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      RESISTING FATE IS HARD. ALIEN MINOTAURS ARE HARDER.

      I spent nine years alone on a space station at the edge of nowhere, and I told myself I liked it that way. No one to answer to. No one to let me down.

      Then Keth took me. Eight and a half feet of alien minotaur: curved horns, cloven hooves, a restless tail, and hands that span my whole waist. He lifts me like I weigh nothing, and still handles me like I'm the most breakable thing he's ever touched.

      He says I'm his fated mate. The serum he gives me rebuilds my human body into an omega made for his: I run hot for his knot, and I'm built to be bred. My breasts swell heavy and full with milk, aching for a relief only he can give. Among his people, an omega who produces is sacred, and Keth tends to every drop with a reverence that wrecks every wall I have left. He wants nothing more than to keep me full.

      I've never been wanted. Never been kept.

      But on Keth's world, a producing omega is a prize, and a higher-ranked alpha has already moved to claim me for himself. If our bond reads as weak, the law can take me from Keth and hand me over.

      I should be fighting my way home. Instead I'm fighting to keep him.

    

  


  
    
      To the readers who are here for alpha monsters who don’t apologise for their cravings.

      To the readers who will not feel ashamed for reading about an omega making milk for her alpha.

      To the readers who are here for it all.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            WALK TOWARDS THE SCARY SMELL

          

        

      

    

    
      The number four air recycler had been making a noise like a cat in a tumble dryer for the last three hours, and I'd been ignoring it for two and a half of those, because sometimes that worked.

      It didn't work.

      I shoved back from the maintenance console and pulled up the diagnostics log for the seventh time since my shift started. Same readout. Same unhelpful string of amber alerts. I scrolled past them, looking for the one that would tell me what was actually broken so I could hit it with the correct end of a wrench and go back to pretending I had a fulfilling career.

      The station was called Relay 11-Bravo. Eleven automated relay stations strung through this corridor of deep space like cheap fairy lights, and Bravo was the one nobody wanted. Too far from the supply route, too old, and prone to deciding at three in the morning that the carbon dioxide scrubbers needed recalibrating, right now, immediately, wake the only human on board.

      That human was me. Lucky, lucky me.

      I grabbed my toolkit from the charging rack, tucked my torch under my arm, and headed for the lower decks. The overhead lights buzzed as I passed beneath them, that thin fluorescent whine I'd stopped hearing months ago. My boots rang on the metal grating, too loud, the way they always were on night cycle, when the station dialled everything down to standby. The day shift, which I hadn't worked in four years and had frankly stopped missing, came with ambient noise: machinery, comms chatter, the dull thrum of the ore processors in the next hub along. At night there was just me, my footsteps, the recyclers and whatever small mechanical tantrum the station had decided to throw.

      I liked it, mostly.

      Mostly.

      The lower decks smelled the way they always did, of coolant and engine fuel and the faintly sweet chemical note of the water purifiers. I'd read somewhere that human noses stopped noticing familiar smells after a while, some kind of sensory adaptation. I believed it, because the station smelled of nothing to me until I consciously tried. Then it smelled of everything. Every panel had its own particular staleness, every junction box its own warm plastic breath. Nine years on relay stations and I could probably identify which deck I was on blindfolded, just by sticking my nose in the air.

      "You're a delight at parties," I told myself, rounding the corner into the service corridor. "Really. A conversational marvel."

      The lights flickered.

      I stopped.

      They flickered again, a hard clean blink, both overheads going dark at the same time and coming back a half-second later. My console buzzed against my hip. Atmospheric irregularity detected. Sector 7-C.

      Sector 7-C was the exterior cargo bay access corridor. I stared at the notification, waiting for the follow-up that would tell me it was a faulty sensor, a pressure fluctuation, one of the dozen boring explanations I'd learned to rattle off in my sleep.

      The follow-up didn't come.

      "Fantastic," I muttered. "Fine."

      I turned left. The corridor narrowed as it dropped towards the bay level, the ceiling lowering by degrees; the station's architects had apparently decided that the sections nobody visited didn't need headroom. The air got colder down here. The grating under my boots gave way to solid plating, and my footsteps went from ringing to flat, dull thuds that swallowed themselves.

      The hatch to 7-C was closed but not sealed. That was odd. I kept the exterior access corridors sealed on principle, less atmosphere to heat, less space for things to go wrong in. I'd sealed this one myself three weeks ago, after the last cargo delivery.

      I pressed my palm to the release panel. The light blinked green, and the hatch hissed and juddered open about two-thirds of the way before grinding to a stop. Standard. Nothing on this station opened all the way on the first try.

      I squeezed through.

      The air on the other side was wrong.

      I stopped mid-stride with one hand still braced against the hatch frame. The corridor smelled different. Warmer, somehow, though the temperature readout on my console said fourteen degrees, the same as always. And underneath the usual recycled staleness there was–

      I breathed in.

      Sun-heated earth. Musk, low and warm and animal. Green growing things, the kind of rich damp-soil smell you got from a planet with actual weather and actual dirt, not from a station corridor that hadn't seen organic matter since the last engineer dropped a sandwich behind a junction box.

      My body went very still.

      Not by choice. No, as if someone was taking over. I was standing there one moment, breathing that impossible smell, and my shoulders dropped, my jaw unclenched and my grip on the torch loosened, all at once, as if my entire nervous system had decided we were safe here and hadn't bothered to check with me first.

      Which was suspicious. I realised it was suspicious even as it was happening, which was somehow worse. Like watching your own hand reach for a hot plate and being unable to stop it.

      That's not right, I thought. That is very much not right.

      I made myself tighten my grip on the torch and take another breath. The smell was still there. If anything it was thicker. The skin on my arms had gone to gooseflesh, but not from cold. My heart rate had dropped. I could feel it, beating slow and heavy in my chest, and that was wrong too, because I was standing in a dark corridor that smelled like another planet and my body's response was apparently to relax.

      "Okay," I said quietly, to the empty corridor. "That's unexpected."

      I moved forward. Not because I wanted to, but because I was the only person on this station, and if the environmental system had ruptured or a cargo seal had failed or some piece of equipment was leaking a smell that made the night-shift operator go funny in the head, it was my job to find it. That was what I was here for. Nine years of relay work had trained me to walk towards the thing that was wrong when every sensible person would walk the other way.

      The corridor opened into the cargo bay anteroom, a wide low space with storage racks along both walls and the main bay doors at the far end. The overhead light was out. My torch cut a narrow beam through the dark, picking out crate edges, the dull gleam of plating, the bay door control panel blinking standby-amber on the far wall.

      The smell was everywhere now, thick and warm, like standing in a field in August. My skin was tingling. The back of my neck prickled with something that sat right between awareness and comfort. I couldn't decide which it was, and that bothered me more than either would have on its own.

      I swept the torch left. Storage racks. Empty. I swept right.

      A shape.

      Enormous. Standing against the far wall so still that I'd swept right past it without seeing it, the way your eyes skip over a thing your brain can't make sense of. My torch beam caught the edge of a curved horn first, dark and almost black, arching upward from a head that was too high. Way too high. The beam tracked down and found shoulders broad enough to fill the space between two storage racks, dark fur thick across them like a pelt, a barrel-deep chest of pale leathered skin. Hands hanging at his sides, each one big enough to make my stomach drop.

      He was eight feet tall. Maybe more. I couldn't tell, because my brain had given up on measurements and was just repeating a single word on a loop, and the word was huge. The torchlight found his feet, and they were hooves, dark and heavy on the cargo bay floor.

      He looked at me.

      His eyes were huge, dark, almost all pupil, catching my torch beam the way an animal's catch headlights. And the expression in them, I had no framework for. He looked at me the way you'd look at something you'd spent a long time searching for. Recognition, and underneath it a certainty so total it made my skin prickle.

      I should have screamed. I should have turned and run back through the hatch and sealed it and hit the emergency beacon and done any one of the fifteen things the station manual said to do when you encountered an unknown entity in a restricted area. (I’d always wondered why they’d included a chapter on this - now I knew.)

      I didn't scream.

      I stood there with my torch pointed at his chest, my mouth open and my heart still beating that strange slow rhythm, and the smell rolled over me in waves, that impossible earth-and-musk warmth, and my body said yes, here, stay.

      He moved.

      I saw it happen and couldn't react in time. Couldn't have reacted in time even without whatever was wrong with me, because he was fast. Faster than anything that size had a right to be. One stride closed half the distance between us, and I heard his hooves meet the plating, near-silent, barely a whisper of sound, and I thought, He was being quiet before. He was being quiet and I still couldn't hear him.

      I stumbled back. My shoulders hit the storage rack behind me. The torch dropped from my hand and hit the floor, spinning, throwing wild arcs of light across the walls, and in those spinning flashes I saw him whole: the horns, the thick fur, the slow steady sweep of a tail behind him. And those eyes, fixed on me.

      His hand came up.

      It was so big. His fingers curled towards me carefully, and I noticed the care even through the panic, as if he were reaching for an eggshell. As if I were the most breakable thing he'd ever had to touch.

      He said a word. So low I felt it in my sternum before my ears caught it, a rumble of sound in a language I didn't know. His voice went through me like a bass note through a thin wall. I felt it in my teeth.

      His hand cupped the back of my head. His fingers spanned from my crown to the base of my neck, the skin of them rough and warm, and the smell of him this close was so thick I could taste it. Earth and heat and musk, and something underneath all of it that was just him, specific and unmistakable, and my eyes were closing, my body leaning into his palm like a bloody traitor, and I thought, Why am I not afraid? I should be afraid–

      A sting. Small and precise, in the side of my neck. Cold bloomed under my skin and spread fast, down through my chest, into my arms, into my legs. My knees buckled. I would have gone straight down onto the metal floor, but his other hand caught me, scooped me really, the way you'd scoop up a child, my whole body gathered against the breadth of his chest. I could feel the fur against my cheek, rough and warm and dense.

      He was careful, some fading part of my brain noticed. He caught me before I fell. He was ready for it.

      The cold spread. My fingers went numb first, then my toes. My vision softened at the edges, the torchlight on the floor going blurry and gold. I tried to lift my hand, to push, to hit, to do anything, and managed only to press my palm flat against his chest. His heartbeat thudded under it, slower than mine. Steady.

      His tail swept once. I saw it at the edge of my failing vision, a slow arc.

      He's calm, I thought. He's completely calm.

      The cold reached my head, and the thoughts started to go. Not all at once. They slipped sideways, one at a time, like cards sliding off a table.

      Station. Emergency beacon. Run.

      Gone.

      Who. What. How.

      Gone.

      The last thing I held onto, stubborn and bright and impossible to let go of, was the smell. That warm, impossible, wrong-place wrong-time, sun-baked-earth smell that had no business being on a relay station in deep space, that had made my body go quiet and still before my brain even knew there was a fight.

      It smelled like soil after rain. Like summer. Like a place I'd never been.

      My eyes closed.

      I carried that smell down into the dark with me, and it was still there when everything else was gone.
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            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            ABDUCTED BY A... WHAT, EXACTLY?

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up in a box.

      That was my first thought, box, before the details resolved themselves. Padded walls, off-white, slightly curved at the corners. A low shelf built into one side with a folded blanket on it. A sealed hatch at the far end, oval, set into the wall at about knee height for a normal doorway. Warm air that hummed faintly with the sound of environmental systems.

      Not a box. A containment space. Clean, well-lit, the kind of setup you'd build for transporting something fragile.

      Or someone.

      I lay still for a count of ten, keeping my breathing even, taking stock. I'd woken up in bad places before. Not like this, but close enough. A cargo dispute on Kepler Station when I was twenty-two, where the relief crew got delayed and I ran out of rations for three days. The month I spent in the med-bay on Outpost Gamma after the pressure seal blew. You learned, after enough of those, that panic was a luxury. Panic burned energy and made you stupid, and I was already behind on information.

      So. Facts first.

      I was lying on something soft, a pallet, maybe, covered in dense fabric that held heat. My station coveralls were still on, which was a small mercy. My boots were gone. I flexed my toes experimentally. No pain. No restraints. My arms moved freely when I lifted them.

      I sat up.

      The space was smaller than I'd thought. Maybe three metres by two, the ceiling low enough that I could have touched it standing on my toes. The walls were that same padded off-white, seamless, without visible joins. The air smelled faintly of something organic, not unpleasant, just unfamiliar. Underneath it, so faint I almost missed it, was that other smell.

      Earth and musk and warmth.

      My stomach tightened.

      I remembered. The cargo bay. The flickering lights. That impossible scent rolling through the corridor like smoke, and my body going still and quiet in a way I hadn't chosen. The shape in the dark, the horns, the hand cupping my head so carefully. The cold sting of a needle.

      Right. So I'd been abducted by a – what? A monster? An alien? Both?

      Aliens. Actual, real aliens. We'd spent my whole life arguing about whether anyone else was out here, and the answer had always been a shrug. Grainy footage, conspiracy forums, the odd "landing" that turned out to be a weather drone or a hoax. Officially, humanity had never met a soul. Officially. So much for that.

      "Fantastic," I said, to the empty room. "Really excellent life choices, Mara. Walk towards the scary smell in the murder corridor. What could possibly go wrong."

      My voice sounded thin and flat. The padded walls swallowed the echo.

      I pushed myself to my feet. The pallet shifted under me, surprisingly stable. I crossed to the sealed hatch and pressed my palm against it. Cool to the touch, smooth, no visible control panel. I pushed. Nothing. I ran my fingers
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