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      AEDAN

      I stare down the barrel of the blaster and wish I could jump back in time. Only an hour would do. Change our course, evade the enforcer ships that have now surrounded us. Or a day into the past, when we took on a ship a lot bigger than us and underestimated the determination of their crew. They damaged our shields and long-range sensors, which is why we never saw the enforcers coming. Now it’s too late.

      “Pirate Aedan,” their commander, a purple-skinned Lurian, snarls. His tusks curl out of his mouth, signalling his aggressiveness. Lurians are the perfect enforcers. Anti-social, emotionless, always angry. They produce the best weapons in the galaxy and have no qualms about using them.

      “Captain,” I correct him. “What’s the reason for this?”

      “Reason?” he spats. “You’re a wanted criminal. I’ve been chasing you for months. Stretch out your arms.”

      I think of refusing, but I have no doubts that he’s itching to shoot me. He’d get less pay for a dead target, but I don’t think he cares. Lurians aren’t driven by money. They’re all about violence and their old-fashioned sense of justice. In their eyes, all pirates are scum.

      I hold out my hands and he clamps magnetic shackles around them. They glow an ominous blue. I bet they have some kind of torture mechanism built in.

      “You will tell your crew to surrender peacefully,” the Lurian commands. “We will shoot anyone who resists.”

      I sigh and turn around to look at my crew. None of them looks happy to give in, but it’s not like we have a choice. I refuse to get any of them killed.

      “Don’t resist,” I tell them with a growl.

      La-Layna, my second-in-command, flashes her fangs when they put the shackles on her, but brothers Len and Panan hold out their arms without showing any emotion. They move as one, like always, as if one is the other’s shadow. They have a mental connection unlike anything I’ve ever come across. It’s not typical for their species, but then, they’re nothing like other Karangi. Their kind is known for their benevolence, yet here they are, part of my pirate crew.

      They herd us into the belly of their ship and lock us into individual cells. The walls between them are translucent so I can see my friends, but the cells are completely soundproof. My own breathing is loud and distracting. I need to make plans. I’ve been caught before and I’ve always found a way out. This time won’t be any different.
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        * * *

      

      The Karangi judge stares me down, her third eye unblinking and seeming to stare into my soul.

      “Aedan Xerxi, you are-“

      “Captain,” I drawl.

      “Your ship is not legally registered and you are therefore not worthy of the title,” she says in her soft yet icy voice. “You are hereby sentenced to ten galaxy-standard years on the prison planet Y103. You will labour there every day of your sentence to make up for your wrongs.”

      I suck in a sharp breath. Ten standard years. That’s fifteen Ferven years. By the time I get released, I’ll be too old to sire offspring. Not that I have any plans of doing that, but it’s something that highlights the length of my sentence. It’s unusually harsh. We’re pirates, but we try not to kill the crew of the ships we hijack. I always tell them that we’re after their cargo, not their lives.

      “What about my crew?” I ask hoarsely.

      “Nine galaxy-standard years each unless you confess to coercing them. That will lower their sentence to five years each and will add another five to your own sentence.”

      “Don’t do it,” La-Layna whispers from my left. “We’ll be fine.”

      “I’ll take the fifteen years,” I announce, ignoring her. “If you reduce their sentence to three.”

      The judge’s third eye finally blinks as she stares at me. “You’re not in a bargaining position. However, I appreciate your sentiment. Maybe I have to offer you a bargain after all.”

      Hope blossoms within my chest, rising all the way into the curled tips of my horns, but I keep my face impassive.

      “What kind of bargain?”

      “You’ve abducted aliens from other planets, am I right?”

      I nod wordlessly.

      “How many?”

      “Twenty. Maybe more. We’ve not done a lot of abductions recently, our priorities have shifted.”

      “Then you may want to shift them back. The Intergalactic University is desperately looking for a new Alien Abduction teacher. Interest in their classes is at a record high and they lack tutors with real-life experience.”

      I try to hide my surprise but fail miserably. “You want me to teach at the IGU?”

      “There will be a trial period. If you fail, you will be sent to Y103. If the Dean of Abductions is happy with your teaching, you will continue to work there until you retire at whatever age is customary for Ferven males.”

      I stare at her, trying to see if she’s toying with me, dangling a treat in front of my nose only to pull it away when I reach for it.

      “I’d need my crew,” I tell her. “I can’t conduct abductions without them.”

      “Naturally. They will be able to choose if they want to be your teaching assistants or if they want to apply to be teachers in their own right. The same rules apply. Work full-time until retirement.”

      “What about pay?”

      “We shall start at a reduced rate of fifty per cent, that should be enough to cover food and accommodation without tempting you to return to a life of crime. Every year you work for the IGU, the salary will increase by ten per cent until you reach the full salary for a lecturer.”

      I mull her proposal over. No more pirating. No more daring escapes and dangerous hijacks. We’d have to go back to mundane life. Jobs. Regular hours. A tiny salary that won’t pay for the luxuries we’re used to. But we’d be free, almost. If we’re sent to the prison planet, there’s no way to know if we’ll be able to escape. We might be stuck there for years.

      I turn to Len and Panan. Their third eyes are closed, signalling that they’re engaging in a mental conversation.

      “I’m all for it,” La-Layna mutters under her breath. “Let’s take her offer before she realises we have no idea how to teach.”

      I nod and wait for the brothers to open all three of their eyes. “What have you decided?”

      “We agree,” Panan says quietly. “This is the best option. Plus, we have some savings that we can use to supplement our income.”

      Len touches my shoulder and his voice fills my mind.

      She never said we can’t take a part-time job at the side. We have enough contacts to make some money, even without capturing ships.

      He’s right. We won’t have to live in poverty like the judge intends. When you’ve been a pirate for as long as we have, you learn that wealth lurks everywhere, just waiting to be acquired by a shrewd pirate. Violence isn’t always necessary.

      I turn back to the judge. “We agree to your bargain with one condition: our ship remains ours. We’re going to do our abductions on her and not some rust bucket the IGU provides us with.”

      The Karangi looks me straight in the eyes and once again I feel like she’s staring right into my soul.

      After what feels like a small eternity, she inclines her head. “I agree. Enforcers will take you to the main IGU campus where you will meet Professor Katila. My sister.”

      Ah. That explains things. She’s not doing this out of the goodness of her heart, but because she’s doing her sister a favour. Let’s hope that Professor Katila is a little less stuck-up.
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        * * *

      

      The Professor’s purple skin is a little paler than that of her judge sister, but their marbling pattern is exactly the same. She looks at us from her three eyes, studying each of us individually.

      We arrived at the IGU campus station late last night, but the enforcers kept us locked up on their ship until it was time for our meeting. My back hurts from sleeping on the bare floor of my cell. I can’t wait to be back on my own ship and in my fluffy, comfortable bed.

      “You will need other clothes,” Professor Katila announces. “You need to look the part. And we will have to install cameras on your ship to make sure your students can see every part of the abduction process. I’ve decided that before you get your own class to teach, you will show my current students what you’re capable of. They will learn from both your success and your mistakes. I’m sending you to Peritus, or Earth, as the natives call it. They’re a backwards species with only limited spaceflight capability. Don’t underestimate them, however. They’re graded as a difficult abduction objective in my curriculum, but I think you need a challenge to prove your worth.”

      “Cameras?” La-Layne snaps. “I won’t be ogled around the clock.”

      Professor Katila sighs. “They will only transmit once you’re ready to start the abduction process. Personal living quarters will be exempt, although the room where your abductee will be kept has to be under observation for welfare purposes.”

      "We need control of the surveillance system," I say sternly in my most commanding Captain voice. "I don't want you spying on us. Full control."

      The Karangi rolls her two lower eyes. "Trust me, I have better things to do than watching you all day."
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      MAY

      I look down the cliff and my heart beats even faster. It's a long way down. My stomach quenches at the sight and I step back to get my breath back. I've been afraid of heights ever since I can remember. At one point, even the thought of standing this close to the edge of a sheer cliff would have given me an anxiety attack. Today though, it's different. I want to be here. I will only have to fight the fear a little longer. 

      The bottom of the valley calls to me. The stones are black, of volcanic origin, and barely covered by vegetation. They'll make a hard bed, but by the time I lie on them, I won't feel it anymore. I won't feel anything anymore. That's the purpose of all this. I want it all to stop. Life sucks and it's not kept any of its promises. There's nothing left for me.

      My parents are dead. My fiancé is dead. My dreams are dead, too. My life no longer has a purpose and I see it for what it is: a waste. It's time to put an end to it.

      The wind tousles my hair, pushing a few strands of my jet-black locks into my face. A storm is coming. The clouds above are racing across the sky, grey and foreboding. If I was here to hike, I'd seek shelter from the elements about now. But I'm not here on holiday. 

      I've left an envelope on my suitcase in the little bed and breakfast I checked into last night. Some money for the owner, as an apology for the inconvenience. An explanation that this was my choice, that I wasn't killed by someone else. And the key to my little flat back in Glasgow. I don't have any family left who could inherit my belongings, so I assume my landlord will simply throw them out and get a new tenant. One who always pays their bills on time, unlike me. I've been job hunting for so long that I can barely remember having a regular income. 

      I take a deep breath and step forward again until the tips of my walking boots are at the very edge of the cliff. The ground up here is muddy and the bottoms of my trousers are wet with dew and moor water. Scotland is a wet place, I realised that again today. I won't make it any wetter with tears. My eyes are dry. There's no point in crying. This is my choice.

      I relax my body, pushing away all the stress of the moment. I want to be happy during the moment I die. I'm going to fly and I will feel true freedom.

      With one last look at the beautiful yet broody sky, I walk into nothingness.

      I fall.

      Fall.

      Fly.

      And then I stop falling. Suddenly, the wind no longer kisses my face. All sound has vanished, as has any kind of movement. I'm hovering in the air, suspended by a force I can't see. Nor can I understand what's happening. Is this death? Have I already landed at the bottom of the cliff and this is just an echo? The beginning of the afterlife? I had really hoped there wouldn't be any such thing. 

      A strange, glaring light envelops me. It covers me from all sides, yet the sun is still hidden behind clouds. What the fuck...

      I'm yanked up and I scream. For the first time today, I'm afraid. 

      As if someone put a rope around my waist, I'm pulled upwards, bum first, my arms and legs dangling. I struggle even though there's nothing to struggle against. Maybe I'm being sucked into hell. That would be just my luck. While there was no wind during that moment of stasis, it's now stronger than ever. My shirt rides up my belly and I wish I'd kept on my jacket. I try to reach for it and pull it down in the silly hope that clothes can protect me from whatever's happening, but I can't reach it with the wind fighting my every move. Instead, it's pushed up even more until it's around my neck like a scarf, exposing my entire front. And I'm not wearing a bra. I'd wanted to be comfortable during death and I've always hated wearing bras. 

      The world beneath me is quickly disappearing. The Cuillin mountains on the Isle of Skye, the place I'd selected as my final destination, now look as tiny as the fake mountains of my late grandpa's model railway. And still, I'm rising, pulled up relentlessly. I must be close to the clouds soon. It's freezing, but I'm not sure if I'm shivering because of the cold or fear. I’m finding it harder to breathe.

      The moment I enter the first cloud, I close my eyes. I'm not sure I want to see any of what's about to happen. Angels jumping around on fluffy clouds. A gate leading to heaven, guarded by some saint with a large golden key. Virgins waiting to be deflowered.

      What I get instead is a spaceship. There’s no doubt that’s what it is. The swirling metal that seems to move like quicksilver while I look at it, the way it hovers above the cloud without a sound, the light that vanishes into a circular hole in the middle of it. This is a textbook flying saucer and I’m the helpless human being abducted.

      For some reason, I find it easier to believe in an alien abduction than in angels dancing on clouds. I’ve always hoped that there’s more out there, not just our puny little planet that we’re on the best track of destroying.

      I am sucked into the spaceship, bum first, my breasts on full display. Not exactly the way I’d have imagined first contact. The force pulling me abates as soon as I’m inside a dark room. I get one last look down at the clouds below before the hatch closes, leaving me in complete darkness. I’m gently lowered to the floor. It’s surprisingly warm, even though it feels like metal. The floor vibrates ever so softly, but I can’t hear the sound of any engines.

      Behind me, a door slides open with a barely audible whoosh and I stagger to my feet to face my abductors. I only see the alien’s silhouette as he – she? – stands in the doorway. Behind them is bright light, similar but not quite as intense as the glaring light that enveloped me while I was sucked up through the air.

      The figure is huge, at least seven feet tall. To my relief, they only have two arms and two legs. No tail, no extra limbs. They don’t look like a squid or beast either. The only alien thing about them is their height and two large horns that curve from the sides of their head. Plus a decidedly purple skin colour, visible even against the light. For some strange reason, this gives me hope that I’m not here to be their dinner. That’s completely irrational, I know that. They could be hostile, no matter the way they look.

      Without warning, the room is drenched in light. I squeeze my eyes shut and cover them with my hands. It’s too bright, like looking right at the sun.

      “Why are you exposing your udders?” a booming voice – most definitely male – echoes through the room.

      I think I’d prefer the angels after all.
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      AEDAN

      The female presents her udders to me, proudly pushing out her chest. She must be in heat. Not quite what I was expecting, but I won’t complain.

      For a human, she’s surprisingly attractive. She’s tiny, yet voluptuous. Her hips are wide, promising that she’ll be a good breeder. If I decide not to keep her, she’ll fetch a good price on the black market. Not that I’d ever sell her as a slave. I’d persuade her to choose a male as her mate and then take the credits they’d usually pay for a slave. My last abductee found a wonderful home that way.

      Done with the presentation of her assets – truly beautiful udders that I want to squeeze and nibble on – she pulls down her shirt before covering her face again with her hands. Is this some kind of courtship ritual? I’ve not been to Peritus before and Professor Katila didn’t allow us much time for researching its inhabitants. At least she provided us with an update to our translator implants, allowing us to talk to the female in her language until she gets her own implant.

      “Can you turn down the light a little?” she says. Her voice is musical, swinging up and down with every syllable. It’s unlike my own monotonous accent that rarely changes pitch.

      With a simple thought, I command the ship to dim the lights. Unlike the rest of the crew, the ship responds to my brainwaves. One of the reasons why I insisted that the IGU let me use it for abductions.

      “Better?” I ask.

      She slowly removes her hands, blinking rapidly. She nods, which I take as an affirmation. It’s a strange fact that the majority of one-headed species across the universe use nods to mean ‘yes’. Of course, there are exceptions, but it’s always struck me as curious.

      I look up at the camera attached to the ceiling to my right.

      “The abductee has arrived safely. Now it’s time for the introductory talk. Sometimes, I like to point a weapon at them to stop them from freaking out and trying to run away, but I don’t think it’s necessary with this female. She has already presented me with her udders, which I believe is a mating ritual in her culture. This is an excellent sign suggesting that she’ll be open to future mating and breeding.”

      It feels silly talking to the camera, but Professor Katila has made multiple threats in case I don’t act like a teacher. It’s a small price to pay in exchange for mine and my crew’s freedom.

      “Breeding?” the female huffs. “You’re not breeding with me, pal.”

      I grin at her and stroke one of my horns. There’s a direct correlation between a Ferven’s horn size and the length of his cock. Hopefully, this human knows that. Even if she doesn’t, stroking my horns feels almost as good as stroking my cock. Seeing her full udders has affected me and I’m straining against the fabric of my tight trousers. They’re boring, fashionable clothes that the IGU insisted I wear while being on camera. They want their teachers to look the part, so I had to exchange my pirate clothes for this lacklustre outfit.

      “Welcome to my ship, human. I am Captain Aedan and I have abducted you. This is permissible according to paragraph seven-slash-fourteen of the Intergalactic Federation’s Regulations because your planet has been designated as unimportant to galactic affairs. You are safe with us and we will not harm you, unless your species requires to be harmed for your wellbeing. Would you like some sustenance? Otherwise we shall begin the probing.”

      “Probing?” she gasps, a most adorable sound that makes me even harder. “Release me immediately or it will end badly for you.”

      Her bravado is betrayed by the slight trembling of her limbs and the widening of her eyes. Still, I admire her strength. None of my previous abductees have kept their composure like this.

      “I have no intentions of releasing you, female. I abducted you, which gives me the right to tell you what to do. Before we proceed, what is your name?”

      “You’re not going to tell me what to do, pal. I demand that you return me to Earth and leave this planet.”

      I can’t help but laugh. She’s adorable, with her hands on her hips and an insolent look on her pretty face. Just like Ferven females, she has no horns, but her hair is a lot shorter than any female on my planet would ever wear it, only reaching to her shoulders.

      “If you’re not going to tell me your name, I shall choose one for you,” I say sternly, trying to suppress my laughter. It’s not a good look on camera to make fun of my abductee. “How about Silence? It’s what I’d like from you just now.”

      “My name is May,” she snaps. “What are you?”

      “What? I should tell you that’s very offensive, but I do forgive you because this must be your first contact with an alien species. Who. I’m a Ferven, one of the three dominant intelligent species on the planet Allopa. I have three crew members who you'll meet shortly. Len and Panan are on the bridge, while my first officer La-Layna is currently preparing the medbay for your probing.”

      She steps backwards without taking her eyes off me. Smart female. 

      "You're not going to probe me. No way. I don't know what kind of sicko you are, but you can stuff your probes into your own arse."

      I chuckle. "Feisty, I like it. But you don't need to worry. The probing will be pleasurable for you and me."

      "Fuck you!" 

      “I’m afraid that’s not part of the probing, unless you really want to.”

      She retreats further until her back is pressed against the wall opposite. Well, she thinks it's a wall. It's actually a door, the door leading to the medbay. She's about to get even angrier. 

      I smirk and slowly walk towards her again. I'm herding her like an animal and while it should make me feel a little guilty, it actually turns me on. 

      "Captain?" Len's voice echoes through the room and I look up at the camera. We've rigged them so we can see what they're filming, not just the IGU people monitoring us. 

      "Yes? What's the problem?"

      "We've got company. You better come and look."

      I turn back to May. "It seems your probing has been postponed. Follow me."

      "No thanks, I'd rather stay here."

      "Suit yourself. It's going to get very cold in here in a moment though. We don't want your cargo to melt."

      "Cargo?"

      She looks around the empty room.

      "We had to move it into another area of the ship while we were getting ready for your abduction. It wouldn't have looked good on camera if you'd arrived in a room full of crates. So they say." 

      May points at the camera. "Why are you filming this?"

      "If you want to know, you'll have to come with me. I'm needed on the bridge and don't have time to stay here for any longer."

      I turn and stride out of the room, smirking when I hear her follow me. She's feisty, but she's clever enough to go along with my demands for now. I have no doubt though that she'll rebel again as soon as she gets the chance. 

      Now that I'm no longer distracted by her looks, I realise the urgency of the situation and walk a little faster. We didn't expect anyone else in this part of space. Peritus has a few satellites circling it, but nothing worth mentioning. Other abductors? That's pretty much the only reason why anyone would come to Peritus, save for conquering their planet, and that would go against Intergalactic Law. 

      Everyone's assembled on the bridge, including La-Layna who was supposed to be busy with preparing for May's probing. 

      "What's going on?" I demand. 

      Len pulls up the greenlight scanner on the main screen. It shows two blinking dots that are quickly approaching our location.

      "Two vessels, they're refusing to identify themselves. I've scanned their subwave signal, they're not pirates. They're still too far to analyse what kind of ships they are, but I estimate they're small. Scouts, maybe."

      All pirates who know what's good for them use a subwave signal embedded in all communications to avoid pirates hijacking other pirates. It still happens, on purpose, but it avoids a lot of trouble. 

      "Are they coming to rescue me?" May asks from behind me.

      La-Layna laughs. "Human, no one on your planet knows we've taken you. And in space, nobody cares. Besides, we abducted you as part of an IGU course. It's all official."

      "IGU?"

      "Intergalactic University," I explain. "Now shush."

      “A university told you to abduct me?” she explodes. “Am I going to be their lab rat? An exhibit in their museum? Are they going to dissect me?”

      Instead of fear, I only sense anger from her. Curious. Until now, this was just a thing I did to keep my freedom. A filmed abduction, one of many to come. But seeing her glaring at her fate in this way, clearly ready to fight, makes my cock hard with desire and my heart filled with pride. How peculiar, pride for a stranger. And not just that, an abductee who’s under my control, who’s not much better than a slave at this point in time.

      “Shut up,” Panan hisses. “We have bigger problems. They just put up their shields. Strong ones. Our weapons will barely able to make a dent if it comes to it.”

      “Shields up,” I command, trying to push May from my mind even though she’s standing right behind me. “Red alert.”

      The bridge is drenched in pink light. I keep telling Len to fix our lights to make them red again, but he either doesn’t care or his memory is worse than I thought. Maybe he just likes garish pink.

      “It looks like we’re in a brothel,” May mutters from behind me. “Please tell me I’m not going to be your sex slave.”

      “You won’t,” I say absentmindedly while studying the screen. “Any response yet?”

      “Negative,” La-Layna reports. “They’re staying silent. Do you want me to start an evasive manoeuvre?”

      “No. I want to know what they’re doing here.”

      “So do I.” Professor Katila’s voice booms through the room and her face appears on a screen to my right. Figures that she’s watching us.

      “Do you think they mean you any harm?”

      I turn to her. “We don’t know yet. It could be a coincidence that they’re here at the same time as us.”

      “That’s a rather major coincidence.”

      “Agreed. Are any of your students planning missions to Peritus?”

      “Yes, but none of the current class are advanced enough yet to attempt an abduction. Two of my best students, A-Ven and A-Vay, will conduct their final assignment here later this term, but I had them in my tutor group just now, so it’s certainly not them.”

      La-Layna clears her throat. “Captain, they’re hailing us.”

      “Put them through.”

      “It’s voice only, no video,” she says quietly before a crackling interrupts her.

      “Enemy ship, get out of our way,” a female voice snarls.

      My translator implant does its job, but I would have recognised that harsh accent anywhere. Pletorians. The scum of the galaxy. Not honourable enough to be pirates, too violent to integrate into galactic society, too stupid to realise that. They’re scavengers, taking on other species’ technology because they’re too dumb to develop their own. They must have stolen the ships they’re on. There’s no way a Pletorian could have an advanced shield like this.

      “What are your intentions here?” I demand.

      Before they can answer, May does the most stupid thing she could have done.

      She shouts “Help!” at the top of her lungs.

      I’ve abducted an idiot.
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4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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