now? I thought it just attracted compatible people.”

      “No. The Infala connects you to your destined mate. It is how we bond. Did you not know this?”

      “Uh, no, that part I didn’t. And on my world, we don’t use tattoos to find a partner.”

      “We do not find a partner. We are bonded to them,” the woman clarified. “Your Infala begins as a basic rune, the power of your pigment slowly engaging with your body’s needs until it becomes your true Infala. Once that happens, you will feel a draw to your mate. A visceral pull.”

      “You’re saying I’ll just suddenly know who my supposed mate is? This is seriously messed up.”

      “It will not be so simple,” the woman corrected. “You will feel a draw when close to your mate, yes, but it will be vague. And they will feel the same. But no one ever knows who their mate is until they actually see the Infala.”

      Darla shook her head. “Right, I get that part. But I still don’t like the whole idea of your entire dating process being basically a tattoo Easter egg hunt.”

      “I do not know what is an Easter egg.”

      “I know, I’ve heard. But that doesn’t matter. What I’m saying is, I’m stuck looking for some guy’s tat or I’m forever alone? That’s no way to be with someone.”

      The large man chuckled, his eyes full of amusement.

      “Oh? You have something to add?” Darla snarked.

      “Just that you misunderstand our ways.”

      “Then enlighten me.”

      An uncomfortably seductive heaviness settled into his eyelids as he locked his gaze with hers. “You see, the Infala is all about mating. As in life partner bonding. But that does not preclude one from engaging in other amusements in the meantime.”

      “Sex. You’re saying you can still get with other people before this rune locks you down?”

      “Yes, if you wish to put it that way. Sex is a zesty, joyful option. And in abundance, with the right partner. Why, if you would allow—”

      “Enough of that,” the old woman interrupted. “I do not require your assistance any further. Thank you.”

      He took the hint and gave her a slight bow. “As you wish, Tikanna,” he said, then flashed Darla a little wink, turned, and left.

      The woman watched him leave then shifted her attention back to the odd human female.

      “What he says is accurate, though in his case, being unbonded as long as he has been, he has fallen into the mindset of many of our young males. The pursuit of pleasure for its own sake, ignoring the Infala. Giving up on that dream.”

      “It does seem there’s a pretty serious male to female ratio problem here,” Darla noted.

      “It was not always this way, but yes, things are difficult for our males. And they have all seen the Infala of the few unmated females in our village and have not bonded. You see, when bonding occurs, they will be drawn to the matching piece to their own rune. Only those two individuals will possess that particular design. And when the pair have united, their Infalas will shift once more into their couple’s new mark, bonding them forever.”

      This is the most ridiculous dating game I’ve ever heard of, and I’ve been on quite a few shitty apps over the years. This? It’s nuts, Darla thought. Then again, that hunky guy seems kind of interesting and up for fun.

      “Hey, I was wondering. What’s that guy’s deal, anyway?”

      “That was Zepharos. One of the future leaders of the Oraku, if he has his way.”

      “And does he usually get his way?”

      “More often than not,” the woman admitted. “You would be well served to mind yourself around him.”

      “Uh huh,” Darla said, her mind already in other places.

      She was abruptly snapped from her reverie when a different, familiar form strode into the yurt, his broad shoulders blocking the light from the opening.

      “I am here,” Heydar declared. “My equipment is cleaned and ready.”

      Tikanna looked him up and down, judging him and finding him adequate. She gave a small nod and gestured to the table and a large box of drawers nearby. “You will find everything you require.”

      “Excellent.”

      “But this one is not yet ready,” she added.

      A look of concern flashed across his face. “Oh?”

      “She requires further preparation. And as her Skrizzit for this process, the duty falls to you.”

      Darla saw the muscle in Heydar’s jaw flex, but he maintained his composure, his face a blank canvas. He looked down on her, then back to Tikanna.

      “Very well. I shall begin at once.”

      Tikanna nodded and called for the other workers to gather their things and leave. A minute later Heydar and Darla were alone.

      “Remove your clothing,” the alien commanded.

      Darla felt her breath catch at his words but did as he said, stripping in front of his appraising gaze. He gave her a brief once over and nodded, then pointed to the table.

      “On the table, face down,” he directed.

      Now she knew what the notch was for. Someone had placed a towel there to support her neck and face and another on the table itself, providing a little cushioning on the firm surface.

      Darla lay down and took a deep breath, fully exposed to this frustrating man. She could feel his heat as he moved close to her, his radiant warmth giving her skin goosebumps without even touching her. Then a massive, warm hand gently touched the middle of her back, the heat spreading through her like an ember blown to a flame as it pressed down harder.

      He shifted his hand, touching her along her shoulders and sides, moving down to her ass, then legs, feeling her body, assessing her.

      Exposed and vulnerable with a towering alien hovering over her, Darla felt a strange thrill as she wondered what would come next.
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      A gush of warmth unexpectedly sprayed across Darla’s back. Her body reacted of its own accord, her own heat rising in response. A musky, somewhat sweet scent reached her nose as a pair of massive hands began spreading the fluid across her skin.

      Oh. Massage oil, she realized as the long strokes rubbed the substance over her body. Between the oil’s scent and the heat coming off from her impromptu masseuse’s hands, Darla felt just about ready to melt into the table. That, or something else.

      “You are too tense,” Heydar said, spreading the oil from her back to the lengths of her arms all the way to her fingertips. “For the pigment to properly bind, your body must be completely at ease and as welcoming as your skin.”

      “It’s been a tough couple of days,” she said, groaning as he rubbed a sore spot between her shoulders.

      Another gush of warmth, this time on her ass. The heated oil flowed down the curves of her cheeks, trickling to her thighs and, quite pleasantly, down her crack, lubricating the folds of her labia with the tingly, refreshing substance.

      Heydar’s hands worked their magic, spreading the oil down one leg all the way to the tips of her toes, then the other, stroking her tired muscles and working the oil into her skin as he did.

      He grabbed her feet and squeezed, then slowly pressed his fingertips into her muscles as he slid them up her calves, lingering behind her knees for a moment before continuing up her thighs, his fingers splaying wide, those massive hands squeezing from the inside of her legs to the outside with ease.

      Gliding higher still, Darla’s ass was pulled upward and kneaded as the alien moved his focus ever up, the tips of his fingers gentle on her sides while his thumbs and palms pressed harder up the middle of her back at the same time. It was unlike any sensation she had ever experienced, even at that Thai massage place she and Tammy had gone to a few times. This was on a whole other level.

      Heydar rubbed all the way to her neck, pressing firmly just below her ears then sliding his hands down her arms until they slipped off her fingertips.

      “Mmm. Nice,” Darla murmured. “Thank you.”

      Heydar was moving but not touching her. She heard the rustling of fabric and raised her head to look. He was removing his shirt, his tattoos faintly pulsing along his skin. Was the massage making them do that?

      “You are not nearly prepared,” he said, pouring more oil into his palms, his chest flexing in the most delicious way as he rubbed his hands together, coating them thoroughly. “You remain too much in your head. You need to release your mind. Let your body simply be. I will help show you the way. Place your head back down, and lay your belly flat,” he commanded, gently, but firmly.

      Darla complied, positioning herself as he had directed.

      “Now, close your eyes and breathe,” he said, his hands once again sharing their warmth with her skin.

      He squeezed her shoulders, his fingers rippling with strength as they forced the knots to loosen and her blood to flow into them unobstructed. He worked there for a few minutes, his thumbs sliding upward toward the base of her skull as he did, loosening her neck and shoulders at the same time.

      No ordinary man could manage the feat, but with his long, alien fingers, Heydar appeared to have a talent beyond human capability. Darla felt herself melting into the table as the tension released.

      “Good. Go with it. Allow your body to relax.”

      He slid his hands wider, cupping her shoulders, moving the muscles she hadn’t even realized were sore in ways that both hurt but also felt so good. A little moan escaped her lips as he slid down her arms, massaging her triceps and biceps, then passing down to her forearms and finally her hands.

      Heydar spent some time on her hands, digging in deep, stretching her fingers and palms until her forearms tingled. She had always carried a lot of tension in her palms, and he had intuitively known just the right spots to press.

      With a slow, sweeping movement, he slid back up her arms to her shoulders, then began working his way lower down her back, his fingers seeming to be drawn to every tense point on her body, finding them and working out their kinks without her needing to say a word. He was an attentive one, this strange alien, and very, very talented.

      “Breathe,” he said quietly, leaning in close.

      Darla felt the heat radiating off his chest as he drew near, the pressure from his hands pinning her to the table, stretching the muscles of her back in the most deliciously painful-good way while immobilizing her with his weight.

      The warm glow in her belly had worked its way lower now. She was nude, and at this man’s mercy, but despite feeling his raw power Darla was strangely at ease. Vulnerable, but reveling in the sensation.

      Heydar eased up the pressure, sliding his hands lower still, his palms gliding up the curves of her ass, his fingers kneading the muscles in a steady rhythm, working outward from the crack between her cheeks to her hips, all the tension from their trek releasing as her legs slowly let go, giving in to the feeling.

      He rubbed and rubbed, the motions parting her as he did. She felt the wetness in the sensitive folds between her legs building as her lips slid against one another with every long stroke of his hands pulling her ass open.

      She squirmed slightly, the sensation almost too much to stand.

      “Relax and hold still,” he said, a hand sliding up to her lower back and pressing down firmly, controlling her body with ease.

      Darla forced herself to comply, lying still as he told her to.

      Pleased with her compliance, he continued, rubbing his hands lower now, his fingers digging into her inner thighs as the heels of his palms rubbed the backs of her legs. He squeezed and massaged, moving up and down her legs, slowly trailing to her calves and eventually her feet, pulling the tension from every muscle fiber.

      Then, slowly, he worked his way back up, his hands cupping each leg, their massive size grabbing them from the inside to the outside in a single grip. He pressed upward with gentle pressure, making her muscles relax even further while her nerves felt aflame.

      Heydar reached her upper thighs, his fingertips grazing her labia as he passed, moving up to her ass. It took everything Darla had not to jump at the sensation. His skin was so warm, and her every nerve ending was sensitive beyond belief.

      He slid his hands to her hips, then, with as much effort as it might take to pick up a toddler, he lifted her up and flipped her onto her back, gently placing her where he wanted her. Darla tensed a little.

      “Relax your body. I will move you.”

      Even in the dim light, she could see the sheen of sweat that had spread across his chest and arms from the work he was putting in. Every line, every contour of his muscles was accentuated as he moved. She found herself unable to look away.

      Heydar took a small towel and folded it, then rested it across her eyes.

      “Allow your mind to let go. Be at one with your body.”

      Her vision obscured, Darla really didn’t have any choice in the matter. But as he began massaging her again, this time from the fronts of her shoulders, she found this new experience to be quite thrilling. With no visual input she was forced to rely on sensation alone, and what sensations they were. The massage oil must have had some sort of stimulating properties, she was almost sure of it. And Heydar? His hands were talented beyond belief.

      Strong fingers once more traced their way down her arms, her hands growing even more relaxed as he worked on them again. Heydar then worked back upward, his hands grazing the sides of her breasts as he moved. Darla’s nipples grew rock hard, tingling and straining outward, begging to be touched. The heat in her pussy was almost uncontrollable as she felt her labia swell and her clit pulsate with desire.

      The alien did not alter his speed, continuing to move his hands over her body with the same precision. He was gentle with her breasts, careful not to hurt the tender flesh but also pressing his fingers into the muscles beneath, rubbing and loosening them in a circular motion.

      His palms just barely grazed across her aching nipples and Darla felt a jolt of blissful electricity spread to her clit. Heydar pressed his hands to her chest, sliding them lower, his palm dragging over her nipples in an excruciatingly sexy way, tapering off to his fingers.

      But that wasn’t all. His long fingers slid on either side of her nipples, gently pressing together as his hands moved lower on her torso. Darla almost thrashed her legs at that, the intensity of the sensation was so strong. But he had directed her to lie still, and she was going to do all she could to do as he said.

      Her pulse was roaring in her veins, her body growing flush with heat. Muscular soreness was a thing of the past. She was in another place now, and Darla felt no pain. Heydar ran his fingers over her ribs, gently stroking her belly then back outward, slowly moving down her sides, lingering at her hips, rubbing out any lingering tension before transitioning to her thighs.

      He squeezed her legs firmly and applied long strokes, pulling downward toward her feet. She felt tingles in her toes as the tension in her legs gave up any resistance to the alien’s skilled touch. Heydar trailed down to her shins, rubbing the muscles along either side before reaching her feet. Her arches, normally a bit ticklish, were greedy for his touch, relaxing as he rubbed all the way to her toes.

      He moved back upward again, his hands once more cupping her legs as they did. Slowly he pressed up her shins, sliding past her knees, forcing blood flow upward in the process. Darla felt lightheaded, her pussy pulsing with need. She was so wet, just waiting for him to part her folds and let it flow out.

      Heydar’s hands continued up her thighs, moving slowly, driving her crazy with anticipation. His fingertips slid along the crease in her groin, trailing up her labia with electric heat, when a finger brushed against her engorged clit.

      Darla bucked on the table; she simply couldn’t help herself. She was so worked up and the sensation was so intense, so overwhelming, that she almost came from just that brief contact. She was aching with desire, almost begging for him to penetrate her. To take her and do whatever he wanted. The towel had fallen aside, and Darla could see the bulge that had formed in his trousers.

      Heydar’s muscles flexed deliciously as he calmly moved his powerful hands outward over her pubis, rubbing gently through the line of manicured hair before resting on her hips. Abruptly he hoisted her into the air.

      Up and over she went as he flipped her around once more, laying her down on the table, ass-up. She felt her juices dripping along her thighs and squirmed, pressing her legs together for a moment, savoring the sensation and anticipating something much, much better.

      Heydar slid his fingertips along her back as he walked to the front of the table, his crotch now right in front of her face. She could see the ridges of his semi-erect cock through the fabric barely containing it and felt her pulse quicken. He crouched down and locked his gold-rimmed eyes with hers.

      “Open your mouth.”

      Obediently, she did as she was told, her mouth watering involuntarily.

      “Bite down on this,” he said, slipping a leather strap into her mouth and fastening it behind her head. He then stood and moved around the table out of view. Her pussy throbbed, waiting for his length to slide into her with almost painful anticipation.

      Wow, who knew he was so kinky, she thought. I can’t believe this. Am I really about to—

      “Ouch!” she blurted as a sharp needle jabbed into the skin between her shoulders. A moment later the pain faded, replaced by a strange sensation. It felt like something was slowly moving, spreading a pleasant warmth through her skin. Then she was jabbed again, the process repeating.

      She was being penetrated all right, but not in the way she had been hoping for.

      “Your body accepts the pigment well,” Heydar said from behind her. “The process will go much faster for it, and you will heal quickly.”

      He then set back to work, applying the strange, living pigment to her body.

      Darla lay there, aroused even as the pain of his needles stung her, ass in the air, fully exposed. It was an incredibly odd situation, but after being abducted and dragged halfway across the galaxy, she supposed that was par for the course.

      She spent the next several hours in that in-between state, turned on by his touch and intoxicating heat, then pulled back by his sharp needles. It was the most intensely strange edging she’d ever experienced.

      Finally, Darla let go and heeded his words, relaxing into it as best she could as the curious alien hunk worked his magical hands in a much different way than she’d expected.
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      Heydar had worked on Darla for hours, the level of skill he possessed becoming more apparent as the designs took shape. The lines and runes were variants of the basic ones every person in the Dotharian Conglomerate received in their early years, only with Darla’s rapid healing reaction to the pigment’s power, he had been able to do a bit more than normal in one sitting.

      On top of that, the Oraku had provided him with an absolute wealth of pigments to work with. Unlike the Raxxians who had only given him black ink of the lowest power, here there were over a dozen varieties at his disposal.

      Normally, only lesser types were used on the young, but given Darla’s age, he decided to see how she reacted to the more powerful pigments. Heydar quickly learned that the strange human female took to the most potent of them the best.

      It was an almost white shade, taken from a rare plant that had a propensity for drawing extreme power from a system’s sun. Most could only handle a few tiny accent lines of it, but Darla, it seemed, was able to accept a few runes in their entirety. Heydar had never seen anything like it.

      Just as unsettling was the way his own pigment began to churn under his skin, reacting to her new markings as the ink took hold. He had never felt anything like it in all the times he had marked another person. There was something unusual about this woman. What that was, he was uncertain, but somehow, she made his tattoos feel alive.

      He cocked his head slightly, pondering the strange little human lying before him, then pushed his curiosity aside and set back to work.

      The different inks had obeyed his hand, flowing in long, graceful lines following the contours of her body, shifting in her skin according to the strength of their bonding in the process. Again, it was highly unusual, but the entire spectrum of pigments he used all reacted favorably, settling in and beginning to heal almost as soon as his needles left her skin.

      The vast majority of the design was done in darker-hued pigments, as was the norm, and when he finally finished, wiping the little excess that had remained on the surface, Darla had been marked from her collarbones to her feet.

      The lowest runes would give her additional endurance for long treks once the pigment had set permanently. Until then, however, it would likely be a bit uncomfortable as, more than other parts of her body, she used her feet constantly, even if only to walk across a room.

      “Rest,” he said quietly when his task was complete, gently covering her with a light sheet as she drifted off to an exhausted sleep. He then gathered his tools, cleaned his workspace, and left her to rest and recover.

      Darla didn’t know how long she’d slept, but the sun had settled low in the orange-tinged sky when she emerged from the yurt, moving slowly, her whole body a tapestry of new sensations. Some of them were good, some not so good, but all were different from any she had ever experienced.

      Interestingly, her arousal, while tamped down by the repeated pricking by sharp needles, had nevertheless remained in place. It had dulled to a slow idle, but the ache in her groin was still there, craving release.

      She walked toward the central dining area and took a seat on one of the benches. The smell of smoke and cooking food wafted to her nose, the aroma stronger than she remembered being able to detect.

      Heydar had said parts of her would be enhanced, and they never knew for sure how the pigments would react, especially in an alien race like the human woman. Perhaps this was part of it. Perhaps she was a super smeller now. Thinking back to some of the nasty dive bars she’d run around in with her gal pals, Darla wondered if that might be such a good thing after all.

      Tikanna and a far older woman were directing a group of young men in the preparations, their positions as elder females clearly affording them a fair amount of influence in the village. It really did seem the shortage of women here had fostered a matriarchal society where every woman’s value was paramount.

      “We do not dine for some time,” a deep voice said from behind her, catching her unaware.

      Darla turned around and watched Zepharos approach, his musculature clearly visible through the light tunic he had changed into since she’d last seen him. Then he had been laboring, carrying a table for Tikanna, but now he had cleaned up, and quite nicely at that.

      His features were a bit more angular than a human’s, and of course he was well over six feet tall with pale green skin and those dazzling amber eyes. But from what she’d seen so far, his kind was remarkably similar to her own species.

      “May I join you?”

      “Of course,” Darla said, admiring the way he moved as he sat beside her. Smooth, yet powerful. The heat that had settled into a dim glow inside her flared slightly.

      Zepharos was grinning at her, the corners of his eyes crinkling deliciously. Unlike her forced companion, this male seemed full of mirth and cheerful energy. That, and a healthy dose of masculine heat that radiated through his gaze and made the warmth in her belly flutter and spread.

      “I see you are admiring our sunset.”

      “The colors are amazing. And the air is so clear on your world. And the way it reflects off of the high clouds.”

      “Yes, it is quite beautiful,” he agreed, “though it pales in comparison to your stunning complexion. Are all women of your world as lovely as you?”

      Darla felt heat rise in her cheeks. “I’m just a normal person,” she objected.

      “Nonsense. You are too hard on yourself,” he countered, stressing the word. “Encountering the likes of one such as you has been an unexpected pleasure.”

      Oh yeah, he’s sure coming on strong, she thought, enjoying the attention, her body humming with growing interest.

      “So, uh, what exactly do you all do around here?” she asked, regretting the question at once. Lame, Dar. What kind of stupid small talk is that?

      He just smiled at her, unfazed. “I cannot speak for the others, but as for me, I find physical activities to be most stimulating.”

      Zepharos held her gaze a long moment then rose to his feet. “I really should be going. I should shed these clothes for something more dinner appropriate.”

      “Oh, okay.”

      “I enjoy your company, Darla. My home is just over there. If you ever care to, I would be more than happy to offer you my hospitality.”

      He walked away, slowly, turning and glancing back at her over his shoulder then continuing on his way.

      “Making friends, I see,” the elderly woman said, walking to meet the newcomer.

      “Uh, yeah, I guess.”

      “Zepharos is a fine specimen,” the woman said. “If I were younger… but those days have passed. I am Niala. You are obviously Darla, the offworld visitor.”

      “Guilty as charged.”

      “And you have caught someone’s eye already. Well done, girl. Zepharos clearly admires you. Why do you not pursue him?”

      Darla was a little shocked by the woman’s frankness, but then she’d had some rather risqué conversations with her own grandmother. It was sometimes easy to forget, old women had seen and done a lot in their primes, and sometimes far kinkier things than anyone would expect. Darla chuckled to herself.

      “Well? What’s stopping you?” Niala persisted.

      “Space diseases, for one. And pregnancy. I didn’t think to bring condoms with on my abduction. And from what I’ve seen, they probably wouldn’t fit anyway.”

      Niala looked at her funny. “I do not know what a condom is, but I do know that reproduction between diverse races cannot occur until the Infala has been formed, recognized, and the couple’s bond formed. And even then, it is not guaranteed.”

      Darla did a double take. “Hang on. You’re saying that there’s no need for a pill or an IUD? And none of that nasty rubber chafing my lady bits?”

      “I am unfamiliar with those things, but they do not sound pleasant.”

      “I’ll say,” Darla replied, gears turning in her mind. “But there’s still the space cooties thing.”

      Niala chuckled. “I do not know if that translated correctly, but if I understood you, the answer to your dilemma is that only those from the same species can become infected with any contagion. It is one of the functions of our runes, protecting our bodies from that sort of illness.”

      “You’re telling me there’s no unwanted pregnancy, and sexually transmitted infections are limited to the same species?”

      “Yes. But to be fair, nearly all illnesses of that nature have been eradicated across the systems, thanks in part to the Dotharian Conglomerate’s leadership.”

      Darla’s mind was racing. This was news to her, and of the most interesting variety.

      Safe, risk-free boot-knocking? Oh, the possibilities.

      Niala saw the look on her face and grinned wide. “His residence is just around the corner there. The wooden one with the blue door.”

      Darla was on her feet in a flash. “Thanks, Niala. I really appreciate it.”

      “Have fun, girl,” she called after her. “You are only young once.”

      Darla hurried around the corner at a fast walk. “There it is,” she said, the excitement in her growing. “Am I seriously doing this?” She forced her doubts aside and knocked on his door. “Hell yes, I am.”

      Zepharos opened the door, shirtless and wearing a mischievous grin on his lips. “I had hoped to see you soon,” he said, stepping aside. “Please, come in.”

      Darla passed through the doorway into the humble but remarkably clean home. It was small and primitive by most standards, but Zepharos did have some high-tech bits of gear spread about here and there. It seemed he was not quite so out of touch as the rest of his tribe appeared to be.

      “Wow, this is a really nice—” Darla began to say when he abruptly wrapped his arms around her and pulled her close, mashing his lips to hers, his cock hard in his trousers, pressing against her.

      His tongue darted forward, tickling hers, tasting her. Darla’s clit felt a rush of blood flow, tingling and throbbing as endorphins flooded her system so hard she couldn’t help but shimmy her thighs together, weak in the knees.

      Then she felt something else.

      Pain.

      Her body had just been jabbed thousands of times, and while the tattoo pigment had soothed the discomfort to the point that she had almost forgotten about it, being grabbed hard and rough had proven a very painful reminder.

      “Ow! Fuck!” she blurted.

      Zepharos loosened his grip and stepped back. “Of course. How foolish of me. You will be tender until the pigments have activated fully and your body healed.”

      “Thanks for understanding. I’m sorry about that. I really wanted—”

      Zepharos spun her around and bent her over, pulling her bottoms down in one fluid motion, rubbing up against her from behind, only a thin layer of fabric keeping his cock restrained.

      “This part is not tender,” he said huskily, pressing with his hips, his hand firm on her ass.

      Darla was almost tempted to give it a go. Almost. But the pain in the rest of her body was still throbbing, and to be honest, while dominance games were fun and sexy as hell with someone she trusted, this wasn’t the way to start out with someone new, especially not a man from another planet.

      She turned and pushed him back. “Hang on there, sport,” she said, pulling her bottoms up. “This is not the time.”

      The bulge in his trousers was straining for freedom and his pupils were dilated with desire. But Zepharos managed to put his passion in check, taking a deep breath and stepping aside.

      “Yes, yes. You should rest. There will be time for you and I later. Come, I will walk you to your accommodations.”

      “I’ve got it,” she replied, opening the door and stepping outside. “I’ll see you later.”

      With that she turned and walked away, the ache in her body fading by the second while the one between her legs persisted, as strong as ever.

      She was tingling all over as she hurried to the tent she’d been given, her thighs brushing her engorged clit as she walked, driving her closer to the edge with every step. Darla pulled the flap aside and hurried in, securing it behind her before carefully lying down on her soft bedroll her hands immediately sliding between her legs.

      Her clit was so sensitive she came almost immediately, the buildup and final release leaving her unable to feel her feet and seeing stars.

      Holy shit, she gasped, then went for round two.

      The second orgasm came quickly and was just as strong as the first, flooding her body with heat spreading from her core, making the world go dark as she bucked with pleasure. Finally, after how long she had no idea, she pulled her cum-slick fingers free, sinking deeper into her bed.

      Just a little nap, she told herself, then faded into a shallow slumber.

      She roused a few hours later and even made her way to dine with the others, but she soon after took her leave, citing her body’s need to heal as an excuse. Everyone present understood and wished her well.

      In reality, while she did need to rest, she also felt an almost compulsive need to rub one out yet again. The orgasm surged through her body, making her limbs quiver.

      Oh my God. How is it so good? Did these tattoos make my pussy magic?

      Those were the last thoughts on her weary mind as she drifted off to a deep sleep.
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      Darla woke early following a night of crazy-vivid dreams, more than a few of which featured well-endowed alien lovers doing unspeakably delightful things to her newly inked body. She had been touched and caressed in all manner of delicious ways, but come morning she found herself well rested but alone.

      Gradually, the pleasantness of that much needed slumber left her, replaced by the awareness that eventually she was going to have to face a new day on an alien world far, far from home.

      “Oh man, this is going to suck,” she grumbled, forcing herself to move from beneath her cover and sit up.

      Surprisingly, her skin had healed quite a lot as she slept, and the underlying dull throb that had settled in after Zepharos grabbed her so lustfully was completely gone. Yes, her skin was still somewhat tight where the tattoos were mending, and the alien pigment still felt a bit odd as it shifted subtly under her epidermis, but compared to what her friends went through when they had gotten ink in the past, this seemed like an absolute cake walk.

      “Huh. Not so bad,” she mused, giving her limbs a few careful wake-up swings. “Not bad at all.”

      She crossed to where her freshly washed clothing had been neatly folded and shed her rather comfortable tunic. She hadn’t been sure about being able to wear her slacks after the tattoo work put in on her legs, but they were loose enough to not chafe her newly inked skin.

      They weren’t as flowing as the temporary bottoms she had been provided, but there was a certain bit of comfort to be had from wearing her own clothes. A modicum of familiarity that was soothing in this otherwise alien world.

      She sat and laced up her shoes, again glad she’d swapped for her comfy trainers after Tammy’s party, then stood and headed for the opening flap of her tent.

      Okay, let’s see what today has to offer.

      It was a beautiful morning; the sky was crisp and clear, and the mouthwatering aroma of cooking food was wafting through the air. Darla stretched wide and took a deep breath, her lungs expanding fully, drawing in as much oxygen as she could absorb.

      Her body felt even better now that she was outside. Tingling a little more as the sun’s rays fell upon her. She thought about what she had been told of the tattoo ink. About the living pigment now in her skin. How it reacted to the ambient galactic energies flowing through all things, but especially the sun’s power.

      It was a strange, viscerally empowering sensation. Her limbs were rested, but they also felt somehow stronger than before. Lighter. And her feet? Any aches from the prior day’s trekking were gone. Whatever the runes were doing to her, the benefits were quickly outweighing her hesitance at being marked for life with strange alien symbols.

      Darla followed her nose and headed toward the smell of baking bread and other savory goods. If breakfast was anywhere near as tasty as dinner had been, this would be the perfect cap to an already pleasant morning. The only thing she was sure would be lacking was coffee. That is, unless the Oraku had somehow cultivated their own version of her caffeinated treat.

      From an adjacent footpath, the tribal elder joined her on her walk.

      “Heading to break your fast?” Rohanna asked.

      “Yeah. I’m famished, and whatever they’re making smells divine.”

      “I am glad you think so,” she replied. “You look well rested. Did you sleep soundly?”

      “Yeah, I did, thank you. The tent was cozy, and the bedding was really comfortable.”

      “Good. I assume you had no trouble finding your accommodations, then?”

      “Nope, all good there. And much as the wooden structures here are interestingly designed, I really liked the camping feel of the tent. Reminded me of my youth a bit.”

      “Ah, you have been given a tour of some of our village. How delightful. I am pleased you are finding yourself welcome here.”

      “Yeah. Zepharos was a, uh, very hospitable host.”

      The warm grin on Rohanna’s lips faltered slightly. Almost imperceptibly, but Darla had years of practice reading her sister’s unspoken cues.

      “Is there a problem?” she asked.

      Rohanna hesitated, choosing her words carefully. “Not a problem, exactly. Just a word of advice. Zepharos is a good man. Kind, competent, skilled in many areas.”

      “I’m sensing a but coming.”

      “But he also has quite a reputation. Not only with the few unbonded females of our village, but also those from other regions, though he has not done so of late after the last incident.”

      “Incident?”

      “It would be improper to go into details. Suffice it to say, just because a woman is unbonded does not mean she is not otherwise engaged with another male.”

      “Ah,” Darla said, letting it go at that.

      Story of my freaking life. Always picking the douchebags. I hate it when I prove my sister right. Just once, it’d be nice to be attracted to a good one.

      The two women walked the rest of the way to the communal dining area without another word about that particular subject.

      Heydar was already there, his plate piled high with a healthy portion of a hearty breakfast scramble of some sort, along with a stack of the local equivalent of pancakes. Darla and Rohanna went to the service area and gathered their own meals, then parted ways.

      The village elder went to her place of honor on an elevated platform, though it seemed more of a formality than anything else given the casual nature of the residents’ breakfast. Darla saw that Zepharos was there as well, watching her with a smoky gaze. She gave a polite little nod of greeting, but then walked over to Heydar and took a seat beside him.

      “Making new friends, I see,” he said between bites.

      “The Oraku are a welcoming bunch.”

      “So I have heard,” he replied with just a tinge of sarcasm in his tone.

      Darla held back her snippy retort, opting to slow her roll and get some food in her belly before starting the day with an argument with the guy who pretty much saved her life.

      She took a bite of the scramble and was pleased to find that the egg-like substance was most likely just that, although from what manner of creature she had no idea. As for the things chopped and added to the mix, there were a few delicious varieties of mushrooms along with some very interesting flavored native greens.

      Heydar nudged a small container of a deep red substance toward her. “Olanga paste. It enhances the flavors.”

      At this point, Darla took his word for it, spooning out a portion onto her plate without a second thought. She sniffed it. Some sort of salsa, perhaps? She placed a small dollop onto her next bite and scooped it into her mouth.

      “Oh, this is really good,” she mumbled.

      “Your runes are working, then. Without them, it would not have so pleasant a flavor.”

      “Hang on, this was a trick?”

      “Trick? No. A test, yes. There is no way of telling how your species will react to the pigments and runes. I adapted them as best I could figure, but you are still an enigma, and one that requires special attention.”

      “Well, maybe warn me next time,” she shot back, taking a drink from the cup of water before her.

      “Warning implies a danger, and there was none. And now your meal is more enjoyable. An all-around positive outcome, in my opinion.”

      Darla was considering a sharp reply but ultimately decided to just let it go. It wouldn’t accomplish anything anyway. She was stuck here with this troubling man, like it or not. Instead of arguing, she took a bite of the pancake on her plate.

      “Hmm,” she murmured.

      It wasn’t at all what she’d expected. Where Earth pastry was sweet and fluffy, this was savory, with an interesting umami flavor lending it a distinctly alien taste. There were several layers to its complexity, each unfolding as she chewed.

      Heydar watched her with interest.

      “What? Was that another test?”

      He chuckled. “No. I was simply curious if you would enjoy the Rammisti cakes. They are something of an acquired taste.”

      “Consider it acquired. You know, I could get used to this stuff.”

      “Good. Eat well and replenish your strength,” he said, rising to his feet and gathering his plates. “Your tattoos should be fully healed when I return.”

      Darla jumped out of her seat. “Whoa, hang on a minute. What do you mean, when you return? You can’t just leave me here.”

      “I have considered what you said,” the alien replied.

      “What do you mean?”

      “You said it yourself, others held aboard the Raxxian ship may have survived. Some may even have been from my world, held in separate locations. I am going to search for them. If they crashed down close by, I may be able to retrieve them before a Raxxian recovery party reaches this world.”

      Darla picked up her plates, following him to the washing station. “No way. I’m coming with.”

      “You are too small. Too weak. This trek will not be an easy one.”

      “You’re talking about me as if I’m some kind of child.”

      “I do not mean to offen—”

      “And I’ll have you know, I’m stronger than you think. So I’m coming with, and you can’t talk me out of it.”

      Heydar’s eyes flashed amusement, along with a bit of admiration at the fire within this human woman. Full of surprises, she was, even for one so small and soft. His mind flashed to the way her body reacted to his hands the prior day. He quickly forced those thoughts down. There was a task at hand, and it would not be an easy one.

      “Very well,” he finally said. “But you will need to carry your own weight. I will be moving quickly and will not slow for you.”

      “Fine. Whatever,” she grumbled.

      Darla shoveled her food into her mouth, eating as they walked to deposit their soiled dishes. From across the dining area, Zepharos watched with a curious gaze. One that while hot, was also a little disconcerting now that she had heard of his exploits.

      But still hot, there was no denying.

      She looked to Heydar, his calm eyes watching with a disapproving look.

      “What?” she asked, defenses on high.

      “Nothing.”

      “Go on. You want to say something, so say it.”

      The tall alien took a deep breath and sighed. “I know his type and would offer one bit of advice. Be careful.”

      “Oh? And what’s his type as opposed to yours? You’re both big alien men.”

      “We are complete opposites, he and I.”

      “Then tell me about yourself.”

      Heydar hesitated, locking eyes with her then breaking from her gaze. “Perhaps another time. Now, come. We must be on our way to make the most of the daylight.”
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      Strangely, Darla found herself a bit torn as they trekked out of the village. Sure, Zepharos had a bit of a reputation. Okay, a lot of a reputation, but who didn’t? And who was she to judge without having all of the details firsthand? And it was nice having someone show such interest in her.

      Then again, she had also been given that warning from someone who had nothing whatsoever to gain from it. Rohanna was just doing her a solid, as far as she could tell. But damn, he was one sexy son of a bitch. And unlike Heydar, Zepharos was actually available. Available and interested.

      Ugh. This is all just so messed up.

      She adjusted the small pack she had been given as she walked, the pressure of the straps annoying her tender shoulders. Heydar had taken care to ensure it was not overloaded, taking all the heavier items in his own backpack, sparing her newly inked skin from the inevitable abrasions and sweat it would otherwise cause.

      Even so, she felt her skin drying out as the pigment set in. And boy was it itching.

      A lot.

      “Do not scratch,” Heydar said as she finally gave in to the urge. “You must let the pigment bond uninterrupted for it to properly take hold.”

      “Yeah, I know, but it’s annoying.”

      “As is complaining,” he shot back.

      Darla flashed an angry glare his way, and amazingly, it seemed to land. Heydar hesitated, stopping in his tracks. “Very well. Drop your pack and come here.”

      She did so, more because the straps were itchy as hell than from a desire to do as he asked. In any case, that one action alone provided a modicum of relief. Heydar’s own pack remained on his broad shoulders, riding there as easily as if it was weightless to the massive alien. He stepped to her and took her arms one at a time, surveying the condition of her newly inked skin.

      He nodded, satisfied, then unceremoniously lifted her top, surveying his work, tracing his fingers over the rapidly healing designs. He followed one of them up her flank, curving along the side of her breast where it rose to her collarbone.

      Darla’s nipples had gone hard the second he had lifted her top, the skin straining and tight in the open air. Heydar didn’t seem to notice, but as his fingers followed the line higher, his thick wrist grazed the erect nub, sending a wild, electric buzz directly to her clit.

      Darla forced down a gasp, clenching her teeth and flexing her legs and abs hard to remain in control. This was something new. She’d always had sensitive breasts, and she’d loved nipple play as long as she could remember, but this? This was a whole new level. It was like walking around resonating like a goddamn tuning fork.

      Is it always going to be like this now? ‘Cause I don’t know if I’ll ever get anything done if it is.

      She let out her breath, willing her pulse to slow. Heydar looked at her curiously.

      “Are you ill? You look as though you may faint. Do you need to sit?”

      Darla blushed. “I’m fine. Can we just get on with it?”

      “In a moment,” he replied, turning her to study the ink on her back and hips. “Your pigment is settling in much faster than normal. How very unusual.”

      “Good unusual, though, right? Not something bad.”

      “It is not bad. Just something I have not encountered in my years. The pigment is not only binding to your flesh, it is thriving, starting to move on its own.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “I told you the pigment is a living reservoir of power. It becomes a symbiotic part of your body in time, even shifting to form new runes, allowing you to tap into the galaxy’s power.”

      “Okay, you already mentioned that before.”

      “I did. But this process normally takes time. And you, my unusual human, are already showing progress most do not see for months if not years. It is no wonder your flesh itches as it does.” He slid the pack off his shoulders and dug inside. A moment later he produced a small tin with a painted lid. He popped it open revealing a thick salve of some sort. A musky-sweet aroma wafted from the container.

      “What is it?”

      “Gorram extract,” he said, scooping out a dollop with his long fingers. “Hold still, this will not take long.”

      “What won’t?”

      He ignored the question and began applying the substance to her tattoos, first the tender lines on her hips, tracing his way up her flanks and in along her interwoven back designs. The relief was almost instant and the Gorram extract was greedily absorbed by her healing skin.

      “Interesting,” he muttered.

      “What?”

      “You are taking it in much faster than I have ever seen. Normally, this merely sooths the itch, providing a healing, moisturizing coating to the decorated flesh. But in your case, it is almost instantly drawn in.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It is nothing to cause concern. Gorram is used by the pigment as an alternate food and energy source while it is completing its bonding with your own body. Part of that process is what you feel in your skin.”

      “The moving feeling?”

      “Yes.”

      “That bit’s weird, I have to admit.”

      “The shifting of the pigment to form and reinforce the runes that are most in tune with your own physiology is unique to every individual. Normally, it moves very slowly. In your case, however, the pigment is quite active. You are already forming power runes in your designs, and not just the weak trace beginnings.”

      “So, that’s good, right?”

      “Yes. It just normally takes much longer.”

      “I’ve always been a fast learner.”

      “Apparently so. It is no wonder your skin is sensitive,” he said, applying more of the Gorram extract, tracing the lines with his fingertips.

      Whether or not he knew just what his touch was doing to her she couldn’t tell, his face was neutral even as he gently rubbed the substance into her skin. He finished with her back, switching to her flanks and frontal hip bones, then working up, following the different colored lines and designs as they traced her musculature, curving under her breasts and up to her collars and shoulders again.

      Darla’s body felt absolutely electrically charged and for just a moment she wanted nothing more than for his hands to grab her breasts and pull her close, giving her nipples a delicious squeeze as her bliss crested like a tidal wave.

      Heydar, however, merely continued the process, tracing back down between her breasts, over her breastbone and finally stopping just below her bellybutton.

      “Your body is exceptional,” he said.

      “Why, thank you,” she replied, a fine sweat on her brow. “I guess you could say—”

      “Or a freak of nature,” he cut her off. “Time will tell.” He sealed the tin and placed it in her hand. “I will leave the application on your legs to you when we stop next. The sensation will lessen as your pigment settles, but for the time being it will continue to itch. Use the Gorram sparingly though. That is a normal supply for the entire healing process, but it appears your pigment would take it all in one sitting if given the opportunity.”

      Darla was still tingling with arousal, and apparently the Gorram was fueling it further. But it was also reducing the itch, so it was an acceptable trade off, even if the gorgeous man in front of her was ignorant to her primed body.

      “Thanks. I’ll be okay for now,” she said.

      “I am pleased to hear it. Now, let it heal, and do not scratch.”

      “I’ve got it.”

      “Very well,” he said, shouldering his pack once more.

      Darla picked up hers as well, the straps far less uncomfortable now. She felt his stare and turned to meet his curious gaze. He held it for a long moment, and she could have sworn there was maybe at least a hint of interest there. But with an alien, who could tell? In any case, a moment later he turned and continued their trek.

      What is up with this guy? Darla wondered, falling in behind him. And what’s going to happen to me?
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      Heydar had left Darla to herself after dealing with her itchy tattoos. More than that, he was true to his word as the morning went on, focused on making up time and trekking ahead with long strides across the often-uneven ground, leaving her scrambling to just keep him in sight at one point.

      He did stop on occasion, however, and it was during those little pit stops that Darla managed to catch up, finding him bent over a bush. There was something new. A small furry animal that looked a bit like a mutant rabbit with very muscular legs was now dangling from a strap on his hip. Apparently, he had found time to hunt while he waited for her.

      And now he was gathering deep purple berries from a low shrub, plucking them with lightly stained fingertips as he put them in a rigid-bottomed pouch.

      The top could expand to hold a large amount, she could see, but the bottom was designed to keep the contents from compressing into mush. A clever design, actually, and one that allowed him to collect an ample amount of the little berries.

      “These any good?” she asked, plucking one from the bush and popping it in her mouth. She immediately spat it out, her eyes watering and her tongue not in the least bit happy with the astringent berry’s properties she’d so rudely discovered.

      Heydar shook his head. “Caution, woman. You must learn patience. This is not your world. I do not know if you would just blindly eat anything you came across on your planet, but here you must practice care.”

      “Then why are you gathering them if they’re bad for us?”

      “They are not bad for us. They must simply be soaked in cool water for an hour at the minimum before eating. The coating on them is meant to drive away land animals, but birds have different tasting apparatus. And birds can transport the seeds much farther than a terrestrial beast.”

      Darla had to admit, it was kind of impressive. “So, this plant evolved to only be tasty to the things that can help it propagate across a greater area. Clever.”

      “Indeed. But with a good soaking, these will be sweet and flavorful once the protective layer has dissolved and washed away.”

      It was sort of akin to acorns back on Earth, she mused. Though she’d never eaten any herself, Darla had heard that you were supposed to soak them for several hours before using them to remove the harsh tannins that would upset your stomach.

      “Well, now I know,” Darla said, picking a few more and adding them to his pouch. “I thought you packed up food from the village. Why stop for this?”

      “Because it is always best to conserve your resources, especially foodstuffs. If we can feed ourselves off the land and save what we carried with us for a time of true need, all the better.”

      “Do you foresee that happening? A time of true need, as you called it?”

      “Hopefully not, but I learned long ago that prudence is the wisest path.”

      Darla couldn’t argue with the logic. “All right, then. Let me help.”

      “You would hunt?” Heydar asked, his violet-gold eyes crinkling slightly with amusement. “Very well. Let us see what you can manage.”

      He drew one of the twin blades the Oraku had provided him for their trek.

      “What? No, I’m not going to go killing Bambi. Or Thumper. Or whatever those things are. I mean give me a bag. I can fill up on berries as we go. And with two of us working together we can stop less. Make better time, you know?”

      He cocked his head and pondered her offer a long moment then sheathed his knives. “Very well,” he said, handing her an empty pouch. “Gather what you can, but do not fall far behind. I will not slow for you.”

      “Yeah, yeah, you’ve made that abundantly clear.”

      He stared at her a moment longer with his unreadable gaze, then turned and headed off once more. Darla followed, keeping him in sight, but not close by any definition of the word. Their path was fairly straightforward, though there wasn’t an actual trail where they were heading. But the space between the trees and rocks was more than ample to make for a fairly easy passage.

      Shady patches beneath the burgundy and green canopy gave them a nice cool down from time to time, where others the red stone would radiate heat up at them where it was exposed to the sun. Darla couldn’t help but think that if not for their circumstances, this would be a rather beautiful walk.

      Heydar was not one for sightseeing, maintaining a steady course, scanning their surroundings as he moved, alert and ready, like a hunter. Like a predator. Even from a distance Darla was taken with the way he carried himself. Confident and in control. Ready for anything.

      Darla felt the growing desire to show him she wasn’t just some helpless waif riding his coattails. She wanted to prove herself. It wasn’t as if she had a praise fetish or anything, but the thought of winning his approval brought a little smile to her lips.

      I’ll fill this thing up in no time, she thought, veering off the direct line Heydar was following and into a thicket where she could see some dense clusters of berries growing. Why he bypassed them she had no idea. Probably, he was too focused on tracking game to worry about more berries.

      But Darla? She wasn’t about to pass up such a dense patch. As she moved closer, weaving around some low bushes blocking her way, she realized this one detour might even fill her little pouch close to halfway. Not bad in her opinion.

      She began picking quickly, adding the ripe ones to her pouch, skipping the questionable ones. Her fingers were getting quickly coated in astringent juice, but she ignored the tightening of the skin on her fingertips and kept working, moving around the low shrubs, following the trail of berries.

      A few minutes had passed before she realized she had wandered a bit too far from the path for comfort. Heydar was moving quickly, and if she didn’t get back on his tail she might lose him entirely.

      A crack made her jump. Another followed, along with the sound of rustling leaves. Footsteps, and more than one set. Someone was coming, and they were not alone. She quickly turned and began retracing her steps, hurrying back to the open area they’d been trekking through when a low-pitched, rumbling shriek pierced the air just to her side.

      Without another moment’s warning a pair of creatures leapt through the foliage right at her. Darla dove to the side, narrowly avoiding the snapping jaws of the hairy beasts. They were the size of a large dog, but their builds were more like miniature bison, with massive shoulders and narrow waists. They also had horns, not just sprouting from the top of their head, but also a ridge of smaller spiky bits running the length of their spines.

      Darla scrambled backward, her hands grabbing for anything she could use as a weapon. Her fingers jammed into something solid and she yanked hard, pulling free a softball sized rock. She refrained from throwing it though. It was her only weapon and there was no telling if she could find another before the creatures made it to her.

      The two beasts crouched, teeth bared and snarling, spreading out and trying to flank her. The wiry hair on their necks was standing up straight, running to their foreheads in a rigid wave of agitated mane. The goat-like eyes were just icing on the terrifying cake. If she’d had to come up with a spooky-ass creature in her nightmares, Darla would have been hard pressed to top this one.

      “Come on you fuckers!” she yelled, hoping a little show of bravado might make them think twice about their would-be meal. “I haven’t got all day!”

      The beasts were clearly not impressed, made apparent by the low, throaty growls they each let out, creeping closer, their hackles raised. Darla lifted the rock higher, ready to strike at whichever attacked first.

      A third growl from behind her made her body flood with every last drop of adrenaline she possessed.

      Darla spun as the stealthy beast that had snuck up on her charged and leapt high and fast, its gaping maw aimed directly at her head. She raised her arm in hopes of diverting the deadly teeth at least a little but the impact never came. Instead, a sharp yelp of pain rang out as the animal was violently flung into a tree, dark foam dripping from its mouth.

      Heydar stood crouched and ready, both of his blades in his hands, one of them already green with the animal’s blood.

      Green blood, Darla’s shocked mind marveled even as the two other beasts rushed toward her.

      Heydar was in motion in the blink of an eye, putting himself between her and the attacking creatures. His blades slashed and stabbed with speed she would never have expected from so large a man, their bright lengths driving home with every blow.

      There were more growls and yelps, accompanied by a splash of hot green blood, as he battled the two assailants, keeping them at bay while they lost energy as they bled out. The third, however, was shaking off the shock of its impact with the tree and moving quickly to rejoin the fight while the tall man was occupied.

      Darla let out a yell and charged it before it could fully regain its senses. She swung the rock hard. Far harder than she realized she could, the strength enhancing rune on her shoulder making her muscles tingle with a strange warmth as it poured additional power into her limb.

      The beast’s skull let out a sickening crack from the impact and fell to the ground. It would not be getting up ever again.

      Heydar spared but a cursory glance before dispatching the two animals at hand in a violent, bloody fashion. He bent over their motionless carcasses and wiped his knives clean before sheathing them.

      “I told you to stay close,” he said matter-of-factly.

      “I was. I mean, I just stepped off to get some berries,” she said, noticing the pouch and its spilled contents, most of which had been trampled in the fight.

      He shook his head, a slight look of disappointment on his face. “You move like a child. No caution. No awareness. You must pay attention. These are merely wild Tsinoki. Dangerous, yes, but there are much worse things out there.”

      Darla nodded. He was right, of course. She was on an utterly alien world and taking chances like that when she didn’t know the first thing about this place was foolish.

      “Thank you for coming back for me,” she said.

      Heydar lifted up the closest of the animals and pulled free a knife once more, slicing it open in a single stroke, dumping its entrails in a steaming pile.

      “I was tracking prey,” he said. “That they came for you was a fortunate coincidence, though I would only have taken one of them given my choice. In any case, we will not want for food.”

      He then moved on to the other two, cleaning them quickly before butchering them and wrapping their meat in their own hides, tying them into tight bundles.

      “We must continue,” he said. “There is still much ground to cover, but at least we will no longer need to slow our pace to hunt.”

      With that he turned and headed back to their original path. Darla flexed her arm. It felt normal now, and her adrenaline was returning to normal levels. But somehow, she’d tapped into the strange, powered runes, though she had no idea what she’d done to do so, or how to recreate the event.

      I’m so much stronger, somehow, she marveled as she trotted off after her savior. But hot damn, hopefully, I won’t wind up needing to do that again.
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      “How much farther are we going to hike?” Darla asked as they crested yet another rocky hill.

      They had been walking all day, stopping only to rinse off the blood of the animals they had fought and Heydar subsequently butchered, and then once more for an afternoon snack of wild greens and a few pieces of dried meat from their packs.

      As for water, Darla had been worried about drinking directly from the small stream they had washed up in, no matter how clear the water seemed. But Heydar informed her that the pigment she now bore in her skin would negate any digestive issues from mildly contaminated water.

      The nearly white ink in particular was supposed to be extremely powerful. That the Oraku had supplied him with any at all for a newcomer’s designs was almost unheard of. But Darla had the pale ink interwoven all over the runes on her body, accenting them and increasing their power.

      At least, that was what it was supposed to do in theory. In practice on a new species, there really was no telling exactly what the end result would be.

      In any case, it was warm out and she was thirsty, so any qualms she had about drinking from the stream quickly evaporated with her first sip. They filled their water skins and kept hiking, making as good progress as could be expected as the terrain grew more uneven.

      And now as the sun began to lower and dusk fell over the land, they finally reached the crest of yet another exhausting climb. Even with the help of her strange new runes adding to her strength, Darla’s legs and feet were aching.

      Heydar gazed at the sky a moment, then pointed off in the distance. “There.”

      Darla squinted and followed where he was directing her. “What?”

      “Your vision runes have not yet formed completely. There is a gap in the trees, and not a natural one. A section of the Raxxians’ ship landed there, and seemingly intact judging by the lack of burning trees.”

      She squinted and looked harder but still couldn’t see a thing. And did he just say the runes were somehow going to enhance her vision? But he hadn’t marked anywhere on her face or head. The only rune there was the one the Raxxians had placed behind her ear. He had touched that up a bit, but other than that there was nothing above her collarbones.

      I guess I’ll find out, she mused.

      One thing she had learned as they trekked across the wildly varying landscape was not to doubt Heydar’s eyes. Or his ears. Or any of his senses for that matter. He had exceptional situational awareness, and if he said he saw what looked like part of the downed ship, then that was what was most likely what it was.

      He looked at his human companion, sizing her up. She had managed to keep up, which he had not expected. More surprising, she had also handled herself well in the face of danger. She had done well today.

      “Come,” he said. “It will be dark soon. There is not much in the way of shelter, but we have our bearings now. We will head lower to a less exposed location and set up camp for the night.”

      He began trekking down the slope, but now at a more casual pace. He was looking for a good spot to settle in, not trying to cover as much ground as possible. He picked up some small sticks on the way, bundling them under his massive arm as they walked.

      “Here will suffice,” he said twenty minutes later, dropping the wood atop a mostly flat stone in a level patch of relatively open ground.

      The area was a mix of reddish dirt, lush trees, and rocks ranging in size from small to large, the latter providing shielding from wind and creating a little pocket of safety for them to have a small fire. In addition, the rock would absorb heat, ideally giving some back as it cooled overnight.

      Heydar dropped his pack and animal skins and began setting up the wood, arranging it with the smallest kindling at the bottom to help ignite the larger pieces above. He then snapped the lone long branch lying nearby into manageable lengths with his bare hands, making it look easy.

      “Hey, if you want to give me the matches, I can get the fire started if you want to look for some thicker wood.”

      “What are matches?” he asked, crouching before the pile and adding a few more pieces.

      “What are matches? You know, to make a fire.”

      Heydar looked up at her, amusement sparkling in his gold-rimmed eyes. He held up his hand, pointing to a small rune tattooed on the underside of his wrist just below his palm.

      “What’s that?”

      “Watch,” he replied, holding his hand over the kindling. A second later the small shavings began to smoke, bursting into flames a moment later.

      “Holy shit! You can make fire with your hands?” she blurted, looking at the small tattoo inked on her own wrist. It was nowhere near as complex as Heydar’s, but the location was the same.

      “Among other things,” he said, blowing the small fire until it surged into a full blaze. “This particular rune channels a few types of power. It takes time for the pigment to develop and grow into the full design. Yours is just the starting point we all begin with, but in time it will grow stronger.”

      “And I’ll be able to start fires?”

      “Among other things, as I said.”

      Darla looked at her wrist, studying the rune and the faint lines traveling from it up her forearm, connecting to the patterns highlighting the natural curves and muscles of her body. She had felt stronger, sure, and she could understand alien languages. But this? Making fire out of thin air? It made it all seem more real. More tangible and not just some abstract concept.

      Heydar rose and walked over to the bundled furs, unwrapping them and removing two disjointed legs from the animals they’d fought. He took two lengths of wood and drove them through lengthwise then set them up to roast over the flames.

      The smell was amazing, and Darla found her stomach grumbling with hunger. It seemed she was going to be surviving on a meat eater’s diet for the near future, though she preferred plant-based most of the time. But in a survival situation she’d take whatever she could get. And these things had tried to eat her, so it really was only fair the tables be turned.

      Heydar let them roast a long time, rotating the meat periodically but letting the outside burn a bit, ensuring the internal temperature was enough to cook all the way to the bone. Char could always be cut away, but an unexpected bite of raw meat could spoil an otherwise tasty meal.

      While he tended the fire, Darla sat atop a pile of leaves she’d gathered to use as cushioning and leaned against a sloping rock, letting her aching feet relax, savoring every minute of it. When Heydar finally rose from the cooking flames at least half of the stress in her body had ebbed away and Darla couldn’t help but wonder if it was at least partly the itchy new tattoos working their magic.

      “Here,” Heydar said, handing her a whole leg.

      Darla accepted it, and it was at that moment that she realized he had skinned the leg but the clawed foot at the end of it still remained. The sight of it reminded her why she tried to avoid meat, but her body needed nutrition and she’d just have to make do.

      “How pleasant,” she said. “With presentation like this, it’s no wonder you don’t have a mate.”

      A glare of anger flashed across his face, gone as quickly as it had arrived. He turned and walked away to eat on a small boulder across the fire.

      Aww, shit. That didn’t play out right. “Hey, look, I’m just tired and talking shit, okay?”

      The alien turned and stared at her a moment. “Talk shit? I have no desire to discuss your toileting functions.” He climbed up onto the rock and sat down, crossing his legs comfortably and tucking in to his meal with gusto.

      Okay, I guess that bit didn’t quite translate, she realized. “What I mean is, I’m sorry. I sometimes let my mouth run when I’m cranky. But we’re eating now, and the food’s really helping, even with a foot still on it, so thank you.”

      He stared quietly, assessing her with that piercing gaze. “You meant no harm, and this has been a stressful experience, I understand,” he finally said. “I do not hold your comment against you.”

      “Thanks. I didn’t mean to be a dick.”

      “Hmm,” he mumbled, pulling free a mouthful of meat with his teeth.

      The two ate quietly for a few minutes, but as their initial hunger was sated, conversation began to flow. It seemed to Darla that Heydar wasn’t quite the strong and silent brute that he came off as. And to his surprise, the alien had found his human companion was far more capable than he’d initially given her credit for.

      There was a significant amount of cooked meat left at the end of their meal, which Heydar collected and buried in a wrap of thick leaves from a short but wide plant growing nearby, sealing it all up in a tidy bundle.

      He licked his lips and fingers, sucking the remnants of tasty fat from them with his forked tongue. Darla watched, enthralled, as his split tongue did its work, cleaning his flexible digits.

      “I will dispose of the rest far from our campsite,” he said, standing up and gathering the bones.

      She couldn’t help but notice the bulge swinging against his thigh, barely hidden by his trousers, the outline of his girth clear through the fabric. Fed and rested, that flare of heat in her belly was returning, and with a vengeance.

      Don’t go there, Dar, she chided herself. He may not be as bad as you thought, but he’s still a prick. Okay, a prick with a rather impressive one. No! Bad, me! Bad! What is wrong with me? I swear, ever since he put that pigment stuff in me, I’ve been hornier than ever. Not cool.

      Heydar trotted off with his bundle as Darla’s dirty thoughts fought hard against being forced from her head. She was still thinking back to seeing him nude in the bathing pool, especially his impressive cock, when he abruptly returned. She fought back a blush, glad it was getting dark out.

      He gave the campsite a quick once over, nodding his satisfaction. He had also taken the remaining bundle of uncooked meat and stashed it somewhere safe, far away from their location and out of reach of animals, but two of the pelts the meat had been wrapped in remained.

      There was only so much they could realistically eat before it went and spoiled on them, and he had been planning on hunting along the way anyway. Carrying all that meat would slow their pace, and it would possibly go bad, so the remainder had been left behind, a free meal for other creatures lucky enough to stumble upon it.

      Eat what you kill was a rule Heydar lived by. No waste and respect for the hunt. But that had been a case of self-defense, and the rules were different in those circumstances.

      “Come. It will be fully dark soon,” he said, carefully extinguishing the fire. “The rocks will radiate heat for a while, but it will become colder. Here, this will help keep you warm.”

      She felt a tingle of anticipation as he moved close. One that was quickly quashed when he wrapped one of the dead animals’ skins around her. At least it was furry side in. And he had done a good job of cleaning off any remaining nastiness from the other side. Regardless, the Four Seasons this was not.

      “Oh, this is so gross,” she said, already looking forward to washing in the stream they had seen from their vantage point high above.

      “It will retain your warmth through the night,” he said, lying down beside her. “Unfortunately, we are more exposed here. I had hoped to find a cavern to shelter in, but no such luck.”

      He was close to her but not touching. Regardless, she could feel his intense alien heat radiating from his body. She curled up under the skins, little spoon to his big one, absorbing his warmth through her back as she drifted off to sleep, wondering what the new day would bring.
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      Darla woke with the sun. She’d never really been a morning person of the up-at-sunrise variety, but here, out in the open instead of a house, things were different. On top of that, having fallen into nature’s sleep rhythm of down when it’s dark and up when it’s light, she’d found the early wakeup perfectly natural. In fact, she even felt rested, despite the lingering aches in her body from the prior day’s exertion.

      She shifted, realizing Heydar had moved closer to her in the night. He felt warm, but not the usual blast furnace hot that seemed to be his normal state. She realized why when she turned to look at him.

      A thin layer of frost had coated the pelt covering her along with the ground and plants. Heydar’s fur, however, was unfrozen. It seemed his natural body heat had been the one thing keeping it that way, and Darla was glad he’d given her some of his warmth as she slept.

      Even so, it was definitely cold out. Colder than she’d expected given the prior day’s trek in the sun.

      Heydar’s violet eyes opened, sensing her movement, and waking quickly but without alarm. He stared at her a long moment, then stretched and rolled out from under the furs. Standing tall, he again stretched, his muscles clearly visible through his clothing as he put them through a series of poses, finally finishing with a satisfied roll of the shoulders.

      He turned to his companion, a look of relaxed calm on his face. “Come, little one. We should begin our day.”

      “It’s freaking cold out,” she protested.

      “Yes, as I had said it would be. Once you start moving your body will warm quickly, and this is our opportunity to cover some ground before the day’s heat replaces the chill.”

      She knew he was right, but getting out from under the fur was as hard as any lazy Sunday in winter. Reluctantly, she forced herself out into the cold air. Darla hesitated a moment, then did nearly the same series of stretches and mobility poses as Heydar had done. Interestingly, she really did feel warmer, but also something else.

      “Your runes are taking hold amazingly fast,” he said, watching with curiosity. “The movements you just performed are specifically linked to the pigment in your system, activating it all to start the day and put your body in a comfortable state of equilibrium.”

      “You mean these stretches make the aches go away? Like, more than regular yoga stuff? Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      “It is nothing quite like that,” he said with a chuckle. “But they do drive power to your limbs and force your blood and core energy to flow unobstructed.”

      She gauged her body, feeling more in tune with it than normal. Or maybe this was going to be the new normal. Time would tell.

      “I am feeling pretty good, yeah.”

      “Good. Then you will be better braced for a wash in the stream ahead on our trek. Gather your things. We leave immediately.”

      So much for a relaxed start to the day, she grumbled to herself, shoving the few items she had taken out back into her pack and slinging it over her shoulder.

      The trek downhill moved quickly. This was a different bit of terrain from what they’d dealt with the prior day and the craggy rocks and steep drop-offs required a bit more care than before. Darla’s legs felt good, but her quads still burned from the effort. This time, however, it was in a good way.

      Her footing felt more secure as well, and her ankles did not seem to be at any risk of twisting despite their speed. Whatever the runes were doing, the difference was becoming more noticeable.

      The stream running at the base of the hill was relatively small, but the water flowed clear and smelled fresh to her enhanced senses. The vegetation was dense and lush, the burgundy leaves and deep green stems growing strong closest to the life-giving liquid. She crouched down and took a sip. Delicious.

      “Hey, do you think—” she began to ask, turning toward her companion.

      Heydar was already stripping off his clothes, his rippling muscles gleaming with a fine layer of sweat from the descent, every inch of him pumped from the effort. Darla felt her breath catch in her throat when he whipped off his trousers, tossing them on the dry shore, and strode into the water.

      He was even more beautiful than her mind’s eye had remembered. And watching him vigorously rub all of his body in the crisp water, she couldn’t help but feel a fire blossom between her legs.

      None of that. This is just a practical bath, here. Just scrub off the sweat, and grime, and whatever nastiness was on those pelts, she reminded herself, then quickly shed her clothing as well, stepping into the flowing current.

      Heydar ceased his washing abruptly, staring at her with an unusual look. Darla felt her cheeks flush and turned from him, crouching down and submerging in the water.

      “Your skin is healing well,” he finally said, a slight huskiness to his voice. “I have never witnessed anything like it. At this rate, the itching should be gone in no time, from what I have seen.”

      Darla felt unusually hot even submerged in the cool water. And you’ve seen it all, haven’t you, buddy?

      Heydar turned from her, quickly finishing his scrub then climbing onto the banks of the stream, water running off of his sculpted ass in rivulets. Darla marveled at the utter perfection of that ass. It was the sort of thing master sculptors would have memorialized in marble back in the day and it made her mouth water.

      Then he turned toward her, locking eyes with her for a moment.

      His cock was mostly flaccid as it swung between his legs, but there was clearly a stirring engorgement taking place as he stared at her. Shrinkage from the cold was most definitely not an issue.

      The water flowing down from his chiseled abs was slowly dripping from the tip of his manhood, the ridges encircling his length becoming raised before her very eyes.

      There was a sparkle in his gaze when he turned from her and began pulling his clothes back on. One that made her stomach flutter with a not entirely unpleasant sensation.

      Darla finished her rinse and stepped out of the stream, her nipples hard in the cool air. A little steam was actually coming off her body as she shook off most of the water and began dressing. The runes may have helped increase her ambient temperature, but there was something more interesting at work here.

      “You are ready?” he asked, circling around to her as she pulled her pack onto her shoulders.

      “Yeah, I’m good.”

      “And refreshed, I hope.”

      “Something like that.”

      His lips creased in a little grin as he nodded his approval. Then, without another word, he turned and began trekking over the rocky terrain, his powerful legs handling the uneven ground like massive pistons.

      Darla hurried after him, her strides shorter, but her balance no less sure than his. They made good time following the general direction of the stream. They had seen its course from up high the previous day, but eventually it curved from the way they needed to go. A short while later, they came to the base of their next obstacle.

      It hadn’t seemed like much from afar, but the rocky cliffs blocking their progress were taller and steeper than either had expected. Heydar scanned the area for a quicker route, but it was apparent that attempting to circumvent the geological formation would add many hours to their trek, and that was time they simply did not have to spare.

      Heydar slipped his pack off and secured it to a length of rope from his waist. It would ride a few meters below him as he climbed, not obstructing his movements. He crouched down low.

      “Climb onto my back. I will carry you.”

      Darla’s stubbornness flared up strong. “Like hell you will. I can climb, I’ll have you know. In fact, I flashed a five point nine—okay, that was indoors, but still, I’m saying I’m not helpless, here.”

      He looked up at her quietly for a moment, disarming her with his calm gaze.

      “I did not say you were. But if the others are to be found, we must not delay. My reach is far greater than yours, and your tattoos are not yet fully settled.”

      “Yeah, but—”

      “I would very much like to see your climbing skills one day,” he interrupted. “But this is not the time. I am sorry, little one, but we cannot afford your pride right now.”

      She hated that he was right. Not that so much as admitting that he was right. In any case, she knew what had to be done. Others were out there, and they couldn’t wait for her to play on a rock wall.

      Darla climbed up onto his back, wrapping her arms around his chest, her legs locking her in place. He felt like he was cut from granite beneath her touch. Warm granite that moved with cat-like prowess.

      Heydar stood up, hefting her weight as easily as breathing. “Hold tight.”

      He reached up and grabbed a handhold and started his ascent. Darla was quietly amazed at just how fast he was climbing. He would reach the summit in a fraction of the time it would have taken her on her own. She squeezed him in her arms, holding him close, her breath hot on his neck. She noticed the fine hairs standing on end every time she did, along with faint goose bumps that accompanied them.

      Darla’s pack shifted slightly, causing her hips to slide. She adjusted quickly, her leg slipping from around his waist, moving lower and rubbing his cock as it did. She felt the beast twitch to life under the pressure and start to rise, elongating and thickening as it pressed back against her touch.

      Heydar, the seemingly indestructible hunk of masculinity actually twitched, a slight shudder running through him as her leg flexed against his stiffening length. Securing his grip on the rock face, he reached back with one meaty hand and shifted her position higher on his back, locking her legs in place and cutting short whatever the hell had just happened.

      He continued climbing without a word, and Darla found herself equally silent even as her swelling clit pressed against his body as she wrapped her legs tightly around him. The one who needed to focus on the climb, lest the plunge to their deaths, was free to pay attention, but his passenger was getting an entirely different experience out of the ride.

      Darla bit her lip, forcing her body not to quiver from the sensation, the electric shocks of his body against her clit with every movement sending flashes through every inch of her until she thought she would cry out in pleasure. But somehow, she managed to control herself.

      Barely.

      Heydar hauled himself over the edge at the top and quickly moved back a safe distance so Darla could dismount. It was a good thing, too. Her legs trembled when she set foot on the ground and her crotch was damp with more than the sweat from his laboring back.

      She looked around, taking in the yellow-orange scrub brush and more woody branches of the smaller trees that grew on the rocky peak. Heydar, however, was not wasting any time.

      The alien pulled up his pack and donned it in a flash, then began trekking up the slight rise to the true summit. Darla shook off her arousal as best she could and followed, but her legs still felt rubbery for the first several steps. Finally, she regained control over her body, but the warmth in her belly remained, diffused but not gone by any means.

      “There,” he said, pointing off in the distance. “Can you see them? The clear spots in the trees over there?”

      Darla scanned where he pointed and this time her eyes picked up on the target. “Yeah, I see them,” she said. “No smoke.”

      “Fires would have burned out by now if they were not caused by Raxxian fuel. This is a good sign. Come, we have our course,” he said, then began the descent down the sloping back side of the cliff.

      Unlike the steep face, she would not need a ride for this. And given what had happened last time, she honestly wondered if she could handle another.
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      Darla’s clothes had gone from post-stream-bath damp to dry and quickly back to damp again, but this time from the sweat of exertion. She had been moving fast, her legs churning as she kept pace with Heydar as he hurried them closer to their destination.

      They were covering a lot of distance, far more than she’d have been able to do on any of her hikes back on Earth, and at a speed well beyond her normal capabilities. But it seemed her capabilities were anything but normal now, thanks to the alien plant ink permanently etched into her skin.

      Heydar had been right, the tattoos were itching far less, but when she really pushed herself, she could actually feel the living pigment shifting under her skin. It quelled her aches and pains and gave her more stamina and strength, but she couldn’t help but wonder if she was doing any permanent damage to herself pushing this hard before she had fully healed.

      It was a novel sensation, having what amounted to superpowers, in a way. She couldn’t fly or bend steel bars—at least not that she knew of—but nevertheless her body was suddenly capable of so much more. And her abilities seemed to be growing.

      All because of some mystic runes? Tammy would never believe me, she mused. Darla’s spirits darkened even as her pace remained steady. Of course, I’ll probably never see her again. Or anyone I know, for that matter. The only humans I’ve got are maybe some survivors, and who knows where the hell they might be?

      She looked at the towering alien walking ahead of her, his strides smooth and his eyes alert for danger. She was far from home, and on an alien world, no less, but somehow she felt almost safe with Heydar nearby.

      Darla jumped when her ribs suddenly flared with a crawling itching sensation.

      “What is it?” she blurted, dropping her pack and lifting her shirt in a panic. “Is it a bug? Get it off!”

      Heydar’s warm fingers touched her skin, tracing the lines he had marked her with. The path of the odd sensation. A strange look flashed in his eyes.

      “You are developing the Infala,” he said.

      “The weird rune you were talking about? Okay, I guess.”

      “You do not understand. This is highly unusual. Your other runes are settling in nicely, though it will take as long as it takes to finalize the process. But the Infala? That should take far longer to develop.”

      “You’re saying I’m gonna have some tattoo find me a boyfriend a bazillion miles from home? How on Earth can some magic alien tattoo ink possibly find what no dating app ever could?”

      “You are not on Earth,” he noted over his shoulder.

      “Yeah, no shit. It’s just a figure of speech,” she snapped.

      He slowed his pace ever so slightly and turned to meet her gaze. “You are upset.”

      She forced herself to take a deep breath, then another. “Look, it’s not you, okay? I’m just stressed out here. And now you’re telling me that this freaky, itchy tattoo is going to play matchmaker? It’s not normal. Nothing about this is normal. This world is not normal. These tattoos are not normal. You’re not normal.”

      His jaw flexed, and he gave a tiny nod, then turned from her and continued forward, his pace quickening slightly. She clenched her fists and took several deep breaths, forcing her heart to slow down and her blood pressure to lower. Fighting with the one person actually on her side here was not going to make things better.

      “Hey, wait up!”

      Darla hustled after him, closing the gap quickly. She’d hit a nerve, clearly, but she was just too pissed off about, well, everything to care at the moment. She kept her mouth shut, resolved not to make things worse, at least, and they walked in silence from that point on, Heydar leading the way, weaving through sparse trees and around rocky outcroppings.

      About an hour later the terrain had shifted again, transitioning from dense foliage and trees to a far more barren landscape of rocks and sparse scrub brush. They seemed to be trekking around a geological uprising, though what sort of stone it might have been made of Darla hadn’t the slightest. Granite? Slate? Who knew what sort of materials had formed on this alien world.

      What she did know was the footing was getting trickier and bits of stone would slough away underfoot from time to time. Even Heydar slowed his pace to tread more carefully across the rocks.

      A looming stone wall rose above them, far too unsteady for them to climb over. It would be the long way around, it seemed. Interestingly, there were thick vines running up the stone face periodically. Many were dry and crumbling, but a few appeared to be alive and solidly in place.

      It made Darla wonder if there was perhaps a water source somewhere within the stone. Maybe a natural spring that was running just below the surface. Water erosion could explain some of the instability of the rocks, and maybe they’d even be able to find a small rivulet from which to get a fresh drink.

      She stopped at the next vine they passed and leaned in close to examine it.

      “Hey, I think these things are tapping into a water supply,” she said, tugging at the vine.

      “Don’t!” he shouted, but it was too late.

      Darla looked up as a loud crack shattered the silence. Shards of rock flew from the stone face, spraying out as the vine’s tendrils burst from their foundations. She stared in shock as the wall became boulders, all of them hurtling toward her as the cliff gave way.

      An impact knocked the breath from her lungs, sending her flying, but this wasn’t a cold and jagged stone, it was warm. Warm, strong, and familiar. Darla felt several jolts as the rocks fell and deflected away, then as quickly as it started, everything stopped.

      Small rivers of gravel streamed past her, flowing here and there, but their larger cousins were done with their tumultuous bombardment. Heydar’s arms released her as he slid back and slowly rose to his feet.

      His hair was full of stone dust and gravel and his shirt had been torn in several places from the impacts. Darla realized that he had covered an impossible distance to protect her, tackling her and putting his own body between her and the falling rocks.

      I didn’t think he was paying attention, she marveled. And how did he move so fast? She knew the basics of the pigments deep in his skin, but even with his enhancing tattoos, she was in awe of his display. And he had done it without a moment’s hesitation. Not a flicker of doubt.

      He had saved her life.

      “Are you okay?” she asked, gingerly reaching out and touching his bruised arm.

      “I will be fine,” he said stoically, but when his eyes briefly met hers a flicker of something new was smoldering behind his gold-rimmed irises. Pain, clearly, but there seemed to be more than that.

      Heydar quickly turned from her and brushed the dust from his shoulders and arms. How he wasn’t seriously hurt was beyond her. He had taken the full brunt of boulders—actual fucking boulders—and seemed hardly any worse for wear.

      He took off his battered pack and dug through its contents. Several items had been crushed beyond use. Those he buried underneath a large rock, not wishing to carry them but also taking care not to leave any sign they had been there. Rock slides happened in nature, and this looked like any other.

      Assessing the remaining supplies, he stood tall, rolling out his shoulders and neck before sliding the pack on once more. He glanced over at Darla, his eyes still full of something new.

      “Come,” he said. “We must continue.”

      “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to—”

      “I know,” he interjected. “There is no need to discuss it further. It is still a long way off, and given the current terrain, we need to make it to secure ground by nightfall.”

      “Right. Okay, got it.”

      “And please, be more careful. You are still healing, and I may not always be close enough to protect you.”

      He held her gaze a moment longer, his look igniting a warm flicker in her belly, the heat settling lower, her legs feeling a tingle as her stomach did a little flip. Without another word he turned and started walking once more.

      Darla was beside herself, unsure what to make of what had just happened. He had just risked his life to save her, and without provocation or her even calling for help. Sure, he had been somewhat looking out for her since they escaped the Raxxians, at least a little, but this? It was utterly unexpected.

      And the look in his eyes warmed her belly and made her ache for his touch, no matter if her logical mind might try to persuade her otherwise. This was visceral, illogical, and quite possibly having something to do with the enhancing pigments now bound to her body.

      What the hell was that? Darla wondered, tamping down the growing wetness between her legs as she followed his muscular form. And what does it mean?
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      Heydar moved at a slower pace the rest of that day, though Darla couldn’t be sure if it was because he was more injured than he was letting on or if it was for her benefit. In any case, they didn’t cover nearly as much ground as he had planned by the time night began to fall.

      They would not make it to the downed ship today after all.

      With that reality now obvious, Heydar had been scanning the terrain since well before the sun started to set, searching for a more secure and comfortable location to bed down for the night. While their prior campsite had been decent, another cold, frosty slumber in the open would not do either of them any favors.

      Fortunately, just as the sun began to set, Lady Luck smiled upon them.

      “There,” he said, pointing to a spot across a tiny creek just below the hillside they were on.

      “Where?”

      He stepped close, leaning against her back, his heat radiating against her body as he extended his arm over her shoulder, his breath hot in her ear. “Midway up the opposite bank,” he said. “Do you see it?”

      Darla squinted her eyes against the last rays of the dying sun, but her vision seemed to have sharpened since they’d begun their quest. A few hundred meters up the rise from the water’s edge a spot on the rocks was darker than the surrounding area.

      “Is that a cave?”

      “Cave, cavern, we will find out when we reach it,” he said, pressing onward, gathering up wood as he walked. “Fill your arms,” he directed. “Branches about this size. I will carry the larger ones.”

      By the time they had reached the creek their arms were laden with wood for their fire. Heydar quickly lashed much of it together and slung it over his shoulder, leaving their hands free to collect even more as they made their ascent to their makeshift shelter for the night.

      The sun had fully set before they reached their destination, and they were forced to trek in the dark the last half hour. Heydar moved slowly and deliberately, clearly marking his steps so Darla could follow in them, the footing secure. Finally, they reached the spot they had seen from afar. Heydar signaled for her to wait, then drew his blades and stepped inside.

      He came back out, knives lowered, a moment later. There was no sign of animals living in the space. It didn’t surprise him much when he realized this wasn’t a proper cave, but rather a cavern in the rocks that ended at a stone wall barely a dozen long paces in. It curved slightly, though, and that meant their fire would go unnoted unless someone was to venture extremely close to the opening.

      He dumped the wood and gathered several rocks to create a fire ring to contain the embers as the flames burned down. The curvature of the rock would reflect the heat onto them while allowing the smoke to gently waft out far above them, leaving the air clean and breathable.

      “I can do that,” Darla offered, piling the smaller kindling in a little teepee within the fire ring.

      Heydar thought about objecting but held his tongue. “Very well,” he said, then began digging through his pack, removing meat he had already skewered as he walked when she hadn’t been watching. It was efficient of him, and they would eat sooner for his forethought.

      “Hey, you want me to set those up?” she asked as he laid out the skewers and bits of fresh vegetables scavenged during their trek.

      “You are my responsibility. I will feed you. You must save your energy,” he replied, holding his hand over the kindling until his magic ignited a small flame. “You did a good job with this. We will have a proper fire tonight.”

      Heydar took the pelts and laid them out for them to use as bedding. Fortunately, he had given them a thorough wash in the stream that morning and they had dried nice and clean as the pair hiked. It wasn’t high thread count cotton, but it would do for their needs.

      “Rest. I will prepare our meal,” he said, motioning for her to take a seat.

      Darla obliged, sitting down and shedding her boots. The fresh air on her feet felt divine after the day’s trek, and the warmth of the fire was soothing on her bare skin. The smell of cooking meat and veggies soon filled the air as Heydar rotated the skewers over the flames. One by one he removed them and lay them on the broad, clean leaves they were using as plates.

      He cooks, but does he clean? she wondered with an amused grin.

      Heydar didn’t notice her mirth, tending the fire and preparing their food. A few minutes later he presented her with a substantial portion of food. No sense saving it if it might rot on their hike. And Darla was damn hungry.

      The two of them made quick work of their meals, downing every last morsel then washing it down with fresh water from their supply.

      The two sat quietly a while, digesting their food and letting the day’s aches and pains fade.

      Darla lay back and looked up at the orange tinted stone illuminated by the flickering light. It was a cavern, the kind of place a caveman may have taken shelter in millions of years ago. But here she was, very much not a cavewoman, but rather a human stuck on a world far from home. But despite all the trials and tribulations, she was actually feeling at ease. Safe even. And she had this strange, stoic alien to thank for it.

      They remained silent a while longer, listening to the fire crackle, watching shadows dance across the rocks. After a bit, Heydar leaned forward and gathered the leaves and scraps and threw them all onto the fire. It flared bright, engulfing them in an instant then settling back down to a comfortable blaze.

      He moved to sit on one of the pelts and removed his boots, followed by his shirt. The alien moved gingerly as he pulled the garment over his head. The blood caked on his back was minimal considering what had hit him, but Darla gasped all the same.

      “Oh my God! You’re hurt!”

      “It is nothing.”

      “You said you were okay.”

      “I am okay.”

      “No, you’re not,” she replied, grabbing her water skin and a piece of cloth from her pack. “This is my fault,” she said, moving close behind him. “Let me clean this up.”

      “I said I am fine.”

      “You won’t be fine if this gets infected. And if that happens, you know full well you’re way too big for me to carry.”

      “I will not fall ill.”

      “Can you be sure? Do you know that for a fact?”

      “Well—”

      “Look, I’m just trying to make up for what happened. Can you please just let me help you? It’s not a sign of weakness or anything to say yes.”

      He opened his mouth, ready to retort, but stopped himself short. Heydar’s violet eyes almost glowed with the flickering firelight as he studied this unusual human woman. The most unlikely of companions on this journey.

      “Very well,” he finally said, shifting so he was seated on the fur with his back to her.

      Darla slid close to him, dampening the rag in her hand and gently drawing it across his shoulders. The heat he gave off was noticeable even this close to the fire, and the cool water soon warmed in the cloth as she wiped away the dried blood.

      “Is that okay?”

      “Mmm,” he nodded.

      Darla scooted closer still, his heat radiating from his bare skin, penetrating her thin top and warming her hardening nipples. Tiny jolts shot through her body, her every nerve on fire. She poured more water on the cloth and wiped lower, her fingers tracing the defined muscles bulging underneath his radiant skin.

      She felt an almost electric charge flowing off him as the fingers of her free hand drifted aimlessly while her other hand did its healing work. His heat seemed to be increasing, if that was possible, and she felt her own body temperature rising with him. Most notably, deep inside her, the more primal heat was now spreading between her legs as her nipples brushed against his back as she leaned closer.

      Want surged through her. Need. A desire that was rapidly shutting down her rational brain as instinct took over. Her hands were moving of their own accord now, well past the injuries she had been tending, touching him, reveling in the sensation. Her breath blew ragged on his neck as she drew her fingers down his sides, savoring the ripples of the muscles covering his ribs.

      Heydar’s body rumbled like a big cat as a low vibrating groan escaped his chest. His skin tensed and rippled with goosebumps even as his heat increased further. Darla leaned forward, pressing her breasts into his back, her body almost bucking from the warm surge of the increased contact. Her pussy was dripping wet in anticipation, and her lower belly tightened in that most fantastic way.

      What the hell are you doing, Dar? she asked herself, shocked at her roaming hands, fully aware of what she was doing yet unable to stop herself.

      Was it the new tattoos influencing her? Was the alien pigment living in her skin pushing her to do things she’d never have thought of in her previous life?

      The answer didn’t matter.

      Heydar turned, locking eyes with her in the flickering firelight, the slight smolder they had contained earlier now burning much, much brighter. His pupils were dilated with desire, his pulse clearly throbbing in the thick veins in his neck. A fine sheen of sweat was beading his brow, but it was not the fire that had caused it.

      His massive hand reached out, slowly, gently, sliding up under her shirt, lifting it ever so slowly, the fabric pulling across her nipples sending electric jolts to her pussy. Darla twitched, unable to control her body, her arousal growing exponentially with every passing second.

      Heydar pulled her shirt over her head, leaving her exposed to his ravenous gaze. His long, thick fingers touched her skin with a lightness that one would not expect from so massive a man, slowly tracing the lines of her curves and tattoos, the two merged as one on her body.

      Darla sucked in a sharp breath as he drew his fingertips along the sides of her breasts, exploring the tender flesh, her skin drawing tight with sensation, her nipples now rock hard and straining for his touch. She glanced down at the markings on her body, watching him explore, savoring every bit of her.

      The dark ink appeared even darker in this light, and the powerful white highlights seemed to almost glow under his passing touch.

      Did those move? she wondered, but her thoughts on the changing shapes of the designs on her body were purged from her mind when his huge hand cupped her breast, the heat of his palm penetrating deep into her chest. Her breath grew faster, and he moved with skill and intuition, reading her movements and responding in kind.

      He shifted his hand, her erect nipple sliding between his thumb and palm as though it had always been meant to be there. He squeezed, somehow knowing just the right pressure to elicit the greatest response. Darla bucked a little, her body no longer hers to control, an electric heat shooting through her down between her legs.

      Darla shifted and felt her juices dripping from her swelling folds, her clit straining with need, growing with every little twist of his fingers. Her body felt aflame, the heat warming her limbs, her forehead and neck damp with a surge of aroused sweat.

      Heydar paused, putting his rising passion in check, studying this human woman’s responses, silently gauging her. He could take her if he so desired. He was so much larger he could do whatever he wanted with ease, but he held back, his other hand moving to cup her other breast, teasing her nipples until she felt she might burst with want.

      Darla’s mouth was watering and her pussy dripping wet, her pupils wide with desire. How he was holding back she had no idea, but she couldn’t control herself any longer. She reached out and grabbed the firm bulge in his pants. His cock was straining against the material, and she could feel the ridges had grown erect from tip to root.

      The heat of it radiated through her palm when she squeezed. She was gentle, her eyes locked on his, watching his lips twitch with pleasure. A little smile tugged the corners of her mouth, and she squeezed harder.

      The fire in his eyes flared bright, his passion surging to a full blaze. He shifted his attention from his teasing and pushed her firmly onto her back. Darla marveled at his hands, so large and so strong, she couldn’t have stopped him even if she tried. But she didn’t want him to stop. She wanted this and so much more.

      Heydar propped himself up on one arm and leaned in close, wrapping his lips around her left nipple, sucking while his hand teased her right one, sending jolts of ecstasy shooting through her, making her body writhe in spite of herself.

      Darla almost didn’t realize what was happening when his hands slid to her trousers and unfastened them, but then with the greatest ease he lifted her ass in the air and deftly pulled them off her with one fluid motion.

      How did he do that so—

      The thought fell from her mind as his fingers traced the folds of her swollen labia, exploring her, teasing her, his fingers slick with her juices from the first touch. His fingertips grazed her engorged clit and she bucked hard, her hips rocketing up with so much force he hesitated, looking at her a little bit alarmed.

      “No, it’s good,” she managed to say, her voice husky with desire.

      He smiled at her. A sexy, wicked smile, and lowered his head, lapping at her skin, tasting her sweat and her excitement as he trailed lower until she could feel his hot breath on her sensitive sex. Darla could hardly contain herself, every nerve blazing with arousal.

      The sexy alien held off a moment, feeling her react to his breath, then could wait no longer. He fastened his mouth over her clit and suckled her with gusto, a groan of pleasure escaping his lips as he tasted her juices coating his tongue. Darla’s hips jolted again, totally out of control, but he held on tight, working her sex in his mouth, his rumbling grunts of joy vibrating inside of her.

      Darla climaxed in an instant, coming so hard she felt her limbs go numb and her vision go dark as her bones melted into the ground and her mind exploded into a million stars, their sparkling trails flowing through every inch of her body as she floated in blissful oblivion.

      She didn’t know how long she was like that, but eventually she drifted back to reality. Her vision slowly returned, the sparkles fading and her body once more coming under her control. She looked down at him, chest heaving from her orgasm.

      “Holy fuck. I’ve never come that hard. What the hell did you do?”

      He simply smiled at her, a wicked, pleased gleam in his eyes. He licked his lips, his forked tongue tasting her juices on him, then gently lay into her again, his tongue swirling and sucking, working its magic in a way no human possibly could.

      Oh my God. That tongue! I never knew I needed this until right now.

      Heydar licked gently, reveling in the taste of her sensitive clit and labia. Darla felt something new pressing through the folds. Something hot and hard. She gasped as two of his long fingers slid inside of her, their heat warming her from the inside like she’d never felt before.

      He began sucking her clit, his tongue swirling and pulling, wrapping around it in ways no human could ever hope to achieve. The sensation was amazing, and the pressure of his fingers inside her was enough to make her positively drenched, coating his hand and face as he brought her ecstasy back from a smolder to a full blaze.

      Just when she thought it couldn’t get any better, she felt as if a ball of flame was ignited inside her. She had no idea what he was doing, but it was unlike any fingering she’d ever experienced. Not just rubbing in all the right ways, her pussy clenching against his fingers with mounting lust, but also rippling, pulsing against her G-Spot as he sucked her clit, sending her over the top again and again.

      Darla’s entire body tensed and quivered as she came again and again. The world stopped around her and time ceased to have meaning as her orgasms engulfed her. She was blind, and deaf, and out of her senses, and she loved every second of it, not wanting to ever come down.

      She had come more times than she could count as he maintained a steady rhythm within her, pushing her over the edge again and again, her orgasms building even stronger until she thought she might actually die from the pleasure.

      Finally, Heydar lifted his head from between her legs and pulled his fingers out of her quivering pussy. Darla’s eyes struggled to open, just long enough to see him licking them clean with a satisfied grin plastered to his face.

      Still rubber limbed, Darla groped for his cock, fumbling with her sex-addled touch.

      “Not now, Malaika,” he said, gently moving her hand and sliding up beside her, pulling her close in his arms.

      “What does that mean,” she mumbled, already drifting off.

      “Later. Now, rest. Gather your strength.”

      She tried to object but his arms were so warm, so strong, holding her safe and close. The tiny spoon to his massive one. She felt his cock hot and hard against her ass, but he made no attempt to mount her. The pressure of his manhood was the last thing wandering through her mind as she drifted off into a deep sleep in his welcoming embrace.
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      Darla slept the kind of sleep she’d only experienced a few times in her life. It was the “dead to the world” variety that bordered on sleep paralysis, it was so intense. But unlike this blissful post-coital slumber, in her past life the few similar occurrences had happened after some grueling ordeal or another.

      Once, while on vacation in Italy, she’d learned the Italian word for strike was scioppero when all forms of transit abruptly shut down, leaving her stranded with just her backpack dozens of kilometers from her destination. She had hiked through the night, unable to sleep out in public for obvious reasons.

      By the time she had made it to her hotel, it was late the following afternoon. She’d been on the move for over fifteen hours, and had been awake far longer than that. She’d checked in with only a few brain cells functioning, made it to her room, and passed out for thirteen hours straight, missing the museum tour she’d already paid for.

      This time, however, her deep slumber was under far more pleasant circumstances. Yes, her body was tired from the hike, but that sexy alien had finger banged her to unconsciousness. The memory of the countless orgasms warmed her belly as she slowly roused from her sleep, still nude beneath the furs, a wetness already forming in hopes of more before her brain was even fully engaged.

      Holy shit, that was hot, she marveled as her mental fog lifted. That guy is fucking talented.

      A flash of doubt suddenly hit her, disrupting her pleasant thoughts and leaving her cold. Heydar had left her as she slept, carrying on the quest without her, she just knew it. Enough men had fucked and run in her life that she knew better than to keep her hopes up. She felt the warmth in her belly dim as disappointment set in.

      Darla opened her eyes, ready to figure out what to do next, when an unexpected sight greeted her. A pair of gold-rimmed, violet eyes staring at her, heavy-lidded and full of emotion.

      Heydar reached out and gently brushed her hair from her eyes, trailing his fingers along her head, behind her ear, and down to her collarbone, where he let them linger, her pulse thrumming under his touch.

      “You wake, Malaika. You slept a long time. I hope you are well rested.”

      “Uh, yeah,” she said, unexpectedly in that awkward moment after sex where future interactions would be decided. “I slept great. Did you?”

      “Yes, I did. We were both in need of rest after all of yesterday’s activities.”

      He was talking about the hike, naturally, but there was no way their sexytime wasn’t figuring into his statement. He slid his hand lower, lifting the fur from Darla’s bare flesh, exposing her to his searching gaze.

      His fingertips traced the lines of her tattoos, drifting over the sweeping lines, lingering on the runes, their pigment and light highlights having settled into more complex patterns than he had originally inked her with. She shuddered, but not from cold.

      “Your pigment is settling in nicely, and your runes have mostly formed, and far more developed than one so recently marked would show.”

      He continued touching her, so brutally strong out in the world, but so gentle with her. A tranquil beast, tame and calm, except when it was time to not be. She had seen him dispatch those attacking animals and had no illusions as to his potential, but with her, he was a different man. One she wanted more than anything right about now.

      Darla rolled over to face the other way then scooted back against him, nestling into the warm curve of his big spoon. He draped his arm over her, resting his hand on her breast, cupping it in his meaty paw, his fingers teasing her nipple as he gently kissed her shoulder, his breath warm on her skin.

      “To develop runes like this requires much energy,” he said. “Even for my own kind, this would be a massively draining process. But you are handling it exceptionally well.”

      “I do my best,” she said, scooting her ass back against him.

      He let out a tiny groan. “You are a remarkable woman, Darla.”

      “You’re not so bad yourself,” she purred, reaching behind her and grabbing his cock. Any hesitation or uncertainty she may have had now long gone. In one swift motion, she pulled him free from his trousers, her bare palm shocked by the radiant heat of his member.

      He was already partially hard, her backing into him clearly rousing the beast between his legs. Now, in her hand, he grew instantly erect as she pumped his length. The heat increased and the ridges around his girthy member grew more prominent the harder he became.

      In no time, his cock swelled up to an impressive length, rigid and standing at attention, straining under her touch. A grower and a shower, she mused, her fingers running over the swelling ridges, making him twitch from the sensation.

      This one’s built for both our pleasure, she noted, her fingertip collecting the droplet of pre-cum glistening on the broad tip of his cock.

      He squeezed her nipple as he cupped her breast, biting her neck, gently for the moment, though she could sense his animalistic passion building. Darla gasped as he latched onto her neck, his tongue tasting her sweat as she pumped his cock with her hand, faster and faster until she didn’t think it could get any harder.

      She shifted her hips, lifting one leg and positioning his sex between her legs, her juices already flowing freely, coating him from tip to base. She pressed it against her clit, the heat giving her an electric jolt of pleasure.

      Slowly she lowered her leg, squeezing his cock tight between her folds, sliding freely over its ridged length, every thrust making her clit jump with pleasure. They both let out low groans of ecstasy, Darla pushing her ass back harder and Heydar thrusting his hips forward to meet her, his cum-heavy balls slapping against her with every stroke.

      Darla had never been so wet, so completely and utterly aroused. She clenched harder, squeezing him against her clit as his arms pulled her in tight, his other hand weaving around her body as he lifted her slightly from the furs, sliding up her chest until it rested on her neck.

      His fingers tightened, not too much, but just enough to hold her steady, taking control as he thrust harder. Darla’s first climax hit hard and fast, sending her bucking against him. He held her firm, not letting her wet pussy slip away from him but keeping her close, thrusting on and on, pushing her over the edge into a chain of body-shaking orgasms.

      She was out of her head with bliss, but even in that state she could feel the hard pounding of his heart, his muscular chest pressed firmly against her back as he wrapped her up in his arms. Darla wanted him inside her so bad it hurt. She shifted her hips, sliding forward, feeling the head of his cock teasing her vulva as it slid back and forth, nearly penetrating her with each stroke.

      Darla angled her pussy for proper insertion and pressed back, guiding him with her body, drawing him close.

      Holy shit, am I really doing this?

      She pushed back and gasped as the thick tip of his cock slid into her, stretching her open, her body twitching as she fought to relax enough to grant him that blissful entry.

      Heydar’s body tensed. In a flash he released his grip and pushed free.

      “What is it? Are you—”

      He had a hand raised for silence, his blades held at the ready in each hand. She looked at him, wondering where they had even come from.

      He quickly moved to the cavern opening in a crouch, the small rune on his pubis churning with power, his erection still hard in front of him. A faint breeze on his sex-slick cock brought that little detail to his attention. Quickly, he tucked himself into his trousers. He turned to Darla and motioned for her to stay still and remain quiet, then crept out into the daylight.

      Darla gathered up her clothing and dressed as quietly as she could, her ears straining for any sound of what was going on outside. But tucked inside the cavern, the only sounds she heard were those of the breeze passing the opening and the occasional shifting of rocks as they slid down the hillside.

      What the hell is going on? And talk about shitty timing!

      She moved closer to the mouth of the cavern where more light was filtering in. She was looking to see if she could catch a glimpse of whatever was happening out there when something sitting atop a flat rock just inside the cavern’s mouth caught her eye.

      Oh, he did not. Seriously?

      Apparently, while she had slept, Heydar had laid out a little spread of native fruits, vegetables, and some of the native bread they had been saving in their packs. He had also unwrapped a few pieces of the local sweet cake, dense with carbs and sugars, which her body was certainly craving right about now.

      He made me breakfast in bed, she pondered, shocked. He actually got up and made me breakfast in bed. Or cave. Whatever. Regardless, after all the shitty guys I dated on Earth, this seven-foot-tall alien is the one treating me right? She took a bite of the cake, savoring the taste as well as the effort he had made for her.“Not bad, Heydar. Not bad at all.”

      “What is not bad?” a deep voice said from the cavern opening.

      “You’re back!” she exclaimed, excited and relieved. Then she saw the blood.

      Heydar gauged her look of concern and held up a small animal. “Do not worry, it is not mine. It seems it was not the Raxxians that stumbled upon our resting place after all.” He walked over and tossed the beast next to the smoldering remains of their fire. “In any case, inconvenient as the intrusion was, we need not worry about today’s food,” he said, pouring some water from the container over his hands, washing the blood away.

      They could spare it. There were enough small streams in the area that there was no concern about running out of water. And he had raced from the cavern only partially clothed. Blood would wash from skin far easier than from clothing.

      Darla watched him run his hands over his exposed torso admiringly, the water cleaning specks of blood from his thick muscled body. He made quick work of it, though, the earlier mood had been thoroughly killed along with the animal that had interrupted them.

      They ate together, sitting close, their legs lightly touching but none of the heightened arousal of earlier. Adrenaline had put an end to that. For the time being at least. But this was nice too. A closeness that frankly took Darla by surprise at how comfortable it was. How easy.

      Heydar cleaned up the remains of the meal and thoroughly doused the embers, then he wrapped the animal that would be their dinner tightly and bound it to his pack. Fully clothed and ready to go, he led her out into the daylight.

      “We must remain quiet and move quickly,” he said quietly.

      “What is it? I thought you said the Raxxians weren’t here.”

      “I said they did not stumble upon our resting place. But the longer we are out here, the more likely it is they have sent a retrieval team to this world.” He glanced around, scanning for any danger but finding none. At least, not yet. “Come. Let us be off. We have much ground to cover.”

      He hid the worry in his eyes, but Darla picked up on it all the same.

      Oh, Heydar. What have we gotten ourselves into?
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      Heydar and Darla had not wasted time packing up their gear and heading out toward the section of downed ship. They had gotten caught up in the moment, but that temporary bliss had been shattered, interrupted by not only a wild animal, who had paid the price, but also the rude reminder that the Raxxians had lost a valuable ship and would no doubt be working on retrieving their cargo post-haste.

      They moved quickly over the hilly terrain leading to the crash site. It wasn’t nearly as rocky in this section of their trek, and the rises and dips were far less intense than the craggy cliffs they had to traverse previously. That allowed Darla a moment to allow her heightened senses to take in the sounds and smells as well as the sights around her.

      There was a faint tinge of smoke in the air, but incredibly subtle. Something had burned but how far away there was no telling. The flowers and foliage were also giving off novel smells, vibrant and healthy, adding to Darla’s much improved mood.

      Alien animals were making what she assumed were normal alien animal noises, but like the trace smoke, she had no idea where exactly they were. Judging by Heydar’s relaxed gait, none of them were close enough to be an issue. In any case, they would be at the crash site soon enough.

      Heydar’s long legs were churning at a substantial pace, but Darla found herself keeping up much easier than before. Her legs felt even stronger than the other day. Yes, it was definitely the pigment healing into her body and giving her a boost, she reasoned.

      Interestingly, the increased strength seemed to peak in daylight hours, and the higher in the sky the sun traversed, the more revitalized she felt.

      Of course, he said the pigment draws its power from not just this galaxy, but specifically from the sun’s rays. No wonder I feel so good.

      Darla lifted her shirt as she walked, unfastening her waistband as well, looking at the lines of ink running along her body. She noticed Heydar abruptly stop with her peripheral vision, sensing him more than seeing him, truth be told. Likely one more perk of this alien stuff living in her skin.

      He looked at her curiously, then stepped closer, her bare midriff triggering a twitch and noticeably growing bulge in his trousers.

      “What are you doing?” he asked.

      “Just checking out your handiwork. I feel amazing. I realized the sun must be supercharging the runes and stuff. Is it always going to be like this?”

      He nodded. “Sometimes more intense than others. It is dependent on what sort of star acts as a system’s sun. Different solar systems possess different varieties, and no two are identical. This system in particular appears to have a rather powerful sun. I wonder if that might be part of the reason your pigment is bonding to your body so quickly.”

      “Whatever it is, me likey,” she said with a little chuckle. She ran her finger over one of the curving lines on her flank, tracing it lower toward her hips, feeling the pigment react to the pressure of her touch. Interestingly, the ink changed hues, shifting subtly before her eyes.

      Heydar actually seemed a little flustered watching her hand dip into her waistband. It was not long ago at all they were very nearly fucking like wild animals, and with that memory still fresh, it would take a lot more trekking across difficult terrain to force that from both of their minds.

      Heydar kneeled in front of her and leaned in close, his hot breath making her skin ripple with goosebumps of anticipation despite the warm air and physical exertion. But he didn’t touch her. There was no warm, wet mouth pressed to her belly. Instead, his eyes widened slightly, the gold rims flickering in the sunlight as what looked to be shock registered on his face.

      “This cannot be,” he said quietly.

      “What can’t? You’re the one who said I was amazing, right?”

      “And you are. But this? It is unheard of. Here, turn so the sun is at your back.”

      She did as he directed and looked at the line of ink he was pointing to. It was a sloping curve, leading up from her belly to her flank, curving around her breast until it came to an end at the nascent Infala rune on her clavicle.

      The ink was dark, almost indigo blue-black, but he had added highlights of the luminescent white pigment. With her belly shadowed by the sun at her back, she could see what drew his attention. The white lines were faintly glowing, drawing power from the sun. What’s more, they seemed to be creeping along her darker markings, adding a bright accent to even more of her body.

      Whatever plant they had extracted this rarest of pigments from, it clearly liked its new host body.

      “I’ve never seen anything like this,” he said, running his finger along the line, fascinated by the ink while also noticeably aroused by the woman bearing it. “The Oraku graciously provided me with some of the rarest of pigments with which to complete your first runes, but you have taken them in and increased their potency in a manner unheard of.” He stood up, his hand still resting on her exposed stomach, a hot gleam in his eye, as well as a look of utter fascination. “You defy logic, Darla of Earth. What amazing sort of creature are you?”

      Darla felt her cheeks grow warm at his gaze while another part of her anatomy flared with an even greater heat. “I’m just a girl from Earth, is all.”

      “You are far more than that.”

      She placed her hand atop his, holding it firmly to her skin. “You say my body is developing the runes you started faster than normal, right?”

      “That it most certainly is.”

      She made eye contact, then glanced away, her cheeks even warmer. “What about the Infala?” she asked, wondering if it was the bonding rune that was making her feel this way about the strange alien she had disliked so recently.

      He reached out with his other hand, grazing her breast through her shirt as he did. Darla’s nipples hardened at once and she felt her pulse rate spike. His fingers gently pulled open her collar and trailed down to her collarbone.

      “The Infala is not yet fully developed,” he said, allowing her shirt to slip back into place. “With the way your body reacts to the pigments, I am quite certain you will be very aware of it when it does.”

      She nodded, swallowing hard. Is it getting really hot out here, or is it just my raging hormones? she wondered as she pressed his hand against her belly harder, hoping he would slide it lower, even out here in the open, Raxxians be damned.

      Raxxians. The green monsters that ate humans.

      A flash of clarity hit her, and Darla forced herself to focus. There would be time for that later. For the moment, she wanted some answers.

      “You say that these runes are what give me extra strength, but you also said they do other things.”

      “Which vary from person to person, yes. It is a symbiotic relationship with the pigments. They react to your particular biology and needs, forming the power runes accordingly.”

      “And you say it does this all on its own?”

      “Yes. There is no conscious interaction with your pigments.”

      “Huh, okay. So this Infala rune. It’s a strong one?”

      “One of the most powerful. It forms with a bond to your heart, and when completed, it will draw you to your mate.”

      “But what if I don’t want to do what it says? What if I don’t like my mate?”

      Heydar’s expression grew serious. “There is no denying the Infala rune. None would even dream of it. Once the pigment is set, so too is your fate, and only death can break the bond.”

      “Well, okay then,” she said. “Thanks for clarifying all of that for me. It’s not the sort of thing we’re familiar with back home.”

      “I am aware of this, and it is one of the reasons I am impressed with you. To adapt so readily? To accept a foreign, an alien way of life after being so recently snatched from your own? It demonstrates remarkable character and strength.”

      Darla’s cheeks were red, she just knew it, but at this moment she didn’t care. She pulled his hand from her stomach and laced her fingers with his.

      “You’re not so bad yourself, you know,” she said, pulling his arm close and kissing his bulging bicep tenderly.

      She would have had to be blind to not notice the stirring in his groin. It was such a small thing, just a gesture of affection and appreciation, yet it drew such a reaction. Darla couldn’t help but feel special. It was a heady feeling knowing she had that kind of effect on so powerful a man. It was damn near intoxicating.

      “Okay, I suppose we should keep moving,” she said, shaking it off. “You said you thought we could reach the crash site later today, right?”

      “That was my original assessment yesterday from our elevated vantage point,” he replied. “However, while the terrain has been much more forgiving today, the course we have been forced to follow has pushed us off from a direct approach. I fear we will not be able to reach it before nightfall.”

      That meant a campout. Darla’s pussy reacted before she could even voice her thought, growing hot and wet with anticipation. She unconsciously licked her lips, wondering what his thick, ridged cock would feel like in her mouth.

      “Uh, so you’re saying we’ll need to bed down somewhere tonight?” she asked, her body electrified at the thought of it.

      He squeezed her hand and gazed into her eyes. “Yes, we will spend one more night before reaching our goal.” A little smile creased the corners of his full lips as he stared at her. “Come,” he finally said, gently pulling her much smaller hand in his. “We should be on our way. There is still much ground to cover before nightfall.”

      She followed gladly, walking hand in hand with this enormous hunk of alien manliness. Her arousal dimmed slightly as they moved, but the lingering anticipation would in no way be entirely quenched. Only one thing would do that, and she was looking forward to it with every fiber of her being.

      Who would have thought? she marveled. Me. And an alien.

      It would have taken steel wool to scrub the smile from her face just then. She had no idea exactly how it had happened, but here she was, growing really fond of this guy. And for once the little voice of doubt in her head remained thankfully silent.

      She just wondered when it would eventually rear its ugly head.
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      Darla and her enormous alien companion made good time on their trek once they put aside any thoughts of further shenanigans. There would be time for that later, and the promise of bedding down together was not far from either of their minds as they pushed ahead at a blistering pace.

      They walked hand in hand at points, at others Heydar would gently place his hand on her waist as she stepped over an obstacle. But it wasn’t in a patronizing way, and she could see the arousal in his eyes just beneath the surface. To be fair, she was feeling pretty much the same way, wishing he would just bend her over a rock and fuck her senseless.

      All the little touches were adding up, and fast, and her body was absolutely on fire from the sustained arousal. But it would be some time before they turned in for the day, and in the meantime, it meant an ongoing and subtle foreplay that they were both looking forward to bringing to fruition.

      “We will need to be on our guard if we happen upon any roadways or frequented paths,” Heydar said, pausing to take in their surroundings with a more critical gaze. “It could be quite dangerous.”

      “What do you mean? The Oraku are really nice people.”

      “But there are many more races on this world than just the Oraku. Rohanna the elder made that much abundantly clear. There are other settlements here. Offworlders as well as indigenous people. The Oraku stay away from them as much as possible, but even they sometimes have to fend off raids. The Dohrag in particular are apparently quite a problem here.”

      “Dohrag? What’s a Dohrag?”

      “An offworld race, brutish and combative, but a people with advanced technology and abundant weapons. Not an adversary you would wish to get on the bad side of, if at all possible.”

      “And the Oraku fight with them?”

      “Not as much fight as fend off their raids.”

      Darla flashed him a confused look. “Hang on. You said the Dohrag were advanced. Like, way more advanced than the Oraku.”

      “They are, yes.”

      “Then what would they even bother raiding them for? I mean, food? They can just catch their own and it would be far less trouble than stirring up a fight with the locals.”

      Heydar stopped and turned to face her directly. “It is not crops and livestock they seek. The Dohrag come for females.”

      Darla’s stomach dropped. “Females? What do you mean, females?”

      “It is as you surmise,” he said, gauging the serious look in her eye. “There are several races on this world who value females as a prize. But the Dohrag? They are particularly nasty pieces of work. They travel the stars in small groups, their ships crewed entirely by males.”

      “No women?”

      “Not a one,” he replied, shaking his head. “The Dohrag are a foolish people who ignorantly do not believe in sending females on missions of any significant duration. In so doing, they not only deny themselves the skills women clearly possess, but it is also terrible for the morale of the all-male crews.”

      “I bet. How long are these missions, exactly?”

      “Years. Many years. The leadership never ventures from their creature comforts, so they are not affected by their edicts. But in their quest for non-distracted efficiency they have caused a systemic morale problem. It was not always this way, mind you, but the shift of power on their world skewed their path toward that of foolishness.”

      “I’ll say,” Darla agreed. “And holy hell, those guys have got to be hella pent up. No wonder they’re restless.”

      “And when they find a female, you can imagine what becomes of them.”

      Darla’s jaw set firm at the thought. “We need to find the others.”

      “I know.”

      “There were at least a dozen women in our holding compartment.”

      “I am aware of that.”

      “And who knows how many on the rest of the ship?”

      “Which is why I agree that we must move. If we reach them quickly we may be able to spare them the atrocities of a hostile capture. Come,” he said, then turned and continued on at a brisk pace.

      Darla followed close behind, matching his increased stride step for step. She couldn’t help but appreciate his motives. He had been a bit surly at first, and they had most definitely not hit it off, but despite that, and with no ties whatsoever to these other women, he was making saving them a priority.

      On top of that, he had made his decision to do so with no hidden motives. He had started this quest before they had their liaison. In fact, he had been planning on doing the whole thing on his own before she’d forced him to take her along.

      He’s a good guy, she told herself. Naturally, the one good man I find is an alien, and a bazillion miles from home no less. Well, like Mama said, we make the most of what cards we’re dealt, she thought, the air quiet but for their footsteps on the uneven ground.

      Several hours later they had covered a lot of distance, moving across the terrain with an ease Darla would not have been remotely capable of just the day prior. She still felt amazing, and even with the sun starting to lower in the sky she felt as though she could take on the world.

      Unfortunately, the rolling hills and brief stretches of plains had transitioned to jutting rock cliffs once again. It was something they hadn’t been able to see even from their position the other day; the shift being hidden by the trees and natural curvature of the hills around them.

      It was some sort of seismic plate they had stumbled upon. Long dormant as the buried piles of shattered rocks made clear. Nature had covered the fallen shards and boulders with dirt ages ago, and plant life had taken hearty root, growing well in the fecund soil.

      “You think it’s stable?” Darla asked, walking up to the stone face and tugging on a jutting chunk of rock. “It doesn’t look like that other spot.”

      “It is not. This is a different sort of rock. Far harder and not prone to fragmenting.”

      “Well, that’s a relief. I wouldn’t want to go causing a landslide again.”

      “That makes two of us,” he said, the memory of her previous mishap fresh, but the smile in his eyes showing nothing but warmth. “I am afraid, however, that we are likely going to need to climb this cliff. From what I can see of the seismic upheaval, this faultline almost certainly runs for some distance, and we cannot afford to add one or more days to our journey to circumnavigate it. Allow me to shift my pack and I will carry you up.”

      Darla looked up at the rock face and rolled her shoulders. “Don’t sweat it, big guy. I’ve got this.”

      Without a moment’s hesitation she jumped up to the nearest solid handhold and began hoisting herself up the cliff face with startling ease.

      This is amazing. I feel so much stronger! she marveled, then began climbing even faster.

      “Wait!” Heydar called up after her. “Go slower! Conserve your energy!”

      “Don’t worry about me, I’m fine!” she replied, flying up the rocks.

      Heydar reached up and grabbed hold of the rock, pulling himself up after her as fast as he could. With her newfound strength, however, he was having to put in far more of an effort than he expected. Nevertheless, he was gaining on her, albeit slowly.

      Darla was hauling ass, her hands and feet finding purchase without a second thought. Whatever it was these runes did for her muscular endurance, balance was also part of the package. Like Jack scaling his beanstalk, up and up she raced, not thinking about how high she was, and certainly not looking down.

      She was on cloud nine until her left hand suddenly slipped, her grip weakening. She quickly reestablished her purchase on the rock face, but her whole body was starting to feel weird.

      “Heydar?” she called out, fear creeping into her voice. “What’s happening to me?”

      “Hold on!” he shouted up to her, increasing his pace as much as he could.

      Darla didn’t know how far it was to the top, but she was quite certain she was high enough for a fall to kill her, and panic was setting in. Her fingers began to slip, and her vision swirled, her equilibrium making the world spin inside her head.

      “Heydar!” she managed to squeak out just as her hands popped free from their handholds.

      She was weightless, floating in the void. Or so it felt until her body slammed into something firm yet forgiving. This was not the rocks far below. Amazingly, she realized she was still alive. Alive and intact, so far as she could tell in her weakened state.

      The reality of the situation was that Heydar had managed to secure one fist deep in a crack just as she fell, wedging his hand in as hard as he could then pivoting out, extending his free arm beneath her.

      His powerful muscles tensed as he caught her falling body, absorbing the impact, his tattoos flaring and shifting within his skin, drawing from the system’s power and adding to his natural strength. Even then, her velocity was almost too great to overcome, but with every ounce of resolve he possessed he managed to hold on and draw her in close.

      Heydar took a moment to catch his breath then shifted her motionless weight, draping her over his shoulder and securing her as best he could, tucking her arms into the gap between his pack and his shoulders. The pressure would not be comfortable, but at least she wouldn’t slip out as he climbed.

      He grabbed the rock with his free hand and carefully withdrew his other from the rocky crack. It was scraped and bruised, but otherwise intact. She had hit hard. Had he tried to simply hang on with his fingers her impact would have undoubtedly peeled both of them off the rock face.

      Quickly, but carefully, he ascended the cliff, making sure to only grab the easiest, most secure of handholds as he carried her upward. It took several minutes of slow going before he reached the top and crawled onto the summit.

      He moved a safe distance in from the edge and set her down, untangling her from his pack’s straps.

      “What happened?” she asked, her voice weak.

      “You pushed too hard.”

      “But I felt good. I was able to climb so easily.”

      “Yes, your pigment has grown strong within you. Too strong for so short a time. The bond is still tenuous, yet you pushed too hard and drew deep upon it before it was fully set in your body. And now you will be weaker for it, though with your body’s reaction to the pigment I do not know for how long.”

      Darla shook her head, trying to knock the cobwebs loose.

      “I’m fine,” she said, trying to get up. She immediately fell over, which was why he had made a point to set her down far from the cliff’s edge.

      “Shh. Rest, Malaika. I have you.”

      Darla was drifting off even as he lifted her up in his arms as if she weighed nothing. By the time he started walking she was melting into his embrace, a moment later falling sound asleep against the warmth of his broad chest.
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      Darla woke to find herself covered with both of their furs, cozily ensconced in a bundle of warmth. Wiping the drowsiness from her eyes she looked around. Heydar had made camp under a copse of trees up against a jutting rock. It wasn’t a cavern by any means, but the location was a fairly secure one against the elements.

      The ground beneath her was slightly raised. She reached behind her and felt a closely woven layer of small branches covered with abundant leaves to cushion her. Heydar had made a point to keep her off the cold ground while she slept. Again, going above and beyond without her even asking.

      She smiled lazily to herself as she gazed up at the sky through the branches. It was just barely light out, the sky a lesser shade of blue.

      “Wow, I must’ve really drained myself if I slept until sunset,” she mumbled, pushing up onto her elbow.

      Her body ached. A lot.

      Unlike recently, her new runes were not feeding her body with a seemingly endless surge of energy. In fact, at the moment Darla felt like she was almost entirely back to her old self again. Tired and aching, namely. She hadn’t realized just how much the pigments were boosting her muscles.

      And now she felt like a hot mess, and it was entirely her own doing. Heydar had been right. She’d pushed herself too far hard and was paying the price.

      Heydar’s silhouette separated from the nearby tree he had been leaning against, her silent protector moving close and sitting beside her. He gently brushed the hair from her face, concern in his gaze, his warm fingers soothing on her cool brow.

      “You are awake,” he said, offering her a drink of water from the skin hanging around his neck.

      “Thanks. I’m parched,” she said, greedily gulping down mouthful after mouthful.

      “You would be. You overextended yourself.”

      She painfully rolled her aching shoulders. “Yeah, I realize that now. Thank you for saving me.”

      He nodded once, saying nothing more, settling down behind her.

      “You really do look out for me,” she said, reaching out and taking his hand, pulling his arm around her as she nestled up against him with a contented sigh. “I really did overdo it. I can’t believe I slept so long. It’s already nightfall.”

      “This is morning,” he corrected.

      “Wait, what?”

      “You slept straight through the afternoon and night. It is a new day. This is why you must be cautious until your pigment is fully settled.”

      Darla was freaking out on the inside but only felt a slight surge of adrenaline. For one, she’d used it all up the previous day. For another, she was still in a semi-daze, and curled up in Heydar’s arms she felt no fear despite the instinctive moment of panic.

      “Wow,” she finally managed to say. “Note very much taken. I should have listened to you. Sorry.”

      He squeezed her close, his hand drifting to her breast as he pulled her in tight. “Your reaction is natural, especially for one unfamiliar with our ways. I can imagine how intoxicating a sensation it must have been for you. And without generational knowledge of what to do and not to do, pushing yourself too hard is not entirely unexpected.”

      “But still a big no-no.”

      “Well, yes, naturally. But one that is understandable and readily forgiven. What is important is you are unharmed.”

      “But we lost half a day’s time because of me. More, even. We should be at the crash site by now. What if the others have been captured or killed because I slowed us down?”

      “Then we will deal with that when we come to it. There is no sense in what ifs, Darla. You will find life far more pleasant if you do not deal in them.”

      His hand squeezed tighter, her nipple caught between his fingers. A jolt of happy arousal ignited between her legs despite her exhaustion. Darla snuggled her ass back against him, savoring the growing bulge in his trousers pressing hard against her. She was tired, but not too tired for this.

      And apparently, he was more than game for some playtime.

      Slowly she began grinding against him, working his length with her rear, taking her time, enjoying every bit of the moment, the heat of his cock hot against her ass even through their clothes.

      Heydar let out a low groan of pleasure, his lips finding her neck and kissing it, his hot tongue darting out and tasting the salty tang of her bare skin. Darla felt her body flutter with anticipation.

      A cracking twig snapped them both from their moment. Heydar was on his feet in a flash, still erect as he crouched low, both of his blades in his hands.

      Again with the knives. How did he get them? Was he even wearing them? Darla marveled.

      Another crackling broke the silence, then another. Heydar shifted his stance, his erection dropping rapidly as his body transitioned into fighting mode.

      A blast hit the ground at his feet, a crackling bolt of some sort of power. Plasma? Electricity? Darla didn’t know what it was, save that it seemed deadly enough whatever its nature.

      “Drop the knives,” a strange, deep, rumbling voice said from the cover of the trees and brush.

      Heydar didn’t hesitate, tossing them to the ground at once, to Darla’s surprise. He stayed still but turned his head toward her.

      “Dohrags,” he said quietly. “Do not make eye contact with them, no matter what.”

      Darla felt her blood run cold. If these were Dohrags, then they were in some serious trouble. No wonder Heydar had given up his weapons so readily. From his description of them, they wouldn’t hesitate to kill just for sport, let alone any perceived threat. The fact they were willing to take prisoners was about the only good luck they were going to get out of this encounter.

      The bushes rustled as five armed troopers stepped out into view. Darla didn’t look at them directly, but she did manage to catch a glimpse with her peripheral vision, and that was more than enough to shake her to her core.

      The Dohrags were shorter than Heydar, but were still tall. Muscular as well, but not overly so. They had blue-gray skin stretched across their broad faces. With almost no protruding noses, the appearance of the leaner ones was almost skeletal. The meatier of them were almost attractive in their own way, save for the wide, flat foreheads that looked as though they could headbutt the most belligerent barroom drunk into oblivion with a single blow.

      They were bipedal, with two arms and hands that seemed normal enough by Darla’s standards. She couldn’t make out any more though as they were clad in futuristic uniforms that covered them from their necks to their wrists and ankles. She couldn’t be sure, but it seemed as though there might even be some sort of armoring built into the outfits, though they appeared flexible enough.

      They had tattooed lines running up to their ears from inside the high collars of their uniforms, a now familiar translation rune inked behind them. Darla would have to ask Heydar if the additional connection to the designs concealed in their armor gave them some sort of additional oomph or if it was just a decorative thing.

      If they survived this, that is.

      She scanned their captors with a critical eye, taking in any details that might possibly prove helpful. The gear strapped to their bodies stood out compared to the native Oraku people. Where the latter carried knives and spears, the Dohrags were sporting high-tech alien equipment, secured to their uniforms by some invisible means rather than belts and straps. Most importantly, each of them carried a large blaster type weapon in their hands in addition to the smaller unit mounted on their hips.

      No way he could have taken them on, she realized. It would be suicide.

      She glanced toward Heydar, her face still cast low, steering well clear of the Dohrags’ gaze. The apparent leader noted her movement regardless and strode to her in a flash, almost charging like a silverback gorilla might. It was terrifying, but she didn’t think he meant to harm her. At least, not yet.

      He reached out a gloved hand and grabbed her chin in a steely grip, lifting her face up for him to study. She forced her eyes toward the ground, even as he leaned in close, sniffing her curiously. He then turned her head side to side, examining the shape of her skull and features.

      His eyes flicked lower, taking in the rest of her body in a glance. He grabbed her breast roughly, squeezing hard, eliciting not pleasure but pain. Darla winced but forced herself to remain silent. Heydar’s eyes flashed with anger, staring toward the ground, but only just. The Dohrag ignored him, grabbing Darla’s other breast, giving it a squeeze, then shrugging, unimpressed.

      “A weak race,” he said to his men. “I have not seen this one before, but whatever she is, her kind are clearly not sturdy at all. I fear we may break her, boys.”

      His men laughed, a loud, rumbling roar of ill-spirited mirth. Heydar’s rage flooded him, his head lifting to stare fully at the Dohrag leader. If looks could kill, the man would have been dead in under a second.

      “You dare gaze upon Marshal Jinnix?” the ruffian growled, slapping him across the face.

      Heydar’s jaw flexed, but he somehow managed to remain silent. He was good with a knife and could likely cause a fair amount of damage before they stopped him. But stop him they would. This was an unwinnable situation and they both knew it.

      Darla looked up at him, willing him to see her. Sensing her stare, he glanced at her, locking eyes a moment. She shook her head, mouthing the word no, then turned her eyes down once more.

      Heydar’s muscles relaxed slightly with a defeated sigh. He lowered his gaze, even bowing his head slightly.

      “You’d do well to remember your place,” the one called Jinnix said, nodding to his men.

      One stepped in and hit Heydar hard with the butt of his weapon while the others quickly bound his arms. A small trickle of blood ran from his temple, but the beating stopped there.

      “You may live. For now, at least,” Jinnix said. “He’s a strong one. Good enough for labor at our camp.”

      “And this one?” a trooper asked, gesturing at Darla.

      Jinnix pondered a moment, then pulled her close, sniffing her hair while staring at Heydar, daring him to respond.

      “We’ll take her with. I’m sure we can find something she will be good for.”

      Now it was Darla’s turn to feel angry. Exhausted as she was, she felt power begin to grow within her, surging through her body. She glanced down and realized her tattoos were churning under her skin once more. And they were getting more active by the second.

      Heydar shook his head with an urgent look in his eye. He appreciated her fire, no doubt, but if the Dohrags saw her unusual pigment reaction, there was no telling what they might do to her.

      She took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm down. If she couldn’t manage that feat, she might be a dead woman. At least, sooner than later.

      The tattoos fell silent just as the Dohrag troops bound her hands, shoving her into a forced march along with Heydar. She couldn’t help but marvel at the turn their day had taken. Things had gone from pretty damn nice to utter shit in a heartbeat. And she was worried they would only get worse.
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      Darla and Heydar were separated, the burly alien captive at the front of the group and closely watched, while the human was forced to bring up the rear, a lone Dohrag pushing her along in front of him.

      Despite outnumbering him by a lot, the Dohrag were not taking any chances with Heydar. He was an imposing man, and his musculature made even the otherwise intimidating troopers seem somewhat small by comparison. It was something their captors appeared acutely aware of. And uneasy men with big guns and a modicum of power was a recipe for trouble.

      But it seemed to be more than that. The way they stole glances at him showed something other than just concern in their eyes. It looked like spite. Maybe even hate. Darla realized that with these different alien races it was entirely possible some sort of conflict already existed between them. Aside from the most basic, superficial details, she really didn’t know anything about the Dohrag, or Heydar’s Nimenni people for that matter. For all she knew there could be a long-standing blood feud between them.

      Or not.

      The Dohrag could also just be a bunch of assholes. Whatever the case, they were not taking their male captive lightly.

      Darla, on the other hand, was treated as almost an afterthought. They were unfamiliar with her species, but it was abundantly clear the menacing aliens saw her as no more than a small, weak female they could do with as they pleased.

      “Keep up,” the trooper behind her said, prodding her with his weapon.

      She had seen enough action movies in her time to know you should never get that close to a prisoner. If only she possessed the martial arts and military skills of those cinematic heroes, she would have been in the perfect position to disarm one and take out the others from behind before they knew what hit them.

      But in her reality Darla was most definitely not some super soldier ready to take her revenge.

      “I said keep up!” the man said, shoving her again.

      “Sorry,” she replied quietly, quickening her pace.

      Heydar was moving relatively fast, his stride long and confident even as he was led to the certainty of maltreatment if not outright torture. But he walked tall, without hesitation, his head held high and shoulders back. He may have been a captive, but he was not about to give the Dohrags the satisfaction of seeing him cower in any way.

      The trek went on for only a short time, all things considered, especially after the prior day’s efforts. More importantly, it seemed the Dohrags were leading them in the general direction they had already been traveling. This was both good and bad. Good in that they were nearing their objective. Bad in that any survivors had very possibly already been captured.

      Whoa, Darla gasped as the shape of an actual spaceship became visible through the trees. She had seen the interior of one recently, but that had all been something of a traumatic whirlwind. But this? It was her first real alien ship encounter. As she got closer, however, she found herself less impressed.

      The craft wasn’t terribly large, for one. Big, no doubt, but not some massive space cruiser. Dirt and debris were piled up against its hull, and the entire thing was covered in a not so fine layer of dust and grime.

      Clearly, it had been there for a while. What’s more, it seemed some sort of settlement had been built around it with the ship itself acting as a central building of sorts with semi-permanent structures as well as more basic tents set off away from the main cluster.

      They marched straight ahead toward the encampment, veering off to one side, bypassing the main tent area and heading toward what seemed to be the entrance to the ship. Marshal Jinnix called for his men to gather close, bringing his prisoners into the center of their group, as they walked, corralling them between them, their weapons ready.

      But there would be no need for that. Reinforcements aplenty were to be had if required. A small group of Dohrags were working nearby, overseeing what seemed to be a rather diverse mix of races, all of them working in a series of terraced, interconnected fields set a little bit from the living quarters. By the state of them and the work conditions, it was clear they were indentured labor of some sort.

      A few other Dohrags were taking leisure time near their quarters, shirtless in the heat. It was a bit of a shock when she realized they possessed a second set of vestigial arms crossing their abdomens, typically hidden by their attire.

      The lower limbs seemed smaller than the upper ones, but she wondered if they weren’t functional, nonetheless. Likely so as even the smaller arms were marked, as was the rest of their bodies.

      Without their uniform tops Darla could now see their tattoos more clearly. The lines were similar to those Heydar had marked her with, and those he wore himself, but the Dohrags’ markings were different as well. More harsh and angular, lacking the subtle flow Heydar and Darla’s possessed.

      The runes, however, were the same. That much appeared to be the same across races, though the Dohrags seemed to favor almost entirely black ink with no highlights or colors.

      Their companions out in the fields wore their full armor as they directed the workers, though Darla thought it was a bit of overkill in full sunlight, carrying massive weapons to watch a group of mostly females, all unarmed, working the land. They were growing crops of some sort, it seemed.

      Farming? But aren’t these supposed to be a big, bad bunch of ass-kickers? Guess they’ve still got to eat.

      The idea that a war machine could be hobbled by their food supply chain would have been amusing if not for the situation. It seemed a fighting force still marched on a full stomach, and despite their technological advances, the Dohrags needed to do it in a conventional manner. Namely, farming.

      Darla squinted to get a better look at the crops and people working them. Orange furry aliens, blue-skinned quadrupedal aliens, there were all sorts there, but one caught her eye. She thought she saw a human complexion among the group and was hoping to get a better look at them, but her view was blocked by a trooper as she and Heydar were directed right into the ship’s entry hatch.

      The change in air quality hit her immediately. Where it was fresh and clear outside, the interior of the craft smelled of oil, sweat, and technology. None of the natural aromas softened the environment like outside. It was harsh, and as they were marched in front of a dour-looking man with far more decorations marking his uniform than the others, she thought it fitting.

      “You are back several days early, Jinnix,” the man growled.

      Marshal Jinnix stepped forward and bowed his head. “General Barzin, we have captured these two interlopers sniffing around our perimeter.”

      The general was a large man, much more muscular in stature than his marshal, and when he rose from his seat he loomed over him, standing nearly as tall as Heydar. He gave them a quick over with a haughty gaze, as if even looking at them was beneath him.

      “Show me,” he said with a bored wave toward the captives.

      The troopers clearly knew what he meant and set to work immediately, stripping Heydar and Darla in a flash, tossing their clothes in a pile at their feet. After all they’d been through, Darla was almost numb to the act. Heydar, however, bristled when they removed her clothing. Protective. Possessive. But he forced himself to remain calm, only the twitching muscle in his jaw and the vein on his neck betraying his anger.

      The general sat down as Marshal Jinnix pushed the two closer to him, forcing them to spin around for him to see.

      “The Nimenni’s markings, General,” Jinnix said, pointing to a few unusual ones on his upper shoulders that Darla was pretty sure no one else she had seen possessed.

      The general nodded, bored. His men grabbed Heydar’s arms and pulled him around to face the general front-on. He didn’t fight, standing tall, his enormous cock dangling confidently between his legs, almost taunting their captors.

      But Heydar’s face was not one of calm amusement. He was affected for some reason, and Darla was about to find out why.

      “His Infala,” Jinnix said with a laugh, pointing to the dark rune on his chest. The one Darla had run her hands across along with the others as she explored his body. But Jinnix was not a lover. Not by a long shot.

      “Look! The pigment has gone still!” Jinnix said with a cruel laugh. His men tittered, and even the general seemed to have his interest piqued and amusement aroused. “This one lost his mate. No wonder he is so broken and weak. He is bonded no more!”

      The Dohrags laughed, teasing the pained man. He glanced at Darla, the first time she’d seen anything but confidence in his eyes. Heydar quickly averted his gaze, a dark shadow of gloom almost visible over his head.

      Oh my God. I’m such an asshole, she thought. I teased him about not having anyone. And all this time, he’d had one, but his bonded mate was dead.

      Her stomach lurched, wincing in sympathy for him, realizing just how much she must have hurt him with her offhand jokes.

      Her attention was abruptly shifted to more pressing matters when rough hands yanked her closer to the general, poking and prodding her flesh.

      “Look at her pigment,” Jinnix said, genuine curiosity in his voice. “It is fresh.”

      “At this age?” the general mused. “How odd.”

      “It is, indeed,” Jinnix replied, manhandling her nude body to present his commander a better look. “She is a tiny thing. A race I have never seen before. Not very hardy.”

      “I have seen one of this sort. You are not the only scouts bringing back laborers. She is unimpressive but will be good enough for our needs,” the general said with a dirty chuckle. “Put her with the other females. We will get to know her better soon enough.”

      Darla locked eyes with Heydar as they grabbed her by each arm and dragged her away, wondering what would become of her. What might become of him.

      She didn’t get much of a look around at her surroundings as they bundled her across the compound with no regard for her scrambling feet trying to keep up. In no time they arrived at their destination.

      “Hey, watch it!” she blurted as they roughly shoved her into a spartan metal bunkhouse of sorts.

      The guards threw her clothing in after her and stepped back to close the door behind themselves as they left.

      “Wait! What am I supposed to do here? Where are you going?” She rushed the door, but the guard shoved her back, sending her hard onto her ass.

      He gazed down on her, sizing her up with an amused grin. “You will begin work tomorrow. That is what you are supposed to do. This is your one chance to gather your strength. I suggest you utilize this time to yourself. You’ll need it.”
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      Darla had spent the entire afternoon alone in the locked bunkhouse. It was unsettling, but at least it had afforded her time to rest, as the guard had suggested, as well as affording her an opportunity to look around and plot and plan. If she could find a weak point, maybe she could escape.

      There would be no such luck.

      The metal walls were battered and bent, but they were still sound. Whatever scrap they had fashioned this prisoner housing out of, it was more than strong enough to hold her. Even Heydar would be hard pressed to find a weak spot to exploit.

      There were a few portal windows allowing natural light in as well as cross ventilation, but they were small enough that a person couldn’t possibly fit through them, so that option was nixed straightaway.

      She was stuck there.

      Exploring the building, she saw that a series of simple bunk beds had been erected, thin cushions the only thing between their occupants and the hard surface beneath. There was also what was apparently a toilet.

      Raised metal foot pads were clear enough on either side of a moveable metal disc. Darla lifted it and discovered it was a lid mounted to an inset rim that went about a foot underground. Beneath that was a pit that was deeper than she could see, but one whiff told her all she needed to know about it.

      She quickly sealed it up, grateful for the breeze passing through the small windows airing out the chamber.

      A further search revealed a grating on the ground, and above it a water spigot flush mounted to the wall about waist high. It took a few tries to figure out the alien operating mechanism, but she got it soon enough. Darla stuck her face under the stream and drank deep, savoring every drop. She didn’t know if it was fresh, but she was so parched she didn’t care, and if the new runes were doing their job, she should be able to drink slightly stagnant water with no ill effects.

      Sated, she shut off the water flow. For all she knew it could be a limited supply and there would be no sense in letting it run, though she could use the several buckets lining the wall to catch it. The containers were rather grimy though, and even with the runes protecting her digestive tract, the thought of drinking out of them was anything but appealing.

      With a resigned sigh she flopped down on the nearest bunk and pondered this new twist of fate.

      “What the hell am I supposed to do now?” she wondered.

      It wasn’t until sunset that she would get anything resembling an answer.

      The door to the structure clanged as it was unfastened from the outside and a dirty gaggle of females representing a wide variety of alien species shuffled in. Once inside, the door closed and locked behind them.

      Without hesitation they all began shedding their clothes with the exhausted movements of those who had just spent a day hard at labor. Darla marveled at the collection of tattoos and runes adorning their diverse bodies. So many different races, all different builds, colors, and morphologies, but Heydar had been right, everyone in this galaxy bore the runes in one way or another.

      A few of them collected the buckets and filled them up while the others gathered around. Small towels appeared from somewhere and were dipped in the water, the women washing the day’s grime from their skin as best they could.

      They were all so caught up in their relief that no one noticed Darla sitting quietly. But Darla noticed them, and in particular one woman. A woman she recognized. A woman from the Raxxian ship. A human.

      She was a little bit shorter than Darla, with smooth caramel skin and shoulder-length curly hair. She had been a bit heavier when they’d met, but she had become leaner during her brief stay with their captors. Hard labor had clearly taken its toll.

      “Hey!” she called out. “You were on the ship. Shalia, right? I’m Darla.”

      The woman looked up at her, only mildly surprised to hear another human speaking in the room. In all likelihood she was just too tired to react.

      “Oh, it’s you,” she said, then turned her attention back to scrubbing the dirt from her aching limbs.

      “What do you mean?”

      “The new one. Yeah, I remember you.”

      Darla rose to her feet and crossed the room. “How did you get here? What happened?”

      “What do you mean, what happened? We fucking crashed on this God forsaken planet. That’s what happened.”

      “You made it down in one piece, obviously.”

      “Obviously. We hit hard, though. The ship busted open and there was a small fire, but the important thing was we were free. At least, we were for about three hours before these assholes came and grabbed us.”

      “Were there others?”

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “Do you know where they are? We’ve been trying to find other survivors.”

      “No idea. People took off running when we hit the ground. The ones who were able to, anyway. Amazing what motivation can do to numb pain.”

      “They ran but were hurt?”

      “Listen, the Raxxians who were in our section of the ship when it crashed were dazed, but that wouldn’t last for long. So a bunch just ran. The guards came to quick enough and chased after them. They left one behind to watch over us, but then we jumped out of the frying pan and into the fire when this whole new set of asshole aliens came along.”

      “What did the Raxxians do?”

      “The one guarding us died almost immediately. We heard shots in the distance so there must have been a fight. So far as I can tell, the Raxxians were outnumbered and outgunned so they retreated. The rest of us were taken prisoner and marched here.”

      “Where are the others now?”

      “A couple of men were killed when they tried to overpower one of the guards. Idiots. The rest of us wound up here. They stripped us and separated us. I was put here, along with Garalla, Fetza, and Nivonk,” she said, gesturing to three of the alien women. “They were on the ship with us too.”

      The three looked up from their bathing and nodded an exhausted greeting, then continued their bath.

      “They wound up in the same compartment as me during the chaos right before we crashed. What happened to the others, I don’t know.” Shalia sized up Darla with a curious look. “You’re clean.”

      “Relatively speaking.”

      “What happened to you?”

      “A native tribe took me in. They’re good people. They provided shelter and food without hesitation. They live a pretty off-grid life, though. No tech to speak of.”

      Shalia nodded, sizing up their group’s newest member for a second time since her abduction by the Raxxians.

      “You have ink now,” she noted. “Doesn’t even look like it’s peeling.”

      “Oh, yeah. That. The pigments they use here are from some kind of special plants that are connected to the power from the sun. It’s like what the Raxxians put behind all of our ears on the ship, but much stronger.”

      “Seems you have a lot of them now.”

      “Pretty much, yeah.”

      “And these natives did this to you?”

      “Actually, you remember the guy in our cell? The alien?”

      “You mean the big one who didn’t talk much?”

      “Yeah, he’s the one who applied the pigment. Apparently, his skills are far more than just inking translation runes for the Raxxians. I’ve got runes all over now. It’s really kind of amazing how this all works.”

      “How so?”

      “Well, for starters, I’m stronger now. Don’t get tired as easily. My sense of sight has actually gotten better. Who knows what else it’s enhancing?”

      “Obviously not your hearing or you wouldn’t have been captured.”

      “Touché. That bit sucks, for sure. And these Dohrags are serious assholes. But you’ve been with them a while, right? What’ve you learned about them? It looks like they’ve got you farming.”

      Shalia and the other women nodded, commiserating over their labors. “They have us working fields for them. It’s not a big operation, but they have several groups of captives separated into different work details. We never interact with the others, especially not the males.”

      “They don’t want intermingling?”

      “No. They want us to themselves,” Shalia replied quietly.

      A sour tone fell over the group and a woman with deep green hair and velvety brown skin sobbed quietly. Shalia didn’t need to say more. It was as bad as Darla had feared, and mad as she already was, she felt a new anger building inside her even brighter.

      “How many of them are there?” she finally asked as the bellyful of rage settled into a low blaze.

      “Can’t say for sure, but maybe twenty or thirty on the ground at any given time.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “They have a small shuttle that flies down to swap out crew, drop off gear, and pick up what we’ve harvested. It comes every day. Sometimes there’s not much of a transfer going on but they do it anyway.”

      “Keeping to a set schedule regardless, most likely.”

      “That’s what it seems. Some of the others who have been here a while think it must be linked with an orbiting ship up above, or maybe some sort of space station, but no one knows for sure.”

      “And the Dohrags certainly aren’t going to be forthcoming with that information,” Darla grumbled. “So we’re pretty much stuck here without a real clue what’s going on.”

      Shalia managed a tiny grin. “Unfortunately, that more or less sums it up.”

      “Ugh,” Darla sighed. “Then now what?”

      “Now? Now we wait for them to slide our dinner in under that slot over there. Eat as much as you can, because you’ll need all the energy you can muster, believe me.”

      “I’ve heard.”

      “And then we try to get a good night’s sleep and hope all they want of us tomorrow is to work in the fields.” She glanced at the green-haired girl with a pitying look. “Not all of us are so lucky.”
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      At sunup a loud clang snapped Darla from her fitful sleep. She’d managed to drift off eventually, but the sparse cushioning on her bunk bed had proven barely enough to spare her from the hard metal beneath it, making for one hell of an uncomfortable night.

      But it had been a hard, long day, and when she did finally succumb to slumber’s warm embrace her body welcomed the chance to repair itself in preparation of whatever lay ahead no matter how unpleasant the mattress might be.

      “Get up!” a brusque voice shouted as the metal door slammed open. “You know the drill. No slacking.”

      A pair of guards stepped in behind him and dropped off several large buckets of some sort of slop then headed back outside. Darla caught a whiff and crinkled her nose. Shalia couldn’t help but chuckle at the newcomer’s reaction.

      “Yeah, it’s not exactly what I would call tasty, but at least it’s food. Eat what you can while you can. It feels like it’s going to be a warm day.”

      The women gathered up the bowls they had washed and stacked from their meal the night before and handed them out. Unlike what one might expect of prisoners, the group was respectful of one another, each waiting her turn without shoving or jostling. They were all in the same boat, and if they didn’t support one another, they had nothing.

      The food appeared to be a simple puree of native vegetables. Unseasoned and barely cooked, but quite edible in spite of the smell.

      “No solids, I take it?” Darla asked.

      “On occasion they may throw in some imperfect vegetables that they don’t feel are up to export standards for their superiors, but no, usually this is it.”

      “And no protein to speak of,” Darla noted.

      “Actually, I mentioned the same thing when I got here, but I was informed by one of the old-timers that several of the plants they grow here are actually quite protein rich. It’s why several races are able to be herbivores and still grow as muscular as the omnivores.”

      “If only we had that sort of thing back home, right?”

      Shalia nodded. “Our world would certainly be a better one if we could reduce livestock farming even a little bit. But that is not our concern now. Now we must focus on the task at hand.”

      “Which is?”

      “Do what we must to survive, and keep our mouths shut and eyes to the ground.”

      When the group headed out to the field shortly thereafter, Darla took that advice to heart. Not once did she meet the gaze of their overseers as they were marched out into the fields they would be working that day. The plants were growing in neat rows with enough space to easily walk between them. Different crops were separated, just like they did back on Earth. Some things were universal, it seemed.

      Upon arrival each was handed a woven basket with a long strap to hang it around their neck and sent out to begin their harvest.

      “Who are they?” she asked of the other group of women working nearby.

      “Don’t know, exactly. I’ve seen them a few times. They occasionally work us near each other, but they don’t blend the work teams that I’ve seen. Now, follow me. You’re lucky. The plant they have us working with today is actually pretty easy to harvest. I forget what they call it, but the important thing is there’s no crouching and bending. Most of it is easy to reach.”

      “You’re saying everything here is hand-picked?”

      “Yes.”

      Darla shook her head. “We’re dealing with people who travel in actual spaceships, and you’re telling me they don’t have machines to do this? I mean, hell, back home we can barely get into space, and we still have harvesters.”

      “And migrant labor working for a pittance,” Shalia noted.

      “Well, yeah. But the point is we’re a thousand times less technologically advanced as the Dohrags, so what’s their excuse?”

      “Sadism, maybe? I don’t know. But I do know we have a job to do, and we’d better get to it.”

      With a resigned sigh Darla began picking the crop as Shalia showed her. It was a vegetable that grew among thick, dark green and slightly prickly leaves. The harvest was deep orange in color, and similar in size to a zucchini or cucumber, but there were large bumps all over.

      The only way to tell if they were ripe was by the oozing of a sticky sap from the bumps when touched. Too much ooze meant it was overripe and should be discarded. No ooze and it wasn’t ready. Their task was to find all the ones in the Goldilocks Zone. Not too ripe, not under ripe, but just right.

      An older woman with blue skin so dark it had looked almost black inside the dim light of the bunkhouse moved closer to the pair, picking as she approached to avoid attention.

      “I heard you asking about the harvest,” she said. “I have been here a long while now, and I have learned the Dohrags stationed at this world are nothing more than a small supply outpost. They just happen to think rather highly of themselves, but I believe they are considered a lower tier among their people.”

      “You’re sure about that?” Darla asked.

      “Dear, I have been here many cycles. One hears many things when they become regarded as part of the scenery.”

      Darla mulled that over. It was akin to how she’d been treated when she worked as a waitress. Unless you were actively engaged in taking an order, people acted as if you weren’t there. And oh, the things she’d heard.

      “If that’s true, then we’re being held by a bunch of glorified farm workers with oversized egos. Hell, they’re probably passing off what’s supposed to be their work onto us when the bosses aren’t looking.”

      “That I cannot say. But to address your other query, no, they do not possess any farming technology that I have ever seen. Just their weapons, some basic equipment for the compound, and the shuttle flying back and forth to the orbiting workstation.”

      “It’s not a ship?”

      “No. More of a distribution facility. Ships do come to resupply in orbit, but those would be transport haulers, not war ships.”

      “Do you know how often they come?”

      “No, they have never spoken of that within earshot.”

      Darla’s mind was racing. Here she had believed they were dealing with a crack squad of commandos on detachment from their battle cruiser in orbit when the reality was these were nothing more than logistics grunts who had aggrandized their roles to the extreme. And if there really was no war ship orbiting above, how many Dohrags were actually here?

      “Are you sure there aren’t any real commando types?” Darla asked.

      “I do not know for certain, but not that I know of. Just a group of workers and their overseer.”

      “And up on the station?”

      “The rest of their ranks and the commander.”

      “No one else?”

      The woman thought a moment, a dark shadow flashing across her gaze. “Captives have been taken from time to time. They said they would be shipped out to work other planets, but we all know that is not always the case. What exactly happened to them no one can be sure, but there is a possibility some prisoners are still up on the supply station.”

      A crackling weapon blast hit the ground beside them, spraying up dirt.

      “No talking!” the Dohrag guard shouted. “Get back to work!”

      The women shared the briefest of glances then set to it, not wanting to anger the man any further. It was going to be a long day, that was for sure, but as they worked, Darla’s mind drifted elsewhere.

      I hope Heydar is okay.

      

      Across the camp, her alien lover was indeed okay, though shirtless and drenched in sweat. The guard crew had tasked him with lifting massive containers of produce and loading them onto a transport vehicle to prep for the next shuttle’s arrival.

      Before that, the Dohrags had forced him to push a farming plow like an animal, even though it had a perfectly functional power supply. His powerful limbs had managed to find the strength to accomplish the task, but only just.

      But this wasn’t about them needing him to do the work. At least, not all of it. This was about tormenting the new prisoner until he dropped. It was all a game to his captors, and one of their favorites, but so far Heydar had kept up with their ever-increasing challenges.

      His runes, while appearing more or less the same as those possessed by the men guarding him, had one thing about them different from the others. The pigment he had received to touch up and shade them over the years had been from a different variety of plant. Rare. Strong. And, fortunately for him, undetectable when mixed with the regular inks.

      Had the Dohrags realized just how powerful their captive actually was, they might have put him down then and there just to avoid the slightest chance of an incident. As it was, they were simply running him all over the compound as a beast of burden, carrying heavy loads with little respite.

      Heydar averted his eyes and kept his mouth shut, quietly doing as they directed him, carrying out the tasks as slowly as he could without drawing suspicion. He was not as tired as he made it seem, and after making a show of needing to catch his breath from exhaustion a few times, the guards began to think of him as a lesser man.

      It was exactly what he wanted. With their caution waning around him, so too did their lips loosen. They didn’t talk about much that would be of use to him, but that wasn’t his main goal. The important thing was that in their attempts to wear him down, making him carry such heavy loads all across the compound, they were inadvertently providing him with the next best thing to a guided tour. And they were beginning to underestimate him.

      Heydar grunted and strained, looking entirely focused on the task at hand, when in reality he was taking careful mental note of everything he saw. Every troop, every storage point, every weapons depot, and every potential weak point.

      By the time the afternoon break rolled around he had a near complete map of the entire Dohrag compound in his head.

      “Eat,” the guard said, throwing him a few unwashed vegetables with a cruel laugh.

      Glistening with sweat from the sun’s relentless heat, his muscles fully pumped from his labors, Heydar brushed them off and ate. His body readily absorbed the nutrients with joy, trying to replenish itself enough for the second half of the day’s work. He would be okay, for the time being. How many days of this he could maintain, however, was another question entirely.

      He felt eyes on him. Not close, but near enough. Movement across the field caught his peripheral vision and he turned his head. Darla was staring at him as she picked some sort of plant. A surge of relief flooded his body knowing she was okay. The look in her eyes told him she felt the same way.

      She felt a little more, actually, despite the less-than-ideal situation. Seeing him like that, shirtless, muscles swollen from work, his body shining and slick with sweat, was enough to give Darla a little tingle between her legs in spite of herself.

      As if by mutual agreement they broke their stare and turned back to the day’s tasks, but now with a little happiness in their gut. Something to look forward to. If they survived.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      It went on like that for three days. Three days that felt like an eternity of manual labor, leering stares, and restless slumber. Even with the runes Heydar had so carefully drilled into her to support her body in this stressful time, Darla was nevertheless utterly wiped out by the end of each day.

      But come morning, the power focusing pigment that was now part of her had done its miraculous work, and she woke restored and ready for another round of hard labor.

      As for the pigment and her runes, she had been so busy the first couple of days that she hadn’t even noticed the new lines and patterns the ink was making on her body of its own accord. It had formed new runes entirely without direction, and she had no idea what they meant.

      With Heydar segregated away from the women, she couldn’t ask for his expert take on what they were. Nor could she touch his muscular body—something she found herself longing for even as her exhaustion washed over her from head to toe. One thing was certain; no matter how tired she was, in that regard her body was primed and ready for him, almost aching with need in spite of herself.

      As she bathed away the dirt and sweat of her hard labor at the end of the third day, Darla felt the stare of one of the women in their work group before she even saw her looking at her. The woman was one of the quiet ones she hadn’t connected with. Wiry, with elongated digits, dark purple skin, and coarse black hair. She was middle-aged, or at least Darla thought so. It was hard to tell with alien races, and for all she knew this woman’s lifespan could stretch out centuries rather than decades.

      What she did know was she had taken an interest in the newcomer. Being naked around other women had never really bothered Darla, especially not in a locker room shower type situation, but the unmasked intensity of the woman’s stare was becoming rather unsettling.

      “Uh, can I help you?” she finally asked as diplomatically as she could manage.

      The woman took that as an invitation to come closer. Far too close for Darla’s taste. She reached out and touched the human’s fresh tattoos, sliding her fingers along the lines, tracing them to their interconnecting patterns. Darla’s skin tingled with goosebumps, but at least the incessant itch had finally completely gone away.

      “These are unlike any runes I have ever seen,” the woman said. “Where did you get them? Who is the artist?”

      Darla looked at the markings the woman was speaking about and noticed something strange. These weren’t the now-familiar runes Heydar had tattooed onto her. These were something new. Something different. The patterns had a decidedly unique flow to their lines, and rather than accenting a darker hued pigment, the powerful white ink had taken on the primary role. And it was faintly glowing under the woman’s touch.

      That alone was noteworthy, but the most shocking thing was these designs were not drawn by any Skrizzit. Somehow, they had formed completely on their own.

      “There was no artist,” she finally replied. “These ones just sort of showed up.”

      “Showed up?” the woman repeated, her shock clear. “That is not possible.”

      “Hey, unless one of you inked me in my sleep, it looks like the pigments kind of did their own thing here. I guess it’s still settling in. But that’s not totally weird, is it? I mean, the ink does move around sometimes. I’ve seen it on other people.”

      “It lives within us, yes, but never like this.”

      “Let me see those,” Shalia said, joining the pair. She poked and pulled on Darla’s skin, examining her closely. “Were you serious about these forming on their own?”

      “Why would I lie?”

      “It’s just weird, is all.”

      “Pretty much everything that’s happened in the last few weeks is weird, so you’ll have to give me a little slack here.”

      Shalia chuckled. “Okay, that’s a fair point.”

      The door to the bunkhouse flew open with a crash and three Dohrag guards filed in. The women, many still in a state of undress, covered themselves as best they could, but the Dohrags leered at them lustfully, regardless.

      “You lot, get dressed and follow us.”

      “Where are we going?” Darla asked.

      “You are to have the great privilege of serving General Barzin during the evening’s display. Now, get dressed. That is, unless you wish to provide additional entertainment. I’m sure the men wouldn’t object.”

      The women gathered themselves quickly, dressing in the still damp clothes they had just rinsed off and hung to dry. It seemed they would be working later than normal today, but what serving the general entailed was anyone’s guess.

      Darla heard the shouts and cheers of the Dohrags well before she and the others stepped into the dining area. She hadn’t been here before as it was a prohibited area of the camp, but today things changed, though not necessarily for the better.

      The troopers not on duty were gathered at the tables, eating and drinking and laughing, greatly enjoying the show being put on for them. It seemed the majority of them had taken the evening off to enjoy the spectacle, leaving their armor in their quarters, only a few actual guards toting weapons.

      Darla wondered what exactly the occasion was when she saw where she had been led. She quickly took it all in and felt her stomach sink when she realized what was going on. It was worse than she’d anticipated.

      A makeshift arena had been formed in the center of the tables. A fighting ring, clearly, the ground spattered with drops of blood. Fresh blood, whose provenance was made clear by the two prisoners beating one another in a bare-knuckle brawl.

      It was barbaric, but then, given what she’d already seen of the Dohrags, it wasn’t much of a surprise.

      “Gather trays over there,” the guard directed. “Serve the men. Their plates should never be empty and their glasses always full. You got that?”

      The women nodded as one.

      “Well? Get to it!”

      Darla hefted up a platter of some sort of cooked meat and began making rounds, piling the steaming food on plates as she moved through the ranks while the fighters continued to pummel one another until one finally fell unconscious to the ground. The moderately inebriated Dohrags cheered and yelled, their money changing hands as the exhausted victor was led out to clean up while his vanquished opponent was unceremoniously dragged away.

      “Do they do this a lot?” she quietly asked the four armed, green-skinned woman handing out food and drinks like a multi-tasker extraordinaire.

      “No. They are violent people, but they generally do not want to damage the merchandise. Perhaps their men captured more males recently and they can afford losing a few to injury. I really don’t know.”

      “No talking!” the man at the seat nearest them growled. “Do your jobs and get out of the way. The new one is up, and I have coin riding on him.”

      Darla cowered and backed away. “Of course. Apologies, sir.” But something he had said caught her attention. The new one was fighting, and if this brute was willing to bet on a newcomer, she had a pretty good idea who would be entering the ring next.

      Heydar strode into the crowd to hoots and cheers, along with a fair amount of insults from those betting against him. He was shirtless and already glistening with sweat even as the evening air had dropped to a cooler temperature. Clearly, they had warmed him up before his match, and his muscles had responded, rippling beneath his skin like serpents ready to strike.

      Darla felt the dull ache between her legs return at the sight of his pulsating runes slowly moving across his body. He locked eyes with her, quickly scanning her, assessing her status. She was uninjured, at least for now, but his concern was clear.

      Darla wanted to run to him, to talk to him, but all she could do was watch helplessly. But even that moment of revelry was cut short when his opponent, a hulking beast of an alien with boulder-like shoulders and thick, meaty hands, was led into the arena to the joy of his supporters.

      His skin was deep red, almost like brick, and his hair was jet black, just like his eyes. He held his arms up wide, reveling in the cheers. Clearly, he had been through this more than once before and was a crowd favorite. And by the look of him, Heydar would have his work cut out for him.

      He sized up the enormous red alien and took a nervous step back. The crowd howled with laughter. Heydar’s darting eyes seemed uneasy as they looked every which way.

      The Dohrags laughed even harder, though those who had bet on him were less amused. It seemed their hopeful to defeat the champion was not quite what they’d hoped he was.

      “Begin!” the general bellowed without further pomp or ceremony.

      The red menace lunged forward, sending Heydar scurrying away, slamming into a table before redirecting to the other side of the ring.

      “Don’t run! Fight, you coward!” the man whose drink he’d just knocked over yelled.

      “Fight! Fight! Fight!” the crowd chimed in.

      Heydar was having none of that, running away as best he could, but he slipped on a patch of blood, and his opponent seized the opportunity, grabbing him by the arm and throwing him across the ring.

      The crowd cheered but Heydar rolled up to his feet unharmed. That is, until the fist already heading his way connected with his ribs, followed by another to the jaw. Somehow, he stayed on his feet, but only just. He fell onto another table, wild-eyed as he looked at the Dohrags cheering his eventual defeat. It was clear to all the outcome was all but a given.

      Darla didn’t want to watch, but she couldn’t look away as he absorbed blow after blow, falling into tables, knocking over dishes and heavy mugs as he tried to scramble away from his attacker.

      Heydar took a hard shot to the jaw, driving him to his knees, and the crowd cheered. What they didn’t see, however, was the smile creasing his lips. Darla did, but she had no idea what it could possibly mean.

      She found out soon enough.

      Heydar’s powerful legs pistoned him up from the ground, his massive fist catching his adversary under the chin, throwing his head back with a sickening crack and driving him onto the general’s table, unconscious, if not dead.

      Heydar didn’t hesitate.

      In a flash, moving much, much faster than anyone would have thought a man his size could move, he was on top of the fallen alien, but while the Dohrag cheered him on assuming he was going to deliver the coup de grace, Heydar had other plans in mind.

      Before he could react, the Dohrag at the table and his comrade beside him, suddenly found their throats slit, their blood gushing out in a torrent. Heydar was in motion flinging the knife into the eye of the nearest armed guard as he took down two more spectators then disarming and disabling the other guards in the room before they could even react.

      It was a stunning whirlwind of violence, but so long as no weapons were fired, any who heard the commotion would just assume it was the evening’s fights going on as usual. And only the guards were carrying guns. And most were bleeding out on the floor.

      A moment later all of them would be.

      Heydar increased his speed, knives flying, taken from the tables and belts of the fallen, each of them finding its target and ensuring no one would get off a shot.

      Darla was stunned as the realization set in. Heydar hadn’t been wide-eyed and scared. He had been assessing every last Dohrag in the joint, sizing them up, noting their weapons and levels of inebriation, forming a plan of attack, all while pretending to be losing to his sizeable adversary.

      The general reacted once his personal guards had fallen, grabbing the nearest person he could lay hands on to act as a human shield. In this case, a literal human shield, as Darla wound up in his clutches.

      “Stay back! Don’t even think of—”

      Heydar snatched up a heavy mug and whipped it hard across the arena without hesitation. It hit the general’s head hard enough for Darla to hear a sickening crack. The general went limp, hitting the deck, unconscious or worse. Heydar rushed to her side.

      “Are you harmed?” he asked, his hands resting on her shoulders, concern bright in his eyes, along with something even more visceral.

      “I’m fine,” she said, but Heydar heard the tone in her voice.

      Darla was okay, but she was pissed.

      He nodded and hurried to finish off the guards, just in case they had any hopes of rising. He then returned to her and handed her one of their guns.

      “You and the other women remain here. Bind the ones who still draw breath but are merely unconscious. Be sure to gag them.”

      The quiet woman with deep green hair and velvety brown skin kicked the nearest Dohrag with impressive force for someone her size. “What about the wounded?” she asked, murder in her eyes.

      Heydar sized her up in a glance and gave a sympathetic nod. He knew the Dohrag ways.

      “Do with them as you please,” he replied, gathering up multiple bladed weapons and a Dohrag rifle. “I will handle the rest.”

      With that he quietly stepped out into the night, and the Dohrag would be paying the ultimate price.
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      Daylight broke with an unusual calm over the Dohrag encampment. No gruff yells were to be heard filling the air, no crying of laborers being forced from their bunkhouses and into the fields. All there was, was silence.

      But then, the dead tended not to make much of a commotion.

      Heydar had been brutally efficient the night before, taking the unexpecting guards by surprise with both stealth and a particular degree of violent skill none who had watched him since his arrival in the Dohrag camp would have ever thought possible of the man.

      A few of them had been left breathing, bound and imprisoned in their own holding cells—though that was more for their value providing information than any sense of mercy.

      The overworked laborers had moved the bodies then spread out into the Dohrag quarters, enjoying the freedom to come and go as they pleased, sleeping in the small but far more comfortable bunks their captors had enjoyed.

      When the disgruntled male prisoners had found themselves released from their bondage by a towering, gore-covered barbarian of a man any thoughts they might have had of making a fuss were extinguished at once. They fell in line. Heydar was the leader, no questions asked.

      A few of the male captives had even volunteered to stand watch, taking the uniforms of the dead to fool any who might stumble upon them long enough to silence them while the others enjoyed their first real sleep-in since longer than they could remember.

      Heydar had finished his bloody work and washed in the general’s chambers, claiming them for himself. No one objected in the slightest. He and Darla slept soundly that night, wrapped in each other’s arms on the bed that, while large for an individual, was clearly not intended for a couple. They had been so exhausted they didn’t even notice, dropping into a restful slumber both desperately needed.

      Slowly, the encampment began to liven, but now with the excited chatter of happy voices reveling in their first day of real freedom, wondering what exactly they would do next. Some were from other planets—other solar systems, for that matter. Others, however, had been snatched from their homes on this world. The Dohrags didn’t much care so long as there were more laborers to do their bidding.

      As the smell of breakfast wafted through the encampment Heydar “spoke” with the Dohrag survivors, though his tone was anything but conversational. A few representatives of the different labor groups joined him, their familiarity with the Dohrags lending a bit of expertise with validating their responses.

      “What they say makes sense,” a gruff prisoner named Kuxx said.

      He was entirely hairless and stocky in build but no taller than a human male. He did, however, have deep blue skin offsetting his blazing red eyes, making his alien provenance quite clear. He also possessed some sort of natural protective growths on his joints, like genetic armoring protecting his most vulnerable parts. Fat lot of good that had done when the Dohrags caught up with him.

      But he was a clever one, and he had kept his eyes and ears open while he labored. A useful ally, no doubt, and one Heydar had taken a liking to almost immediately.

      Heydar nodded slowly as he mulled over the intel they had gleaned. “So, it seems we can expect the Dohrag shuttlecraft to visit us this afternoon.”

      “Unless someone was able to get warning to them before you took them out,” Kuxx said with a little chuckle. “Given how banged up the survivors are, I seriously doubt any managed it. Nicely done, Heydar. You are a credit to your people.”

      Heydar’s jaw twitched, but he said nothing.

      Kuxx waited a moment out of respect. “So, what would you have us do, Commander?”

      “Do not call me that.”

      “The men, they are willing to follow you.”

      “I am not your commander. Just a man who did what was needed.”

      “Regardless, they respect you. And as such a diverse group, taken from so many cultures, I feel we need direction to function as a cohesive unit.”

      Heydar mulled over the man’s words. He didn’t want the job, that was clear, but there was a looming threat that someone had to step up to address. Unfortunately, with objective eyes he could see he was the logical choice.

      “Very well,” he said with a sigh. “Gather the remaining bodies and strip them of useful items, then bury them. We will need men of roughly the same size and build as the Dohrags to wear their uniforms and armor to greet the shuttle when it lands.”

      “I will make it so,” Kuxx said, moving to action.

      Heydar held up his hand. “Wait. There is more.” He turned to the women representing the other labor groups. “I know this will be distasteful, and I am sorry, but the shuttle will be arriving from the air. If the fields are empty, they will know something is wrong.”

      The older woman who was the de facto mouthpiece for the others nodded her understanding. “It will not be nearly the chore it was under the Dohrag’s thumbs. We will head out to the fields, as you request, though we will require males to dress as guards to complete the illusion.”

      “I will handle it,” Kuxx said. “We will have a strike team assembled and in position well before the shuttle arrives.”

      “Excellent,” Heydar said. “All we must do now is wait.”

      

      It was early afternoon when the shuttle descended from its orbiting platform. It landed without issue, the ersatz guards at the far ends of the landing zone casually standing in position as usual. This wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, this was just another boring supply run.

      The large hatch opened, and the sweating male workers began loading their heavy cargo, accompanied by a pair of armed guards. The Dohrags manning the ship waved them in, almost bored with the routine.

      They didn’t know what hit them.

      The guards quickly took down the crewmen and rushed deeper into the shuttle while the workers pulled weapons hidden in their crates then charged in behind them. It was fast, and it was surprisingly bloodless. The flight crew were not built of the same stuff as the usual guards. Faced with sudden death, they surrendered without a struggle.

      “The ship is ours,” Kuxx declared as he strode out of the landing bay.

      Heydar, Darla, and several others emerged from cover where they had been watching and waiting to provide additional forces if needed and strode across the landing site to meet him. “Good work. Scour the craft for weapons and any intel that might be of use.”

      “Your men are already on it.”

      “They are not my men, Kuxx. But the intelligence they retrieve will be of use to us all. We need details on what exactly is in orbit. If they have additional craft they can send down. Their numbers and weapons systems aboard. It will only be a matter of time before their superiors begin to wonder where their supply craft is.”

      “The shuttle has been known to stay on the ground for some time, on occasion. To be safe, I will have a man fluent in Dohrag transmit that there was a technical issue with the engines requiring an overnight stay. His accent and speech pattern should fool them. All we need are any challenge phrases.”

      “Excellent. That will buy us some time.”

      “And I am confident we will extract that information without any difficulty. The crew was merely a low-level transport group, and they do not seem nearly as stout as the ground team.”

      “As is often the way. In the meantime, we should make plans to utilize the vessel as best we can.”

      Darla raised her hand.

      “You do not need to raise your hand, dearest.”

      “Right. Sorry. Listen, I was talking with the others earlier and something dawned on me. A lot of these people are from this planet. Different races, some of whom don’t get along with each other normally, but here they’ve all coalesced to fight a common enemy.”

      Kuxx cocked his head slightly. “I fail to see how—”

      “Aah,” Heydar interrupted. “Of course. A wise suggestion.”

      “What suggestion?” Kuxx asked.

      Heydar glanced at Darla, and she immediately took the reins. “We can ferry all of these people back home to their people using the shuttle. If we free them, helping them get home, then a lot of damaged relations between these people can maybe be healed. Or, at least they might step down their interpersonal problems for the moment.”

      A little grin creased Kuxx’s lips. “A very clever idea, indeed.”

      “Thanks,” she said, turning to Heydar. “And we can multitask in the process. With a shuttle already making runs in every direction, we can also have them scout out any wreckage of the Raxxian ship in the process.”

      “Did you say Raxxians?” Kuxx blurted, concern clear in his eyes.

      “Uh, yeah. That’s how we got here,” she said. “Heydar?”

      “She speaks the truth,” he confirmed. “More will be returning soon, and our hope is to rescue the other survivors of the crash before they arrive.”

      Kuxx pondered this new information for a moment. Heydar had been quiet about his origins, but now things were starting to fall into place. “We heard a crash many days ago. That must have been the ship you were held on. But it was a large impact. Do you truly think others survived?”

      “I know they did,” Darla said. “In fact, one of them was in my work group. And if she made it out in one piece, I’m sure others did. We just need to find them.”

      Heydar nodded his agreement. “We must endeavor to rescue all that we can. To do otherwise would be cowardly. However, for now we must also protect these freed prisoners already in our company. We will have the shuttle return them to their people. Whether this brings some peace among them will remain to be seen. But our duty is clear.”

      Shalia stepped forward. “That’s great for the locals, but what about the rest of us? What about me?”

      Darla looked at Heydar. He nodded, all but reading her mind. “Come with us if you want. We’ll be heading back to the Oraku, at least for the time being. It’s not an advanced culture, but at least they’re a kind people. And I for one would welcome the company of another person from back home. Us Earth gals have got to stick together, right?”

      The look of concern on Shalia’s face began to fade, replaced with one of hope.

      “I think I’d like that,” she said. “I think I’d like that a lot.”
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      As Kuxx had predicted, the Dohrag shuttle crew were very forthcoming with any and all details their captors might want of them. Unlike their combat hardened comrades, these were soft men, by Dohrag standards, and the slightest hint of torture led to very loose lips.

      The supply platform in orbit had been informed the shuttle was experiencing a technical problem and their overnight stay was approved without issue, giving the escapees a bit of breathing room, at least for the moment.

      More than that, they had learned that while there was one additional shuttlecraft still aboard the station, it was currently inoperable and awaiting replacement parts from the next Dohrag ship to visit it. Their only other transport had been lost just the other day, possibly in a conflict with Raxxians or some other race. In any case, no other ships would be coming.

      Safe for the moment, the newly freed prisoners reveled in their victory, bathing thoroughly then dressing themselves in the first truly clean attire they had worn in ages. They then prepared food as usual, but for themselves, the task becoming a joy rather than a labor.

      In no time they were sitting together in a large, cheerful group, bonding as they ate and drank as liberated men and women from an unlikely and broad spectrum of races. The differences of their people made no difference at all in this place, and all of their spirits soared high as the sun lowered in the sky.

      Shalia and Darla spent a bit of time bonding over their memories of Earth. Shalia, it seemed, had been snatched up just like Darla had, but her home was far, far across the globe. She had been taken, her ear marked for translation, then left as a potential breeding vessel to grow more livestock for the Raxxians.

      She had been aboard the ship a fair amount of time when Darla had arrived and had given up on allowing herself to grow remotely close to anyone. She’d seen what the Raxxians could do, so she made herself small and quiet and hoped for better winds to fill her sails.

      And now, in the most unlikely of ways, her wish had been granted.

      “I’m beat,” she told Darla. “It was a long day. A good one, but long.”

      “I hear ya. Go get some shut-eye. We’ll talk more tomorrow.”

      With that Shalia took her leave and headed off to sweet slumberland.

      Darla glanced over at Heydar across the crowd. He was smiling as the men who had charged the ship regaled him with their tales of adventure. It was a beautiful thing, seeing him actually smiling without any of his usual reluctant demeanor. His gold-ringed eyes darted across the tables and locked with hers, a spark of something viscerally intense flashing for a moment, making her insides feel all sorts of wonderful.

      He returned his attention to his newfound comrades, but his eyes continued to meet hers as the evening wore on, an enticing promise of things to come. Finally, after much food, drink, and merriment, the festivities began to wind down.

      Some of the men and women, riding the high of their incredible adventure, were seen pairing off and wandering off into the night. Soon enough, Heydar took his leave of his new friends and crossed over to Darla.

      “Malaika,” he said, reaching his hand out, wrapping her smaller one in a warm and powerful grip, pulling her to her feet and drawing her close.

      There was no mistaking his intent, and Darla was positively wet with anticipation as he led her from the gathering. They had barely entered the general’s former quarters and shut the door when he could hold back no longer.

      “I must have you,” he breathed heavily in her ear, his rumbling declaration of intent sending shivers through her body and making her knees weak with want.

      He picked her up as easily as ever and laid her on the general’s desk, pulling her trousers off with one fluid motion and tossing them aside. There would be no folding of clothing, his passion was far too high to be derailed by something so trivial.

      Heydar’s pupils were dilated with lust as he latched his mouth onto her vulva. Now was not the time for slow teasing and delay. He had eaten a satisfying meal, but he was still quite hungry for something altogether more satisfying.

      His tongue darted out, parting her folds with ease, electrical shocks of pleasure jolting through her body as he let out a low groan of pleasure, lapping up the juices flowing from between her legs.

      “Oh my fucking God!” she gasped as his split tongue found her clit and worked its magic. “I’m going to come!”

      The orgasm hit her fast and hard, her legs shaking as the hot bliss spread out to her limbs, her whole body tingling with pure joy. He didn’t stop, however, but rather eased up his approach, settling into a gentle suction on her clit while his talented tongue softly pulsed against it, drawing yet another orgasm from her sensitized nerve endings.

      He slid his tongue lower as she breathed hard, working to regain her vision. Darla felt the fluttering of his tongue move inside of her, parting her lips and slipping in with the most divine sort of pressure she could imagine.

      She pulled her hips back and pushed his face away. Heydar looked up at her, his lips glistening with her juices. She grabbed him hard and pulled his mouth to hers, tasting herself on him, reveling in every second of it. Darla broke their embrace and flashed a wicked look, then pushed him up to standing, sliding his trousers down and freeing his straining cock.

      It was beautiful. Fully erect, an intense heat radiating from every inch of him so close to her face, a drop of pre-cum glistening at the tip. She licked her lips greedily and took him into her mouth, the salty taste making her salivate with desire.

      Heydar wasn’t the only one who was hungering for more.

      She moved her lips over the head of his cock, applying pressure as she slid from the head to the shaft, sucking hard and making even more blood flow to his engorged manhood. Heydar groaned and wobbled slightly, overcome by the skill with which she worked him in her mouth.

      Darla pulled him deeper, feeling the hot, swollen ridges ringing his cock slide across her tongue as they slid deeper into her mouth until he pressed against the back of her throat. It had been a long time since she’d been with anyone remotely this well-endowed, but her body remembered what to do.

      Darla took a deep breath and relaxed her throat, pulling his cock even deeper, sliding it in until her face pressed against his pubis. She darted her tongue out, teasing his balls and the base of his shaft then pulled back with a happy, wet smacking sound before plunging him back into her mouth again.

      Heydar’s groans increased in volume, a small trickle of pre-cum dripping into her mouth as his hips involuntarily bucked when she took his full length once more.

      Darla felt something tingle on her nose and pulled back. It was the small rune on his pubic bone. It was swirling now, active and in motion. She wondered if that was normal, just as she wondered what those hot ridges would feel like as he thrust inside her.

      Darla’s juices were flowing onto her thighs at the thought of it. She sucked hard a moment longer then pulled free, grabbing his cock with her hand, pulling hard.

      “I need you,” she gasped.

      Heydar didn’t need to be told twice. He pulled her to her feet and yanked her top off as he stepped free of the trousers pooled at his feet. In a flash she was in his arms, carried to the bed, his mouth biting and sucking on her neck, trailing lower, teasing her nipples as he laid her down, devouring her with his eyes.

      The bed was a little small for two, she mused for an instant, but they would sure as hell make it work.

      He rested his weight on his arms, hovering above her, his rock-hard cock laying against her clit, the heat of it making her jump from the contact. Darla’s hips gyrated with a will of their own, grinding against him, feeling his ridges slide up and down against her, each one making a body shaking thump as they impacted her sensitized flesh.

      Despite her prior orgasms, Darla simply couldn’t wait much longer. And judging by how hard Heydar’s cock was, neither could he.

      His mouth lingered over hers, each of them breathing the other out and in, sharing breath, their eyes locked in a lovers’ gaze. A delicious, wicked little grin tickled the corners of his mouth, making Darla wonder what exactly he was thinking. A moment later she found out.

      Heydar wrapped his massive hands around her wrists, pulling her arms up over her head and pinning them with his weight. With anyone else she might have felt a twinge of concern, but not with him. Not now. She was under his control, and she loved it.

      He moved his hips, pushing his cock lower as his thick legs pressed hers apart, moving up and down, the tip of his cock teasing her clit and drifting to her soaking pussy. Finally, even he could take no more.

      Darla gasped as his massive cock head pressed into her, forcing her vulva to stretch wider than she’d ever been to accommodate his girth. He watched her with laser focus, gauging her reaction, holding back despite his desire. A little smile spread across her lips. She was okay.

      Content she was only hurting in the best of possible ways, he slowly pressed his hips forward, driving each raised ring on his cock into her, their entry making her whole body buck and twitch as he penetrated her fully.

      Darla’s mind was a million exploding stars of pleasure, her body one with the universe as she felt every ridged inch of his heat moving inside of her. Involuntarily, her whole body clenched around him, her muscles feeling like steel cables with their strength as she gushed from deep inside, a massive orgasm the likes of which she had never experienced engulfing her every fiber.

      She had no voice. No sight. Only bliss. Blissful pressure as this wonderful man, this impossibly talented alien filled her to the hilt.

      But Heydar was only beginning, his cock rhythmically churning inside her, the ridges drawing out a continuous stream of ever-building orgasms, the intensity of which no human woman had ever experienced.

      Darla came again and again and again, her fingers clawing his arms and back as she held on for dear life. Just when she thought she couldn’t possibly take any more, she felt something new. An incredible electric jolt from her clit, as though his mouth was wrapped around it even as he fucked her senseless.

      Oh my God! What the hell is he doing?

      Her vision had returned enough for her to glance down long enough to see the source of this new pleasure. The rune on his pubis was moving even more, reacting to her body’s wants, its power binding with her clit as he drove into her, sending her over the edge until she orgasmed so hard even the metal walls of the general’s quarters couldn’t contain her cries of pleasure.

      Her fingernails dug deep into his back and her mouth latched onto his arm without her realizing what she was doing as her entire body clamped down on him like a vise. Darla tasted his blood, the salty brine of his sweat mixing with the coppery taste as she screamed until she nearly blacked out as her jaw locked tight then finally released.

      Heydar let out a roar and his entire body shook as he reacted to her, shaking violently as he poured himself into her in a hot geyser deep inside that made her pussy quiver with pleasure, pulsating as the hot cum flowed and flowed into her until she nearly passed out from the sensation. It was unlike anything imaginable. Lovers had cum in Darla before, but it was nothing like this. Even his cum somehow made her orgasm even harder, it seemed. And Darla was more than all right with that.

      Heydar shook and almost collapsed from bliss, but managed to lower himself on top of her, his heat and weight a welcome comfort as his chest rose and fell, breathing hard, his heart pounding so hard in his chest she could feel it shake her bones.

      She could feel his cock twitching marvelously inside her as he nuzzled her neck, holding her close, their sweaty bodies entwined as one as they drifted off into an exhausted, and well-earned slumber.
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      Darla and her lover slept straight through the night, waking with the sunrise refreshed, invigorated, and just a little bit sore. Sore, but in the best of ways.

      Before departing, Heydar bent down and kissed her deeply, a rumbling passion connecting the two as their tongues danced with one another. But there were things to take care of, and potential danger still lurked, so he put aside his surging desire–despite the rapidly swelling bulge in his trousers–and headed out to check on the status of their prisoners.

      The question of the morning was what, if anything new, had been uncovered of the Dohrag plans.

      As for Darla, she took her time rousing from bed, savoring the delightful feeling of being properly fucked had left her. The runes had erased any actual pain, and no damage had been done. But the sheer strength of her orgasms had left her needing every minute of that rest. And now she needed food. Lots of it.

      She took a quick shower in the general’s private facilities, then stepped out into the morning air. She had a spring in her step as she made her way to the communal breakfast area, and for the moment at least all was good in the world.

      “Hey, Darla! Over here!” Shalia called out, waving for her to join her.

      Darla piled up her plate high and made her way over to the table, tucking into her food with gusto.

      “Hey, Shalia. You sleep well?”

      “I did. At least, I was sleeping well,” she added with a chuckle.

      “Wait, what happened?”

      Shalia could barely contain her mirth, the cheer in her eyes clear as a grin crept onto her face. “So. Wow. You and the alien guy.”

      Darla’s cheeks abruptly burned, her gaze darting to the other diners. “Shit. You heard that?” she asked in a hushed voice.

      “We all heard that.”

      “Oh, damn.”

      “Uh-huh. All I know is it must’ve been damn good.”

      Darla’s blush was replaced with a starry-eyed grin as she replayed the night’s festivities. “You have no idea.”

      Shalia looked at the other aliens currently dining in the group. She’d been unsure about the males, given what the Raxxians and now the Dohrags had put her through, but Darla’s rather vocal experience had made her look at them in a new light. A curious one. If an alien could rock her world like that, maybe she could find one of her own.

      “I’m so glad you decided to come back to the Oraku village with us. It may be low tech, but they’re good people.”

      “After the Dohrags, I could really go for good right about now. But what about eventually getting home? I mean, yeah, we’ve got to worry about the here and now, but I’d still like to get back to Earth, you know?”

      “Yeah, I know what you’re saying and I’m going to ask Heydar about that. I was thinking, once we return the others home, maybe we could use the captured ship to get to Earth. But I have a bad feeling it’s not up for the flight.”

      “You think it’ll break down?”

      Darla shook her head. “No, I just don’t think it’s an interstellar kind of spaceship.”

      “You were only abducted a couple of weeks ago, and you’re an expert in spaceships now?”

      “No, nothing like that. But I’ve seen enough sci-fi in my day, and, I mean, just look at the thing. It’s not all that robust. And it’s small, too. Not conducive for a long flight. And given its size, even though I don’t know fuck all about alien engines, I don’t think it has faster-than-light capabilities. Hell, I seriously doubt it has enough power to even travel all the way to Earth. At least, not in our lifetimes, anyway.”

      “I could not help but overhear your conversation,” a voice that made Darla’s knees weak said. Heydar stepped into view and walked over to join them, Kuxx following close behind. “The shuttle is indeed lacking the equipment required to reach your home world.”

      “You heard that?” Shalia asked. “You weren’t anywhere near us.”

      Heydar tapped the tattoo behind his ear. “I have a particularly good set of runes,” he replied with a friendly grin, leaning down and giving Darla a tender kiss.

      Wow, and he’s not afraid of PDA, she marveled. This just gets better and better.

      “In any case, there are no interstellar drive systems on the vessel. It is merely a transport shuttle, designed to make short hops from an orbiting craft to the surface. The Dohrags use it to build up the frozen storage aboard their orbiting platform.”

      “You’re sure of that?”

      “Believe me, we extracted all of the relevant information possible from our prisoners,” Kuxx stated matter-of-factly. “They did not hold any information back.”

      Shalia didn’t want to ask what methods had been employed to achieve such certainty.

      “Did your guys find out anything interesting?” Darla asked.

      Kuxx nodded, a satisfied grin forming on his lips. “Just that the Dohrags have been using this world as a supply depot of sorts. Larger interstellar craft stop over periodically to resupply but only the stationary transit hub in geosynchronous orbit remains. It will be several months before the next arrives.”

      “That’s a lot of information.”

      “It gets better. The transit hub is sparsely crewed, and nearly all the guards were stationed on the surface.”

      “Meaning even if another ship were to come down, it wouldn’t be a tactical assault group,” Heydar added. “We are safe. At least, until the next of their ships arrives to resupply. But therein lies another interesting possibility.”

      “Oh?” Darla wondered.

      “Those ships are capable of traveling across star systems. All we would need to do is capture one.”

      Darla’s head spun. Here she had accepted that she would likely be stuck on this planet for the rest of her days. And after the interesting turn things had taken, she wasn’t entirely certain that would be a bad thing.

      But Shalia and the other humans would want to get home. And this might actually provide the means for it. But Shalia had other worries on her mind.

      “What if a Dohrag ships comes sooner than expected? Won’t they realize what happened here and hunt us down?” she asked.

      Heydar shook his head. “There are a great many other races spread across this world, as well as many visiting ones. All of them grant one another peaceful passage to and from this planet. None wishes to start a prolonged conflict.”

      “But we took their shuttle. Killed their guards,” Shalia noted.

      “Yes, but all of the races who use this world for its resources rely on this place as a resupply waypoint, as well as an inhabitable world upon which to provide their crews with much needed shore leave. None would wish to upset the morale of their crews. And in the case of the Dohrags, the cost of this team of guards would be a price they would willingly pay,” Heydar said. “Not to mention, if, for some reason, they were to be foolish enough to attack any of the others utilizing this planet, that would risk inviting all of the others to join forces in retaliation in order to keep this a neutral world. At least, on the surface appearance, anyway.”

      “They do take slaves,” Shalia said. “Case in point.”

      “Yes, but they do so with stealth, and only those they can capture without notice.”

      The human looked at Darla’s lover curiously. “How exactly is it that you know so much about all of this?” she asked. “You crashed here with the rest of us, but you seem to have quite the grasp of the Dohrags and the rest.”

      Kuxx stepped forward, his sense of honor inflamed. “What are you saying about Heydar? He is the reason we are all free.”

      “Yeah, I know, and I’m grateful. But it just seems odd, is all.”

      Kuxx pointed to a tattoo on Heydar’s shoulder. It wasn’t a rune, but rather a complex series of swooping lines, intersecting and flowing into a unique shape.

      “Do you know what this is?” Kuxx asked her.

      “Please, do not do this,” Heydar said.

      “It is the high leadership mark of the Nimenni,” Kuxx continued, undaunted. “And only those who have successfully commanded many battle campaigns could ever dream of achieving such a rank.”

      “Kuxx, please, enough,” Heydar said, but his loyal new friend had said enough.

      The human women were equally surprised, sharing a look of both shock and curiosity. A high-ranking leader? And in battle, no less? What exactly was Heydar? Clearly more than he had let on. A warrior, no doubt, but was he some sort of general? Whatever the answer, it now seemed clear why so many were willing to follow his reluctant lead.

      He glanced over at Darla, a pained look in his eye. This was not a part of him he wanted her to know. But to his surprise, she held his gaze. Held it lovingly and with no sign of remorse or disgust, but rather with caring and a healthy dose of lust. For the first time in longer than he could remember, Heydar actually felt at ease.

      As for Darla, she realized that not only was this man more than she could ever have hoped for, but he was even more than that, if possible.

      Damn, Dar. You really did score, she told herself, already craving his touch even more, if that was possible.

      Kuxx and Shalia looked at the couple then at one another, each of them reaching the same conclusion at the same instant.

      “We really should begin repatriating those released,” Kuxx said. “I am familiar with piloting Dohrag craft.”

      “Then we should set to it,” Heydar agreed.

      “Hey, listen, you guys go on ahead,” Shalia said. “You’ve already done so much, and it’s going to be a lot of work returning the freed captives to their people. I’ll stay here and help out while you two head back to the village. I can just have Kuxx drop me off when they’re all done making their runs.”

      “Don’t be silly, we can wait for you,” Darla objected. “The others take priority, of course, but we can wait.”

      Kuxx flashed his human counterpart a quick look.

      “No, really, it’s okay,” Shalia said, leaning in close to Darla’s ear. “Besides,” she whispered, “we want to leave you two free to enjoy some quality alone time.”

      Darla blushed, but only a little this time. Her shame had been replaced with the very hot idea of forest sex that her friend had put in her head. Shalia saw the thought register and somehow managed to keep her mirth in check.

      “Okay, then, it’s settled,” she said with a conspiratorial wink. “I’ll see you back there in a bit. Enjoy the hike, and don’t do anything I wouldn’t.”
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      The opportunity to retrace their steps at a more leisurely pace was a surprisingly welcome change of plans for Darla and Heydar. Already knowing the route and the potential pitfalls was an added bonus. Merrily walking hand in hand for a spell wasn’t bad either.

      There was still the potential threat of the Raxxians returning to search out the wreckage of their ship, but an approaching landing craft would be easy for them to spot, and evasion would not be a problem.

      As for the other crashed sections, Kuxx and Shalia would be making survey runs as best they could while returning the freed Dohrag captives to their rightful homes. That meant that, for the moment at least, they were free to let their guard down a bit and enjoy the moment.

      Darla had no problem keeping pace with Heydar now that her runes were nearly fully settled and providing her with abundant endurance and strength to spare. The rocky climbs and descents, as well as crossing over wildly uneven terrain barely fazed her on the return trip.

      It was warm out, but not uncomfortably. Even so, Darla felt no hesitation peeling off her top as the sun traveled high in the sky. The fresh air felt amazing on her bare skin, and seeing Heydar’s trousers bulge at the sight of her exposed flesh was one hell of an ego boost.

      They trekked out of the direct sunlight and under the cover of a copse of trees that stretched on for a good distance ahead of them. It was cooler there, but Darla’s top remained off. Heydar shed his as well, his radiant skin glistening with a thin sheen of sweat from their labors.

      Darla felt her body react viscerally to the mere sight of him exposed like that, her pulse rising slightly and her nipples hardening at the fresh memory of his hands on her, their bodies pressed together. Hard.

      “Let us pause for a moment,” Heydar said, pulling the water skin free and offering it to his lover. Darla accepted, drinking deep, before handing it back to him.

      Always the gentleman, she mused. Except when it’s time not to be, she added with a faraway grin.

      Heydar drank his fill then tightly capped the skin, his violet and gold eyes locking on hers as a droplet of water trickled from the corner of his lips, his gaze flaring with unbridled desire. Darla’s runes began to tingle. Not the itching of healing ink, but something else.

      Heydar stepped closer and leaned down, pressing his lips to hers, his tongue darting out to taste her damp mouth with an audible groan of pleasure. He pulled back, staring at her with such a deeply intimate look it made her heart skip a beat.

      “You have become quite strong,” he said, reaching out and gently caressing her bare skin, tracing the lines inked on her body in a way that made her very essence feel aflame. “And you are developing your own runes,” he noted, not nearly as surprised as she thought he would be. “Only the most powerful have ever been known to do this, and even then, it is a most rare event.”

      “You’re saying I’m strong? I mean, like, my power is going to be strong?”

      “Incredibly. You have connected with the pigment more than I had ever imagined a human capable of.”

      “Wild,” she said, her pulse rising as his fingers continued tracing their way around her body, lingering on her breasts, barely brushing her straining nipples, sending electric jolts to her clit.

      A painfully sexy smile creased his lips as he watched her react to his touch. His fingers slid to the dark ink on her clavicle, lingering there with unspoken intent.

      “This also means your pigment is very nearly settled. Soon you will develop your final Infala rune.”

      Darla’s stomach tightened a little at his words. The Infala rune. The powered symbol that would draw her close and bind her to her mate. It was a little overwhelming if she was honest with herself.

      She hadn’t really placed much credence in the whole magical rune thing when she first received her ink. It was something she had to do to fit in with her rescuers, so she simply accepted it as such. But as she saw the power the living pigment endowed her the more she came to believe that maybe, just maybe, the tales were true.

      Perhaps a human female really could be bonded to her lover just like they’d described.

      Her thoughts were abruptly interrupted by the pair of warm, large hands now cupping her breasts, teasing her nipples until her juices began to flow and her knees felt weak. She felt her labia slicken with desire, swelling in anticipation, her clit throbbing with her every heartbeat.

      Heydar’s erection was clear through the fabric barely containing it. A fire flared in his eyes and a moment later it was freed, springing up in the open air, fully engorged and hard as a steel rod. The ridges were pulsating, raised and radiating heat. His lids drooped slightly with lust, matching Darla’s wanting gaze.

      Without a word his grip shifted, grabbing her shoulders and spinning her around. A warm hand pressed firmly against her back, bending her over until her hands rested on the nearest tree.

      Darla’s stance widened, opening herself for the massive cock she felt slide across her ass as it moved almost with a mind of its own, seeking the welcoming warmth of the place it so desperately wanted to call home.

      Heydar’s hands grabbed each of her ass cheeks and pulled firmly, spreading her even wider as she felt the head of his cock slip into her as if it had always been meant to be there. It was so perfect. So right. So fucking hot.

      He slid one hand to her hips, the other to her shoulders, and pressed forward, hard.

      “Oh, God! Yes!” she gasped as he pushed into her.

      Heydar was near mad with want, driving into her, each ridge of his cock making her entire body shake as it forced its way into her waiting pussy. He hadn’t taken it slow, gently teasing her until she could take no more. Not this time. This was pure, animalistic need.

      She was wet, but even so his girthy length made ripples of the most exquisitely painful pleasure course through her body. He thrust deep, giving her his entire length in long strokes, each one easier to take than the last as her juices coated him all the way down his shaft.

      The wet smacking against her ass rang out like a clap of thunder, growing faster and more intense as their bodies fell into a delicious rhythm. His balls swung forward, slapping against her clit with every stroke, making her entire body shake.

      Darla cried out in pleasure as the first of what promised to be many orgasms rocked through her from head to toe.

      “Yes! Yes! Fuck me harder!” she groaned, her fingers digging hard into the tree, the bark cracking under the pressure of her rune-strengthened grip.

      Heydar’s cock swelled with excitement as he felt her climax on his length, driving even harder. His right hand stayed on her hips, but his left shifted from her shoulder, sliding up the base of her head and grabbing ahold of her hair, pulling her back into him hard to match every thrust.

      “Incredible,” he managed to growl, the word barely forming through his clenched teeth. “It has never been like this.”

      “Don’t stop!” she grunted, incapable of more coherent speech.

      Heydar’s hand pulled her head back and to the side, taking her, owning her with every quickening thrust. He leaned forward and latched his mouth to her shoulder, biting her as the hand on her hips coiled around her like a powerful serpent, wrapping her up tight as he cupped her breast, pulling her hard against him.

      The shift in position drove his cock right into her G-Spot even more, his balls slapping her clit simultaneously. Another sensation flooded through her. New, different, and intense. A surge of tingling nerve endings pulsed, shooting pleasure through her back door.

      The rune on Heydar’s pelvis was hard at work, churning with activity, reading her body and reacting, every impact against her ass sending sensation to her asshole. She’d tried anal before and had found she could take or leave it, but this was different. The sensation was pure sexual ecstasy teasing every nerve ending every time the rune pressed up against her.

      The trio of sensations, clitoral, vaginal, and anal, was just too much for Darla, driving her over the edge in a combination of massive orgasms, her clit shooting electric bursts of warm joy through her body while her pussy quivered and clamped down hard on his manhood.

      Heydar couldn’t hold back any longer, a gush of hot cum shooting up inside her as his cock jerked and twitched as the orgasm rolled through his body. As he came, his arms squeezed her so tight, but the new runes on her body made her stronger, tougher. There was no injury here. No pain. Only pure, unbridled bliss.

      Darla’s orgasms layered on top of each other, building higher and higher until she cried out loud enough to send the nearby animals running, clenching so hard she actually forced his cock out just as another climax rocked her lover as well, sending his hot geyser of cum spraying across her ass and up her back.

      The sensation was too much, too intense. Darla was blacking out, her mind and body in another world. She tried to hold onto the tree, but her fingers were like wet noodles. But rather than falling, she felt Heydar’s powerful arms encircling her body, holding her tight against him as she twitched and jerked uncontrollably.

      “I have you, Malaika,” he purred in her ear, even the low rumble of his voice and the heat of his breath on her over-sensitive skin sending her into yet another delicious orgasm.

      How long he held her, she wasn’t sure, but when she finally felt her disembodied self floating back into her body and gradually regaining control of her limbs, she forced open her sweat-drenched eyelids to find him staring at her with such a gaze it threatened to make her entire heart melt.

      “You…”

      “Shh, regain your strength,” he said quietly, a wicked gleam flaring in his eye and a devious grin blessing his delicious lips. “You will need it again, and soon.”

      Eventually, the pair donned enough of their clothing to make the trek to the nearest stream they had crossed when heading the other direction. There they stripped completely, submerging in the clear waters then moving to a shallower, thigh-deep portion, taking their sweet time washing each other clean.

      Or, at least that was the intention. But once their hands were upon one another their passions flared again. Heydar, amazingly, was rock hard in an instant, and despite all the orgasms that had just rocked her body, Darla was once again wetter than any stream could manage.

      Heydar wrapped his hands under her ass and effortlessly lifted her up, lowering her straining pussy onto his waiting cock.

      “Mine,” she whispered, her voice quavering as he raised and lowered her with his enormous hands, his muscles flexing under the greedy touch of her roaming fingertips. “All mine.”

      His mouth met hers in response, mashing into it hard, their tongues caressing one another as their passion grew, savoring every inch of his length sliding in and out as they stood in the stream.

      Their tempo increased as did their grunts of pleasure, the cool water the only thing keeping them from absolutely dripping in sweat. As it was, the exertion still drew a fair amount from the both of them regardless.

      Heydar waded to shallower water, never once slowing his thrusts as Darla’s wetness flowed down his engorged cock, leaving him slick with her down to his thighs. She had hit her groove. The perfect spot where her orgasm was building and building until it would crest, crashing over her.

      Unlike the humans she had been with in the past, this man kept perfect tempo, not speeding up or slowing down, allowing her to climb that hill to a blinding climax. And when the orgasm finally hit, all bets were off.

      They threw restraint to the wind and fucked like animals, primal, violent, and out of control, unable to get enough of each other as climax after climax rushed through them both until they finally collapsed in an out of breath heap on the shoreline.

      Heydar ran his fingers through her hair, kissing her tenderly on her forehead as it rested on his chest. They lay there like that a long while until, finally, they roused themselves from their sex-induced stupor.

      They walked hand in hand most of the rest of the day, taking their time and reveling in their post-coital cheer. Darla’s mind was reeling. Here she was, a human hoping to find her way home. But suddenly, she really wasn’t sure if she even wanted that. In fact, the more she thought about it, the more she was sure she was happy right where she was.
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      Darla and Heydar had somehow managed to make themselves sore by the morning, and with their runes refreshing their bodies, that was saying something. They had made camp in a quiet indentation in a rock formation, but sleep had not been their top priority. At least, not until it was quite late indeed.

      When they woke, they realized that in their contented state of good cheer, they had actually traveled much farther than they had realized the prior day. Time and distance flew by when you were having fun. And that they had most certainly achieved.

      Heydar gave Darla a tender kiss then left her to begin her day in a slow and relaxing manner while he headed to the nearest stream to catch them some breakfast. Normally, he would have simply settled for the dried goods and remnants of bread they had carried with them, but Darla’s pigment had nearly set in, and he knew she would be needing additional protein to speed the process.

      With her Infala nearly formed, he found himself almost like a schoolboy, eager for the final stage of her transformation to be complete.

      He caught a large fish in no time, skewering it with a skillful throw of his makeshift spear. Having achieved that part of his goal so quickly, he set to work gathering fresh berries for his lover on the return hike.

      “So soon?” she said when he returned to camp.

      “Fortune smiles upon us this morning,” he replied, his smile nearly as warm as the rising sun recharging their pigment and refreshing their muscles. “Here. I also brought you these.”

      “Berries!” she exclaimed, jumping to her feet and planting a big kiss on his face. “You really are the best, you know?”

      The slightest flush of color rose to the normally unflappable man’s cheeks. He glanced down and saw that Darla had already placed the kindling and firewood in a little pyramid, ready for use. “I should start the fire and prepare our meal,” he said.

      “Wait. Let me try,” Darla interrupted, crouching down in front of the kindling.

      She raised her hands, focusing like he had shown her. Things felt different this time. More connected. Like she was actually in control of the powerful ink covering her body. A tendril of smoke began to rise.

      “Did you see that?”

      “Yes. Very good. Now finish what you have started.”

      She shot him a look hot enough to ignite the wood itself. “You know I always finish what I started.” She turned back to the wood, concentration clear on her face as she raised her hands once more. A moment later the wood burst into flames, bypassing the minor ignition phase entirely.

      She was growing by leaps and bounds, it seemed, and with her pigment nearly completely settled, she was proving to be one hell of an impressive specimen.

      Heydar smiled wide, reveling in this feeling he had given up on ever experiencing again. All was good in the world, amazingly. Captured by Raxxians, crash landed far from home, taken by Dohrags, and yet here he was, the happiest he’d felt in longer than he cared to remember.

      He skewered the fish and set it over the fire, and in short order their meal was complete. More impressively, they managed to keep their hands off one another for the duration.

      “Do we have time?” she asked, taking his hand and licking his fingers clean.

      “Even if we didn’t, my answer would be yes,” he said, pulling his cock free and guiding her eager mouth onto it.

      Darla swirled her tongue around the head, teasing him playfully, fully enjoying the easy comfort they had achieved with one another so quickly. There was no pressure. No expectations. And the sex was absolutely amazing for it. On top of that, they both knew they had still only scratched the surface of what they might achieve.

      Darla tasted the salty tang of his pre-cum on her tongue and increased the suction, sliding him all the way to the back of her throat.

      “Ohh, yes,” he said in a low groan.

      Darla cupped his balls with her hand and began working her mouth up and down his ridged shaft, increasing the suction as she pulled back, drawing even more blood into his already rigid cock.

      “So good,” he growled, his cock throbbing in her mouth.

      Darla felt his balls tighten, drawing in toward his body. She knew he was already close, but this incredible man was a sexual machine. He could go and go, enjoying multiple orgasms as he drove her to distraction. And she wanted to taste him. To feel his hot cum in her mouth. It was something she had never really enjoyed back on Earth, but with Heydar it was as if she couldn’t get enough. Her tastebuds craved the salty heat, and her folds were already wet just from the thought of it.

      Heydar tried to pull back, always the gentleman, wanting to give her an orgasm first, but she held on tight, sucking even harder. He realized what she wanted and went with it, allowing himself to let go. It only took a few more glorious strokes of her tongue to make him burst into her mouth, his whole body tensing as she sucked every last drop of cum out of that magnificent cock.

      Darla felt her body absolutely aflame as she swallowed with delight, licking his shaft clean while looking up at him with a deliciously wicked grin. Heydar twitched as her tongue slid up and down his shaft, pushing the last droplets out of his length, lapping them up with relish.

      In a flash he rolled her onto her back and pulled her clothing free, exposing her glistening vulva to his eager lips. “My turn,” he said with a look that could have melted steel.

      He gently lapped at her labia, licking all around before dipping his split tongue inside of her, tasting her as he did that amazing trick. He lingered there a minute, his low, happy moan vibrating her pussy as he worked her into a frenzy, clearly enjoying it nearly as much as she was.

      With one fluid motion, he slid two thick fingers into her as his lips formed a seal around her clit, the suction engorging her even as his fingers rippled against her G-Spot. It had felt good the first time he’d done that trick, but their newfound intimacy made it even hotter.

      “Ffffffuuuuu,” she gasped as she came almost at once despite trying to hold back, Heydar lapping up the gush of juices he had coaxed out of her.

      He let her body stop twitching before sliding up and giving her a kiss, their fluids mingling in their mouths with their intertwined tongues.

      “Hot damn,” she said.

      “Indeed.”

      They rested comfortably in each other’s arms a few minutes, then straightened up and gathered their gear. They still had a long trek ahead of them, but if they could somehow keep their hands off one another long enough, they just might be able to make it all the way back to the Oraku village by nightfall.

      With their chemistry, Darla gave it a fifty/fifty chance.

      The hike, and satisfying orgasms preceding it, made the miles fly by, the sun’s invigorating rays adding additional stamina to their legs as they hurried across the varied terrain. Darla felt the sunlight in a different way now, settling into her entire body rather than irritating various runes in an unpredictable series of fits and starts.

      If Heydar was correct, that meant she was just about fully cooked, to use her mother’s old expression for completing some form of personal growth.

      “So, are you ever going to tell me about this whole military commander thing?” she asked as they walked, thinking back to Kuxx’s words. “I’ve seen what you can do. Why did you let the Raxxians hold you prisoner?”

      Heydar seemed reluctant, but he respected her curiosity. More than that, he felt she was deserving of an answer.

      “My men and I were engaged in a fierce battle with the Raxxians. The world and circumstance are not important. We were overwhelmed and captured.”

      “And you didn’t try to break free?”

      “Initially, yes. But our captors made it clear that my men would be the first killed if another attempt was to be made. We were separated then, spread to different holding areas on the ship.”

      “So, your friends were still up there.”

      “They were, though I do not know how many survived after we were moved apart. But I had an obligation to them. To do all I could to ensure they might live a little longer.”

      Darla realized now why he had been so quiet. So brusque. “You were holding back to protect them even though you could have saved yourself.”

      Heydar’s jaw flexed slightly as he nodded. Darla knew better than to push. But this explained his eagerness to help find other survivors. It wasn’t just humans he was looking for, but also his comrades, if they still lived.

      They walked quietly after that, content in each other’s presence, not needing to fill the air with aimless talk. Dusk was falling when the Oraku village came into sight, and Darla felt a strange tug beneath her shirt as they drew near. They quickened their pace in unison, eager to end the trek with a good meal, good company, and eventually a good night in bed.

      The villagers came out to greet them as they drew near, a buzz of excitement stirring the air as they walked into town. Rohanna, the elder, was there, along with everyone else they had met. Zepharos was there, chatting with a very interested group of males. It seemed their fate was something of a question mark among them, and a few wagers had been placed. All were eager to hear what came of the rescue attempts.

      “You return empty-handed, I see,” Rohanna said.

      “Not exactly,” Heydar replied. “We did not encounter Raxxians on our journey, but we did come across some Dohrags.”

      Rohanna crinkled her nose in disgust. “Dohrags. We have done well to avoid them but have heard of their unspeakable antics. Clearly, you managed to avoid them as well, gods be praised.”

      “Actually, we were captured,” Darla said.

      Gasps fluttered through the crowd.

      “It’s okay. Heydar busted us out of there.”

      Rohanna turned to him with a curious look. “Oh?”

      “It is true,” he said. “And we freed a great many enslaved prisoners in the process, including another from Darla’s world. She will be joining us here once she and the others have finished returning the freed captives to their homes.”

      “That is marvelous!” Rohanna chirped. “And this may even smooth over relations among some of the rival factions always fighting one another.”

      “It was our hope,” Heydar agreed.

      Rohanna moved over to Darla and gestured for Tikanna to join them. The crowd parted and the old woman took her place beside her friend and leader. The elder nodded toward Darla. Tikanna got what she meant and moved closer to the human, poking her exposed skin, testing the lines and runes embedded in it.

      “Incredible,” she said. “The pigment is fully merged with her body. The process is complete.”

      Darla felt the tug inside her pulling harder now that she was aware of what it was. Tikanna saw the look in her eye and smiled. She looked at Heydar next, her smile faltering slightly.

      “Let me see your Infala, child,” she said.

      It dawned on Darla what was happening, and she was strangely okay with it. She would be bound to her man, and suddenly that wasn’t such a bad idea.

      Darla pulled her top down from the collar, exposing the dark rune on her neck, the white highlights faintly glowing in the dimming light.

      “Ah, as I thought. You are bonded.”

      Darla’s cheeks flushed with excitement as she turned to Heydar, her eyes full of love and longing, showing him the mark now settled in its permanent form. But something was off. His eyes did not share her joy.

      “Heydar, what is it?” she asked.

      His jaw tensed and his eyes glistened as he lifted his shirt, exposing the Infala on his sternum. It was not the same as hers, and it remained as dark and motionless as ever.

      Darla looked around, confused. “No. No, no, no. This can’t be right.”

      “The Infala does not lie,” Tikanna said, turning to the crowd. “Who among you feels the pull of the Infala?” she asked in a loud, steady voice. “Step forward and join with your bonded mate!”

      A murmur and rustling in a group of males made everyone turn and stare. One stepped forward. One Darla knew all too well.

      “Zepharos, do not play,” Tikanna chided.

      He lifted his shirt, exposing the Infala resting on his flank. The highlights were slight, but they were glowing. His rune matched. Darla spun around to face Heydar, panic and confusion in her tearing eyes.

      “No, it’s supposed to be you!”

      Heydar’s gaze shifted to the ground, unable to lock eyes with her, his shoulders, normally held back and his head high now exuding sadness and resignation.

      “We cannot fight it, Malaika. It is the law. More than that, it is the way of the Infala.”

      He lifted his eyes, meeting hers for one heart wrenching moment, then turned and walked away.

      “What? No! This isn’t right!”

      A jolt of strange power surged through her when a hand clasped her wrist. Zepharos had come to her side, his Infala drawing him to her as hers tried to draw her to him. It was overwhelming, the sensation. As if everything right in the world was telling her to go with this man. But her heart was breaking even as hormones, or magic, or whatever this rune was forced her to follow him as he led her from the public square.

      “Come. We are going to my home,” he said, lust clear in his eyes. “Now.”

      Her legs unsteady, Darla followed him in a daze, blindsided and utterly adrift.
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      Zepharos led Darla quickly to his abode, the newly bonded pair making a quick and perfectly expected exit from the group. All present knew where they were going and what they would be doing. It was the way of the Infala, after all, a part of their laws and traditions older than any could begin to remember.

      Once a couple had found their life mate, drawn closer and closer until they finally saw each other’s matching Infala rune, the two would feel an irresistible need to consummate things as soon as possible, setting in stone their union once and for all.

      Zepharos was clearly feeling it in full force as he fumbled with his door, pushing it open and pulling his woman inside in a rush, so great was his excitement. She saw the outline of his straining cock clearly through his clothing, and she felt a surge of heat between her legs in spite of herself.

      This was wrong. It should have been Heydar. But this strange alien force was living in her flesh, a symbiotic part of her, the different pigments working with her to enhance her natural abilities. And it was those that were now drawing her to this man.

      He was a fine one, there was no doubt about that. Hell, not so long ago she had been quite open to the idea of taking him inside her and milking him for all he was worth. But it felt different this time. Not quite right, though her aching pussy and the Infala drawing her to this man were doing their best to change her mind on that point.

      Zepharos yanked his shirt off, revealing his well-muscled physique. It was just as good as she had remembered it, though not as large and cut as Heydar’s. Zepharos moved closer, his Infala rune churning on his flank as he drew near, Darla’s Infala sending a surge of endorphins through her body as well, pulling her to him.

      Sex was in the air. Desire. Pheromones and lust the likes of which she had never sensed before. The pigment was heightening her sensitivity as never before, her nipples hard and sensitive to the slightest shift of the fabric of her top, her clit likewise humming with anticipation.

      Her folds were slick with want, all but begging for him to drive into her. To take her over and over, locking their Infalas together in a glorious moment of union. Zepharos was now right in front of her, so close she could feel the heat from his body through her clothing. He grabbed her wrist and pulled her to him, sliding her hand into his trousers.

      Darla’s fingers wrapped around his cock automatically, the hot length of it filling her hand, pulsating as he moved her arm back and forth, stroking himself with her hand, using her to pleasure himself before he had his way with her.

      His cock was respectably large and rigid, more than enough for any woman’s pleasure. But Darla had been spoiled by something more, and found the lack of those delicious raised ridges of Heydar’s girth a disappointment. She felt the slickness of Zepharos’s pre-cum in her palm as he worked her hand faster, using his free hand to push his trousers down, exposing himself fully to her.

      Darla looked down. He was shaved bare, as she had felt when he forced her hand down his trousers, but was lacking any rune at all on his pubis. It seemed that was just another perk she was supposed to get used to forgetting about.

      “No,” she said, releasing her grip and pulling her hand free of his hold.

      “What are you doing?” he growled.

      “I need a minute here, okay. It’s a lot to take in.”

      “And take it in you will. Every inch of it. Now come to me. It has been decided.”

      “No. Wait a minute.”

      “Do not be a child,” he sneered, his passion momentarily flaring to anger. “There is nothing to think about. We are to be as one. Now, come to me!”

      He grabbed her by the shoulder and pulled her close. Darla raised her hands between them purely on instinct.

      “I said wait!” she yelled, pushing him hard. Not with her body, however, but with her essence.

      Her runes reacted to her distress, overriding the draw of the Infala and blasting out to the perceived aggressor. Zepharos gasped in pain, his breath knocked from his chest as he fell over, thrown to the ground by the white-hot rage coursing through Darla’s body.

      “W-what are you?” he gasped, writhing in agony.

      She looked down on him lying there, his erection gone, now looking like no more than any other sleazy man on the prowl.

      “I’m Darla, of Earth,” she said, turning for the door. “And I am not your mate.”
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      The Oraku in the street were shocked when they saw Darla burst from Zepharos’s home. Not only had the pair only just entered a short time ago, but she emerged unruffled, distinctly not bearing the look of a woman ravaged.

      More than that, however, something else made them all suck in a breath, shocked to their cores. She looked mad, and the tattoos were alive under her clothing, shifting and swirling with agitation. And more than that, they were glowing.

      “Where’s Heydar?” she demanded of the first person she saw, grabbing them perhaps a little too hard in her haste.

      “I do not know!” the man blurted, fearful of what this strange human creature might be capable of.

      Darla growled in frustration. “Ugh, you’re useless. Does anyone know where Heydar is?” she called out, scanning the worried faces.

      One of them, a child who had not yet learned to be quite as afraid as his elders, pointed down the way between a row of wooden homes. Darla took off in that direction, glowing even more fiercely, the light shining out from beneath her garments.

      She didn’t know which of the quarters they had housed Heydar in, so she started pushing open doors. After shocking the hell out of several unsuspecting people, she found him in a dimly lit room, sitting on the edge of his bed, his head in his hands.

      He looked up at her, his spirit broken, his eyes wet with grief he quickly wiped away with the back of his hand. Ever proud, this one, he rose to his feet and straightened himself up as best he could.

      “Heydar, I—”

      “I cannot do this,” he said quietly, attempting to walk around her.

      Darla stepped in front of him. “Hang on there, buddy.”

      His gleaming violet eyes locked on hers, his clear pain making her heart break.

      “It is done,” he said. “And I am not strong enough to handle this. Not now.”

      He tried to step around her again, and once more she blocked his path.

      “Darla, please—”

      “No,” she declared plainly, reaching out and ripping his shirt open with her bare hands, then pulling her own top off and throwing it aside. The radiance of her ink was growing, illuminating the room.

      “What happened to you? What are you do—”

      Darla ignored the question, slapping her palm square against the Infala lying dormant on his chest. Her ink flared even brighter, the powerful white pigment coursing through her skin, driving the lesser colors away, taking over, channeling all of their energy through her, driven by her sheer force of will.

      The dark Infala etched into her clavicle shuddered and twitched, then began to melt away as Heydar watched with his eyes wide with shock. The light moved again, flowing through the lines he had inked on her body, moving to the space between her breasts, the pigment knitting itself into a new rune entirely. An Infala. One of her own making. She had been freed of the dark ink’s bond between her and Zepharos, and not by death, but by her own choice. Her will.

      Heydar felt a flare of pain in his chest as his own Infala seemed to burst into flame within his skin. He jerked back, but Darla’s iron grip reached out with her other hand and grabbed hold hard, holding him to her.

      It took several long moments of searing pain before something new emerged from the agony. It started out subtly, a mild tingle where pain had been, growing steadily into a hot thrumming that beat with his heart. With her heart as well, the power of their two beings intertwined, locked together, inseparable.

      Darla released her grip, her pigment fading to its normal low luminescence. Nearly all of her dark ink had been replaced, forced to become no more than accent marks where they had formerly claimed dominance.

      She lifted her hand from his chest and raised it to his cheek with a gentle caress. Heydar looked down where the dark ink he had borne had once been. Somehow, impossibly, Darla’s pigment had flowed into him, banishing his Infala and replacing it with a new one. One that bonded him to his true love. A lasting mark forged not by chance but by want and will.

      “How—” he gasped, fading into silence. “There were ancient legends,” he finally said. “Tales of those with incredible power. The power to control their fates like no others. But I never thought it possible that—”

      Darla leapt up, wrapping her arms tightly around him, pressing her lips to his, silencing his racing mind with a passionate kiss.

      Darla’s tongue felt a surge of hot electricity when it touched his, the Infala runes on their chests crackling with energy drawing them even tighter together, almost as if they were straining to unite into a single unified symbol. A single body.

      That was impossible, of course, but the looks of smoldering raw lust in their eyes made it clear they were damn well going to give it a try the old-fashioned way, and hard at that.

      Darla had felt the power the Infala rune had when it found its match the old-fashioned way, every sensation being heightened, and arousal pushed to the extreme. But unlike Zepharos, this was the man she wanted more than any other, and he wanted her just as badly, runes or not. They had already confirmed on multiple occasions that they were the most compatible lovers either had ever encountered, and that would have been enough.

      With the Infala rune, however, they now found a new urgency to their want. Their need to claim each other, claiming one another as their chosen mate. The new sensations coursing through their bodies were so intense, almost volcanic, a building pressure before they had even undressed each other.

      It felt as if they had been edging to the brink of climax for weeks, months even, and there was no way they could hold out much longer. Clearly, neither intended to.

      Heydar’s desire was so great he nearly tore the rest of her clothes to shreds in his haste to have her, and Darla, with her newfound strength, did the same to him, laughing with lust-drunk joy, her pupils sex-fueled wide, just like his.

      Her hand wrapped around his rigid cock, stroking the delicious, hot ridges, reveling in the feel of them thudding into her palm and fingers as she pulled and stroked. His pre-cum flowed freely, slickening the tip in an instant. Darla felt her whole body tremble as her Infala flared at the touch.

      She dropped to her knees in a flash, craving him in her mouth, needing to taste his salty juices on her tongue like never before. Heydar twitched when she flicked the tip of her tongue against the underside of his cock, teasing another drop out of the swollen head, lapping it up greedily.

      Heydar’s fingers gently slid through her hair, pulling her closer. He somehow seemed to grow even harder in her mouth, but incredibly managed to control himself enough to not pull her to him. Not until she was ready.

      Darla looked up at him, heavy lidded with his length in her mouth, sucking hard until his legs shook. Her eyes flashed a look of love and lust, matching his own overwhelmed stare. She held his gaze as she pushed forward, sliding his cock deeper and deeper into her throat until her nose tickled the marvelous rune on his pubis.

      She held him there a moment, making small ripples with her tongue against the pulsing underside of his manhood, coaxing even more pre-cum out of him, every drop seeming to supercharge her Infala as if she was feeding it what it so desperately needed.

      Heydar’s fingers tightened in her hair, sensing she was ready now, wanting what he wanted, needing him to take her. Take her hard and claim her as his own. He pulled firmly, reveling in the sensation as he fucked her mouth, sliding into her eager throat. Darla’s gag reflex somehow knew this was meant to be and didn’t even begin to react.

      They were Infala mates, and knew each other’s bodies instinctively now, even more than before. He sensed she wanted him to be rougher with her and began pulling harder, thrusting his hips in rhythm, just hard enough to drive fully in without hurting her.

      Darla felt dizzy with arousal, her pussy dripping freely onto the ground as she nearly climaxed just from feeling his ridges slipping over her tongue and lips.

      Heydar’s grip loosened, and he slid his hands under her arms, hoisting her up high, pressing her against the wall with her legs over his shoulders as he moved his hands to cup her ass, greedily plunging his tongue between her folds, doing that incredible rippling thing he did all the way inside of her, tickling her G-Spot as his nose pressed her clit with an electric jolt.

      Darla thrashed about and grabbed his thick hair hard, damn near tearing it out as she climaxed in wave after wave, gushing out into his eager mouth as he lapped her up like a man lost in the desert who had just found his first water in weeks.

      He let out a low growl as he lifted his face from her drenched pussy, his passion uncontained, like an animal on the hunt, pure instinct and strength on display. Nothing could stop him, and there was no way she wanted to.

      His cock was glistening with pre-cum, aroused to almost painful rigidity as he felt her orgasm on his mouth. He lowered her directly onto his length, driving right into her all the way to the hilt, his special rune latching onto her clit the moment they made contact.

      Unlike before, however, their new bond seemed to strengthen the connection. Even as he thrust in and out, lifting and lowering her on his rock-hard member, the tug on her clit remained.

      It sent her over the edge almost immediately, the sensations turning her body into a thrashing animal, rag-doll limp at times, yet powerfully grabbing her man as she briefly regained her senses.

      Orgasm after orgasm shook her body as she clenched up hard on his cock. Heydar’s teeth dug into her shoulder as he cried out, spurting a massive load of hot cum deep inside of her, the force of it making parts of her react that she didn’t even know existed.

      The Infala. It had to be. It made his cum feel like it was stimulating every last nerve ending she had. It was incredible. Intimate. Fucking hot as hell. And she wanted more. So much more.

      Heydar sensed her need and matched it with his own, quickly lifting her off of his cock and bending her over the small bed. He had no intention of lying down in it.

      Darla’s vulva was swollen and wet, wide open and begging for him to fill her up again and again. He was more than happy to oblige.

      His hands wrapped around her hips as his cock slid deep inside of her, slamming her ass back against him as he rammed into her with a satisfying smack on her ass, his little rune tickling her asshole like a welcome friend.

      He was so hard, so deep, but there was almost no pain. Only the good kind as she felt him taking her, owning her, pushing his cock into places no mere vibrator or human man could ever hope to touch her.

      Darla nearly fell as she climaxed again, coaxing another orgasm out of her lover as she did, his cock pulsing hard as he gushed spurts of hot cum into her over and over, making both of their bodies quiver with delight. Darla lowered herself onto the bed on her hands and knees, her buttocks raised high for her lover.

      “Fuck my ass,” she grunted. “I want to feel you in me.”

      Heydar didn’t need to be told twice. He pulled his cock out with a wet smack, immediately pressing the head against her twitching hole. Darla slowly let her breath out, relaxing and opening herself to him.

      There was so much wetness on them already, not to mention the steady trickle of seminal fluid from his cock, that they didn’t even need any sort of additional lube.

      Darla gasped as the massive head of his cock pressed into her, slowly penetrating like she’d never felt before. It had to be the Infala. No ass play had ever felt this good. She was nearly climaxing again from the overstimulated nerves surrounding her tight hole even before he was halfway in her.

      She shuddered and her asshole twitched and snapped closed hard around his cock as the ridge of his head slid fully inside of her.

      “Breathe, Malaika,” he said, restraining his own lustful needs as she acclimated to his considerable girth.

      Darla exhaled, relaxing her muscles, unclenching, and reveling in the sensation.

      “Oh, God, yes,” she gasped, pushing back against him, feeling the first hot ridge on his cock force its way inside of her.

      Her head thrashed about, and she saw stars as her whole body exploded into a million pieces, each one of them awash in orgasmic bliss. Her ass pulsated on his cock, drawing it in deeper. Heydar was happy to oblige, pushing forward, each ridge around his length sending her even further over the edge as it thudded inside of her as it forced its way past her clenching hole.

      “More! More!” she growled, biting the sheets, her knuckles white as she grabbed the mattress so hard she nearly tore it apart.

      Heydar groaned, his whole body rumbling like a big cat as he slowly increased his tempo, driving in and out of her gaping ass, his cock swelling as his balls tightened yet again. The vibrations of his groans shaking him to his core made his cock feel even better, if that was even possible.

      Heydar shuddered, letting out a harsh gasp. He couldn’t hold on any longer, nor did he have any desire to. He joined his mate in orgasmic bliss, crying out in ecstasy as he emptied himself into her, his heart and soul pouring forth as their bodies became one.

      “I am yours,” he groaned, his body twitching as he spurted again and again. “All yours. Until the end of time.”

      The heat so deep in her ass was an entirely new feeling on top of the already blinding orgasmic waves she was riding. Darla couldn’t even scream her bliss, so far over the edge and into her bliss had he driven her. Her toes curled hard as her legs lost all control, her body boneless, weightless, no longer a thing of this world as her climax split her mind open, her consciousness one with the universe.

      She floated like that for some time, her soul and his mingling in the warm embrace of perfect post coital bliss.

      “No one else,” Darla gasped when her senses slowly returned. “You are all I want.”

      “And I you.”

      “Forever?”

      “Until my last breath.”

      Both of their Infalas churned with their words, reviving them for another round almost immediately. She had no idea how much longer they fucked, and she didn’t care. As far as she was concerned, this could go on forever and she would happily spend the rest of her days in Heydar’s embrace. When they finally did collapse in a heap after more orgasms than either could count, the lovers fell into the deepest, most restful sleep they’d ever had. And when they slept, they dreamt of each other as they lay in each other’s arms.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Smiles met Darla when she walked through the village as morning broke. Knowing smiles. There was no judgment, however. Nothing like back on Earth. This wasn’t a walk of shame, it was a fully normal, expected part of the Infala process, and the Oraku had heard the cries of passion that entailed on many occasions.

      Okay, maybe not quite so loud and vigorous as Darla and her lover had been, but the point still stood. This was what newly bonded mates did.

      Her runes were gently glowing, the white pigment that had driven back the other shades remaining firmly in place as her dominant coloration. It wasn’t nearly as bright as the night before, and Heydar had posited it would gradually fade to barely noticeable most of the time, but for the moment it still made her stand out just that much more as she said her morning hellos to those she passed by.

      Rohanna and her old friend Tikanna were enjoying a morning cup of tea and fresh biscuits and jam when Darla happened upon them. The two halted their conversation, an amused little grin shared between them.

      “Come, join us,” Rohanna offered.

      “Yes, do. We would greatly enjoy your company,” Tikanna added, pulling out an extra chair for her.

      Darla was actually starting to feel kind of hungry, though she and Heydar had made a lovely breakfast in his quarters before she went out for a head-clearing stroll.

      “I was heading to get a little snack at the communal tables, but don’t mind if I do,” she said, taking a seat.

      The women slid several biscuits in front of her and poured a tall cup of tea without asking. Even if she hadn’t been hungry, Darla knew far better than to decline their hospitality.

      The jam was a mixture of local berries, she learned as she scooped up a dollop onto a biscuit and took a bite. Darla’s taste buds flared alive with joy as the flavor spread across her tongue.

      “Oh my God, this is wonderful!”

      “An old family recipe,” Tikanna said with a playful grin.

      “You made this?”

      “I have been known to cook more than just staples,” she said, clearly wanting to broach the subject on the tip of everyone’s mind.

      “Go ahead,” Darla said with a chuckle. “Ask away.”

      The two women grinned brightly.

      “Oh, we are so happy for you,” Rohanna said. “When Zepharos claimed you, we all believed it was settled. But unusual as it is, it seems your Infala has room enough for two mates.”

      Darla hesitated, putting down her biscuit, though it was calling to her to take another bite.

      “Hang on. You think I’m still paired up with Zepharos as well?”

      “Of course. Though how you managed to bring Heydar into the fold without the Infala remains something of a mystery.”

      Darla shook her head, pulling open her shirt, exposing her new rune to the women. “No, it’s not like that. See? My old Infala is gone. This is my new one, and it bonds me to only one man.”

      The women stared in awe, Tikanna’s mouth nearly hitting the floor in shock.

      “B-but, that’s impossible,” she blurted.

      “Apparently not.”

      “But how?”

      “Well, I don’t know exactly how I did it, but when I pushed Zepharos away, I just knew I was meant to be with Heydar. He was all I wanted. And then all of my ink started changing color, see? The white pigment kind of took over everywhere. By the time I found Heydar this had happened.”

      “Wasn’t his Infala cold?” Tikanna mused. “He lost a mate some time ago, though he would not speak of it. Curious, his Infala matched your new one.”

      “Yeah, about that.”

      “What now?” Tikanna wondered.

      “I kind of forced his rune to change as well. I didn’t mean to. Well, not exactly. But when I put my hand over his Infala, I could feel myself flow into it. I made it into something new.”

      Rohanna and Tikanna stared at her, silent for a long moment as they took the information in.

      “She has the gift?” Rohanna wondered. “Is it possible?”

      “I had always thought it was only a legend,” Tikanna replied, though she didn’t sound so certain. “But perhaps there is truth to the stories.”

      “I don’t know about all of that, but he called me Malaika. It didn’t translate. What could that mean?”

      The women seemed surprised, though less shocked than before.

      “It is rare that a word does not translate with the runes,” Tikanna said. “But some are so specific to a race that they remain in their native tongue.”

      “So, it’s specifically a Nimenni thing?” Darla mused.

      “It is. However, we are familiar with the word. A term of endearment, and one very few ever hear, only uttered to the most loved of mates. It is a declaration of love far beyond the Infala’s power.”

      Darla felt her pulse quicken. “What does it mean?”

      “A rough translation would be my dearest, but also my soul. It is difficult to put into words, but the core intent of it is to declare that you now possess his life force intermingled with your own. If you were to perish, he would almost certainly die with you, so intertwined are your beings.”

      Rather than panic, a comforting warmth filled Darla. She was his, and he truly was hers. More than just mere words, it seemed her alien love had put his very life in her hands, and she would cherish it until the end of days.

      Rohanna watched her processing the information and nodded sagely, sizing up their guest with fresh perspective. “Well, my dear, it would seem you have quite an interesting future ahead of you. Should you be up for the challenges, of course.”

      Darla had already been mulling over what her life might become and was actually okay with it. “I’m going to find the others who crashed from the Raxxian ship. There are other people from my world out there, and Heydar and I are going to find them.”

      Rohanna smiled, approving the plan, but she also had other thoughts whirling through her head now that she had discovered just the kind of power growing in this strange human.

      “You will need time to learn your power,” she said. “To be able to control it. You could be so very strong, if only you take the time to properly train.”

      “First things first,” Darla interjected. “I need to find the others.”

      “There is time,” Rohanna countered. “I understand this Kuxx fellow is quite capable of handling things for the time being. And assisted by one from your own world, I understand.”

      “How did you know that?”

      “Your prince informed me of the situation when you returned. Right after you departed with Zepharos, actually. He was quite despondent, but even stranded from his people, he still obeyed the rules of decorum for one of his stature.”

      “Hang on, did you say prince? I knew he was some sort of leader, but a prince?”

      “He did not tell you? Ah, the Nimenni, such a proud people. Proud, and secretive. He is a good man. A bit strong headed, perhaps, but good of heart. Your Heydar is most assuredly more than just a mere general, dear, though he has excelled at that in the past, from what I have heard.”

      “How did you hear that? I thought you were cut off from the rest of the world.”

      “By choice,” Rohanna chuckled. “I still have my sources, when I am so inclined. I am the Oraku elder, after all.”

      Darla was in shock. “So, he’s a general. A general and a prince?” she mumbled, her lips almost numb with shock.

      “Yes, the heir to the throne, when the time comes.”

      “Wow,” was all Darla could manage as the reality of her situation flowed over her.

      “Yes, wow, indeed. And your offspring will one day ascend to the throne as well.”

      The record player in Darla’s head screeched abruptly to a halt. “Hang on. Offspring? But we’re different species. Niala said… oh, shit.”

      “Yes, it is possible once the Infala has bonded you. But you are different, Darla. You control the power flowing through your body. I can sense it in you. It will be your choice if and when a life will take hold inside of your belly.”

      Darla felt her tension fade away as the pigment living in her flesh tingled a warm confirmation of what she’d been told. A broad smile spread across her face.

      “What is it?” Rohanna asked. “Are you all right?”

      “Better than all right,” she replied. “And if it’s my choice when it happens, I think I’m going to need a lot of practice making babies before I decide to actually have one.”

      Darla stood up and turned for her new home.

      “Where are you heading?” Tikanna asked. “The food preparation area is that way.”

      “Food can wait,” Darla said with a mischievous grin. “I need to get back to my man. After all, practice makes perfect, and there’s no time like the present.”
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