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      PENNY

      I sneaked along the corridor, a thousand reasons why I shouldn’t be doing this racing through my head. If anyone caught me, I’d be dead. Or worse. Much worse than a quick, easy death.

      It was suspiciously quiet. I’d waited until most of the guards went for their midday meal, but it felt like the entire level had been deserted. The only sounds were my footsteps and my pulse drumming in my ears.

      Turn back, the clever part of my subconscious said, but I didn’t listen. The attraction of the scent was too strong. Sweet, like honey and maple syrup combined into a glorious harmony. It drew me along the corridor, ever further into forbidden territory.

      I’d first smelled it when I’d woken up. It had been faint, barely perceptible, but on the way to work, it had suddenly hit me and overpowered my senses. I’d leaned against the wall, memories crashing over me. My nan making waffles on her iron skillet before drizzling them with amounts of maple syrup that my mum called ‘diabetes in the making’. Nan had simply laughed and added even more syrup before pushing a plate stacked with too many waffles to eat in front of me. I’d taken the challenge, but I’d had to concede before I could finish the final solitary waffle. That night, I’d needed a hot water bottle for my aching stomach, but I hadn’t regretted the overeating. Waffles were life.

      And now I was smelling them again, as sweet as in my memory, even though I was half a galaxy away. I didn’t even know where exactly I was in relation to Earth, but I’d long since concluded that I wasn’t going to return home ever again. Coming to that conclusion had been a lifesaver. It had helped me focus on the positive sides of living on a space station surrounded by aliens, rather than crying myself to sleep every night, wishing I was home.

      I’d buried my memories of Earth. Until that scent had woken them all over again.

      Turn back.

      No way. I was getting closer. It smelled as if I was in the centre of a busy bakery rather than an empty corridor. At a junction, I stopped, checking my map. Two of the corridors were on it, but the one on the right was crossed out. As a maintenance rat, I was allowed into more parts of the station than most, but the right corridor was clearly out of bounds. And I bet that was where I had to go.

      With my heart threatening to jump out of my chest, I walked a few steps into the passage on the left and sniffed. The scent was weaker here. It was the same for the central corridor. But when I stepped into the one on the right, images of steaming waffles and dripping honey flashed before my eyes. This was where I had to go. And I had to be close. The scent couldn’t get any more intense.

      I continued slowly, my senses on full alert, although the smell was distracting me. The corridor bent sharply to the right, ending in a set of closed metal doors labelled 32-Ω. Fuck. I didn’t have authorisation to be here. If I used the scanner on the left of the doors, it would trigger an alarm.

      Another wave of waffle scent assaulted my senses. How was it so strong even though the door was closed? Whatever was causing the scent had to be right on the other side.

      A slightly uneven patch of wall to my left caught my eye, and I grinned. Finally, being a maintenance rat would pay off. Most other inhabitants of the station wouldn’t give the stain a second look, but I knew what it promised.

      I kneeled in front of it and searched for the tiny notch that would open the hatch. It wasn’t always in the same place, so I used my hands to feel for it. Ah, there it was. I pressed it as hard as I could and with a low hiss, the hatch slid aside, revealing a dark tunnel.

      When they’d discovered me in the ship of the bastard alien who’d abducted me from Earth, they’d given me a choice. Become a maintenance rat – r’hat as they pronounced it, but I didn’t know what that even meant, so I’d shortened it into rat which seemed to fit – or die. To be fair, it hadn’t really been a choice. In the months of travel, I’d sworn to myself that I would survive no matter what. It was my one and only goal. So if I had to wade through pipes filled with shit to live, so be it.

      Luckily, this wasn’t a waste pipe, just an air vent. Much better. With one last look behind me to check for guards, I crawled into the tunnel. The scent in here was stronger than ever. I didn’t activate my head torch, preferring to feel my way along the vent. It was about as small and narrow as they got, so I bumped my elbows repeatedly on the cold walls. It’s why they hadn’t killed me. Most aliens on the station were big, and I mean huge, while I was short even for human standards. At just under five foot, I was small enough to fit into almost all the vents and pipes. Robots and drones did most of the cleaning anyway, but sometimes they needed a sentient being to check on things. Plus, they loved laughing at the sight of me crawling out of a pipe covered in shit. My life here was dirty and smelly, which was why the scent of waffles was something I couldn’t resist.

      The vent led me past the doors before slowly curving to the right. A dim glow came from further up ahead and I increased my pace until I got to a grate set into the floor of the shaft. The spaces between the metal were just enough to let me peer down into a barely lit room. It wasn’t much bigger than my own sleeping quarters, except that I shared mine with five others. This alien had his own room.

      And what an alien it was. He was massive, a mountain of muscle, sitting cross-legged in the centre of the cell. He was covered in strangely-shaped golden scales that shimmered despite the lack of light. The scales looked hard, like plate armour, and seemed to cover every inch of him, except for a line along the back of his head, where wild hair sprouted like a punk’s mohawk. It was the same shiny gold as his scales. He was a tetrapod with two arms and two legs – which was fairly unusual on the station; most species here had more limbs than that – but he was sitting, so it was possible that he was hiding other alien features. A surprising number of aliens had tails, but it was too dark to see if he had one as well. A strip of cloth covered his waist. Not that I should have been looking at that area in the first place.

      The rest of the room was empty except for a square column in one corner, the most basic version of an alien toilet. The hollow at its top was filled with a gel that absorbed organic matter, turning it into an easy-to-clean jelly. No other furniture, not even a bed or a cupboard. This wasn’t a bedroom. It was a cell. 

      I stared down at the alien, wondering what to do next. The scent of waffles and syrup wafted around me, so intense that I kind of expected to see a plate full of them appear in front of me. 

      That’s when he looked up, right into my eyes.
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      QONG

      She was here. I’d been able to sense her ever since they’d woken me from my cryosleep. My mate was close, but her scent was off. It was clearly her, but it wasn’t quite right. Maybe my instincts were off after sleeping for too long. I wasn’t even sure how long I’d been in that cryopod. Awakening had been rude and painful. 

      I dimly remembered rough hands pushing me along a corridor, into this cell, before the door had closed behind me. It hadn’t opened for several days. Food was pushed through a small hatch, but no matter how much I shouted at the being on the other side, they would never answer.

      I had no idea where I was. I didn’t even know what year it was. All I remembered was getting into my cryopod to prepare for the long journey to Kev-4, the planet most of my people had already fled to. War, famine and pollution had decimated our own planet and Kev-4 held the hope of new beginnings, a better life. The journey was supposed to take just under two intergalactic years, hence the cryopods. It was the fastest I could afford. If I’d had the money, I could have made the trip in a single IG month, but my savings didn’t stretch that far.

      I was sure this wasn’t Kev-4. It was too cold for that. I shivered, wishing I had a blanket. I still only wore the loincloth I’d put on in preparation for cryosleep. Whoever the beings were who’d taken me prisoner, they didn’t care much for my wellbeing.

      The first moment of happiness was when I’d smelled her scent. My mate. It was likely that she’d been on the same ship as me. Maybe we’d been attacked by pirates. The route to Kev-4 was long and went through some barely chartered parts of the galaxy, so it wasn’t unheard of for ships to get captured by pirates. Usually, they stuck to asking for a ransom or simply ransacking the vessel, stealing all valuables before letting their captives go. But not in my case.

      At least my mate was with me. Her scent had become stronger over the course of the past few IG hours, and now she was close. I almost expected the door to open to reveal my beautiful female, but instead, a sound above made me look up. A small square vent was my only source of fresh air, but I’d already discarded it as a possible escape route. It was too tiny for me. It should have been too small for any Gofren, but there she was, my mate. I couldn’t see her in the dark, but I sensed her presence.

      “Mate,” I said hoarsely.

      I’d waited for this moment all my life. I’d imagined hundreds of different scenarios about how our first encounter would go. This hadn’t been one of them. In some of my dreams, I’d rescued my mate from scores of enemies, thereby instantly earning me her gratitude and love. I’d not expected to be the one who needed rescuing.

      “What?” she asked from above in an unknown language, instantly translated by my implant. Why wasn’t she speaking Gofren Standard? Was she from one of the more remote parts of my planet where they still stuck to some of the old indigenous dialects? It didn’t matter. My implant would do the work until we could learn each other’s languages.

      “Mate,” I repeated. “Can you understand me?”

      “Yes,” she said after a moment’s silence. “I can understand you. I have a translator slug.”

      A shudder ran down my back. Brain slugs were efficient but disgusting. Nowadays, most people preferred implants, with only traditionalists, vegans and those too poor to afford one opting for slugs. I hoped my mate was the latter. Being poor was something that could be cured.

      “Can you come down?” I asked. “Why are you up there?”

      “Let me see if I can remove this grate. I didn’t come equipped for this, but if we’re lucky, my screwdriver will fit.”

      After some banging, cursing and clattering, the soft whirring of an electric screwdriver echoed through my cell. I waited patiently while imagining what my mate would look like. Would her scales be golden like mine? If she was from one of the remoter areas, they might be a deep red or a rusty brown. Either would be beautiful. I was sure she would be stunning to behold. I’d never heard of a male not finding his female attractive.

      We were made for each other, destined by the stars to be together from the moment we met until the day we died. Our hearts would stop beating as one, meaning we could enter the Great Halls of Purys together. Until that day, we’d be a mated couple. A family. My hearts beat faster at the thought of offspring. I’d almost resigned myself to staying alone for the rest of my life. All of my friends had found their mates years ago. I was the last one left. But now she was here, my mate, my sweet female.

      Another bang made me jerk, then the grate was pushed aside with a screech. I hoped nobody was close enough to hear the noise. I doubted it; I hadn’t sensed anyone besides the being who brought me my food twice a day - or what I thought was twice a day. It was hard to keep a sense of time without a window or a clock.

      “Got it,” my mate whispered, relief colouring her melodic voice. “Now, let’s see if I can fit through the hole.”

      I highly doubted it, but I also had thought it impossible for any Gofren to crawl through the vent in the first place. Maybe she’d been stunted in growth. If she came from one of the remote areas of Aggo, it made sense. She wouldn’t have had the best nutrition during childhood. Not that it mattered. I’d love her no matter how tiny she was.

      Her feet, covered in dirty black boots, were the first I saw of her. Adorable, miniature feet followed by spindly legs. She wore shapeless blue trousers that hid her scales. Most Gofren females preferred to walk around naked, presenting their bodies with pride and confidence, but I understood why she’d put on clothes while crawling through dusty vents. I bet she couldn’t wait to take them off as soon as she was in my arms. 

      I jumped up and reached for her. I got a firm grip around her hip, which felt strangely soft and squishy, as if her scales were still hardening. Another effect of malnutrition or had someone harmed her? At the thought, anger rose in me, and I expelled some hot air through my spine vents. It rose to the ceiling in the shape of thin smoke tendrils. 

      “I’ve got you,” I grunted through clenched teeth. “You can let go.”

      She hesitated, didn’t trust me yet. That was alright. She’d come to trust me soon enough. It always took females longer to accept the mating bond than it did us males. 

      “I won’t let you fall,” I promised soothingly. She finally let herself drop into my arms. She was light, way too light. I’d have to make sure to feed her well as soon as we got out of here. I closed my eyes to simply breathe in her scent, focusing on the sweet aroma that signalled she was my mate. Again, I felt as if there was something off about the scent, but not enough to worry me or cause doubt. She was mine. No doubt about that. 

      I opened my eyes again and allowed myself to look at her. She was covered in blue cloth up to the neck; what I’d thought were trousers was actually an ill-fitting jumpsuit. Gloves hid her fingers, but her face was exposed, framed by a mop of golden hair. And she was terribly disformed, lacking all her facial scales. Smooth skin remained where scales had once sat.

      But no. I was deceiving myself.

      It took a moment for the truth to register. 

      She wasn’t a Gofren. She was something else. 
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      PENNY

      The alien stared at me with confusion and something like disgust. I’d become pretty good at reading aliens’ expressions, no matter where they were from. It wasn’t all about facial features, but also about stance and body language, plus a large dose of intuition. This particular alien male was confused, which confused me in return. Why was he looking at me as if I wasn’t what he’d expected? He shouldn’t have expected me at all. I was only here because of the sweet scent, the same scent that was so strong now that I could taste waffles in my mouth. I had to fight the urge to chew. 

      Up close, he was even bigger than he’d seemed from above. His hexagonal scales formed thick layers, reminding me of medieval plate armour, but far more delicate. They were adorned with a honeycomb pattern, which combined with their golden colour made them look like tiny, crispy waffles. Or maybe not. It was entirely possible that I was only making that connection because of the scent. 

      “Do you have any food in here?” I heard myself say. “Is that what I smell?”

      His confusion became even more obvious as he looked down at me with a frown. The scales on his face were only about the size of my fingernails, moving in gentle ripples, which meant his expressions weren’t static like I’d expected. Even his eyelids and lips were covered in scales, so small that they appeared like gold dust on his skin. His eyes weren’t all that different from a human’s, with dark irises ringed with shimmering gold, although his eyelids closed from the sides like in reptiles. 

      “I don’t have food. Are you hungry? What are you?” He clasped a hand over his mouth. “Sorry. That was rude.”

      I found him strangely adorable. He was huge and could squeeze me like an insect, but there was a vulnerability in his beautiful golden eyes that made me look past his intimidating strength. 

      “I’m human, although it seems most beings call us Peritans,” I explained. “Turns out we’re pretty rare. We’ve only just developed space travel, so only a few of us have left our planet.”

      “Peritan,” he repeated thoughtfully. “I’ve never heard of that before. What is your planet called?”

      “Earth in my native language, Peritus in Intergalactic Standard.”

      “Is your planet close to Aggo?”

      “I’m sorry, I have no idea. I don’t know much intergalactic geography. I didn’t exactly leave my home by choice. But anyway, maybe we should start with names?” I smiled at him. “I’m Penny.”

      Back on Earth, I would have held out a hand, but I’d learned quickly that most aliens weren’t familiar with that gesture. One had actually taken my hand into his mouth. The memory of his enormous tongue swirling around my fingers still gave me the shivers. 

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, ma... Penny. I am Qong, son of Qing, third enforcer in the Macwuel Clan.”

      He said the words with pride, but of course, it meant nothing to me. I just nodded and smiled as if I knew exactly what an enforcer was or how important his clan was. 

      The sweet scent of waffles drifted into my nostrils once more and I couldn’t help but ask, “Why does it smell like waffles? Where is it coming from?”

      “I don’t know what waffles are. And I only smell the sweet scent of my m... you.”

      I wasn’t sure if that was a compliment or creepy. “Are you saying that I smell?”

      His eyes widened and he raised his scaled hands as if to erase his words. “No, of course not! I simply mean that your scent is the most delicious fragrance I have ever smelled. So sweet, so delicate, so strong. I...” He shook his head and stopped talking before he could dig himself a bigger hole. 

      I ignored him and walked around the cell, sniffing every few steps. The scent was coming from in here, that much was certain. I avoided the toilet column, hoping very much that it wasn’t his shit that was smelling this delicious. That would throw up all sorts of new problems - quite literally.

      “What are you doing?” he asked after watching me circle his cell twice. 

      “Finding waffles. Or maple syrup. Or whatever else it is that is driving me crazy by smelling so good.”

      “Describe waffles for me.”

      I gave him a quick look to check if he was serious, then shrugged and continued pacing. “They’re baked flat cakes, kind of like pancakes, but I suppose you probably don’t know what those are, either. They can be sweet or savoury, although my favourite ones are sweet drizzled with maple syrup. Some people make them in a square shape, but I have a heart-shaped waffle iron. I know it’s silly, but I always feel like they taste better when they look like a heart.”

      I realised I was rambling - and drooling at the memory of my nan’s waffles - and stopped. 

      “Are they your favourite food?” Qong asked curiously, still not taking his eyes off me. His confusion had abated slightly, but he still didn’t seem sure what to think of me. 

      “My favourite sweet food, yes.”

      “Then I’m honoured.”

      That sentence didn’t make sense at all, so I stopped once again to look at him. “What do you mean?”

      “Your kind, your... Peritans... Do you have a mate bond?” he asked instead of answering my question.

      “No. We have relationships and fall in love, but we don’t have bonds like I’ve seen in other species.” One of my roommates, a young Ferven woman named Dra-Lia, had explained all about mate bonds to me once. They seemed common and most aliens living on the station were either mated to a partner or looking for their mate. Humans were strange in that regard. I’d tried to explain to Dra-Lia that I didn’t want a fated mate because I wanted to decide who to love, but she’d just shaken her head and given me a pitiful look. For her, finding the mate destined to her by the stars, was the fulfilment of all her dreams. For me, it sounded like a chore. 

      “Oh.” Qong looked disappointed, his hairless brows furrowing. “That is strange.”

      “Not strange, just different,” I said automatically. It had become my mantra, something I told myself several times a day, especially when confronted with particularly weird aliens and their even weirder habits. Like the species that communicated by farting. I doubted I’d ever get used to that. 

      He didn’t seem to know what to say to that. I finally stopped my exploration of his cell, conceding that there were no waffles hidden away anywhere. I’d known that from the start, really, but the intensity of the scent was pushing away all rational thought. I needed to find the source of the smell so I could think clearly once more. 

      Qong breathed in deep, a smile curving his lips as he sighed in contentment. “I don’t smell what you call waffles. For me, it’s the sweet fragrance of the yumii flower mixed with a hint of coradomn, a spice we use a lot in confectionery. It is the most beautiful scent I could imagine. Nobody ever knows what they will smell until the time comes. It could be your favourite flower, dish or even animal, but quite often, it’s a combination of scents, made even better by their union.”

      “Sorry, I don’t know what you’re talking about. You have to be clearer. Why are we smelling different things? What is causing it?”

      “There is no easy way to say this,” he muttered. “So I shall be blunt. You are my mate.”

      I froze, unsure how to react to that. Hysterical laughter was one option, denial another. Or maybe should I scream and run? 

      Mate. I looked at him, the golden scaly alien, and tried to imagine him as my partner. I didn’t know him, he was a complete stranger, yet it didn’t feel that way. Our gaze met. His eyes were kind and full of hope. He was watching me closely, waiting for my reaction. I liked that he gave me time to process what he’d said. 

      Mate.

      A husband for life. A soul mate. A best friend who knew everything about me and I everything about him. Someone to walk through life with, together forever. 

      I’d never liked the idea of that - until this very moment. Now that I was faced with him, all reservations no longer seemed as important. There was an attraction, definitely. The scent had distracted me from him for a bit, but the longer I looked at him, the more beautiful he seemed. He wasn’t human, but that only made him more attractive. His scales shimmered in the dim light like real gold. He was a mountain of a man, yet his smile and his kind eyes told another story. 

      “Mate,” I whispered. “You’re sure?”

      He held three fingers to his forehead. “I swear it on my ancestors.”

      “That means there are no waffles,” I said, randomly, feeling a bit stupid. “It was just my senses playing a trick on me.”

      “To bring you to me, yes. And it worked. I sensed you as soon as I woke up, but I was trapped in this cell, unable to go and find my mate. I am glad you came.”

      Strangely enough, so was I. 

      “I want to take this slow,” I said firmly. “Humans don’t take mates. I need to know more about what this entails. I want to get to know you slowly, like I would any other potential partner. I don’t want to rush into things.”

      His smile didn’t waver. “I understand. We will go as slow or as fast as you desire. My mate.”

      It sounded nice, those words, especially when combined with the adoration shining in his golden eyes. He liked me even though he didn’t know me. That was weird yet also very flattering. But I was getting ahead of myself. There was a big elephant in the room, and it wasn’t the waffle-scented alien.

      “How did you get caught up in this?” I asked him. “Did you volunteer for Kalumbu or are you here as punishment?”

      “Kalumbu!” he roared. His scales stood on end, giving him an even larger and fearsome appearance.

      “You didn’t know?”

      He stared at me, wild fury taking the place of his previous gentleness. His eyes were wide, his hands twisted into claws. He looked ready to attack. But I didn’t feel scared. His anger wasn’t directed at me. 

      “I did not,” he growled. “I was on route to the planet Kev-4, sleeping in a cryopod. Our ship must have been captured by pirates. I did nothing wrong, nothing deserving of the Trials of Kalumbu. Believe me, mate, please. I am not a criminal. I didn’t commit the violence it would need to be sentenced to this. I am innocent. Please, believe me.”

      “I do,” I said quickly. “You’re not the first person here who didn’t volunteer for the trials. Question is, how do we get you out of here before they send you to your death?”
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      QONG

      Kalumbu. The worst place in the entire galaxy. It was the kind of location that you used to threaten your enemies, maybe even your offspring, if they were particularly naughty. 

      The Trials were broadcast on illegal frequencies and it was against the law on most planets to even watch them. People died in the games. Contestants rarely escaped without gruesome injuries. Even if they somehow did manage to survive, they were traumatised for life. The Trials were where hope came to die. 

      As an enforcer, I wasn’t a stranger to battle. I had seen death, but it had always been deserved. I’d killed to defend myself and my clan. Kalumbu, however, was all about turning death into entertainment. The scum of the galaxy bid on the outcome of the Trials, becoming rich with every contestant who was killed. The planet, Kalumbu, was a hell hole where everything was deadly. Even just surviving on its surface was almost impossible, but the game makers added predators, traps and of course other contestants. I’d never understood why people volunteered to take part in the Trials.

      Now I knew. They didn’t volunteer at all. And nobody would ever find out that I didn’t choose to be part of the games. I would die without ever getting the chance to be with my mate.

      My little, soft, tiny mate. I stared at her as shock overcame me. She was here, too. 

      “Are you taking part in the Trials?” I asked her, my voice shaking with a fear unlike any I’d ever felt. 

      She shook her head, but I didn’t know what that gesture meant for her species. 

      “No,” she said. Relief was even sweeter than her scent. She would live. 

      “I work here on the station,” she explained. “I was abducted from my home planet a while ago, I think it’s about two intergalactic years, but I always get the conversion confused. They captured the guy who’d abducted me and forced him to take part in the Trials. I watched him die.” She shuddered and without thinking, I reached out and pulled her into my arms. She let me embrace her, not hesitating at all. I gently squeezed her against my chest, holding her like the precious, breakable being she was. I had to lean down for my chin to touch her head. She was so much smaller than me that it felt like hugging a youngling.

      “He was a horrible person,” she whispered against my chest, “but seeing him die like that... I don’t think even he deserved that. They gave me a choice between working on the space station or taking part in the Trials. After seeing my abductor torn apart by six-legged monsters, it was an easy choice to make.”

      Again, she shuddered. I held her a little tighter, although I was careful not to squeeze too much. I didn’t want to hurt her. It was going to take a lot of self-control, being in her presence, I could tell that already. Her scent was driving me crazy and it would continue to do so until we mated for the first time. 

      “I am sorry you had to watch that,” I said earnestly, “and I am sorry you were taken from your home. But I can’t help but be a little grateful to the alien who abducted you. Without him, I would never have met you.”

      “Honesty,” my mate muttered, “that’s refreshing. You don’t find a lot of honest people in this place. I’m fairly lucky with my roommates, but I’ve learned that it’s safer to expect people to lie rather than tell the truth.”

      “I will always be honest with you. You’re my mate.”

      She didn’t respond to that. Time, give her time. It was going to be hard. Just as hard as my cock in its mating sheath. A lesser male would have already lost control over the sheath, but I was an enforcer, a warrior trained in self-discipline. I could handle the pressure and the pain until she was ready for mating. 

      She gently put her hands on my chest and pushed me away. I let her go, although I missed her touch right away. She was so warm, so soft. Once we were out of here, I’d hold her in my arms for days, carrying her everywhere, making sure she knew that she was mine.

      “As I said, we need to get you out of here,” Penny said and a previously unseen strength seemed to overcome her. She was small and soft, but to have survived on the Kalumbu space station for two IG years showed that she was a lot stronger than she looked. 

      She looked up at the hole in the ceiling and sighed. “You can’t get through the vent and I don’t have the right permissions to open the door. If I tried, it would trigger an alarm and we’d both end up dead. No, we need a different solution. But even if I somehow manage to get you out of the cell, what then? There’s no way off the station. I’ve been trying to find a ride away from here from the day I arrived. I don’t have money, or at least not enough to pay for passage off the station.”

      “I’m not rich, but I should have enough credits to at least get us to the nearest safe planet. We can try and contact my clan from there. They will help, I’m certain.”

      “Well, that solves one problem. But I don’t know how to get you out of the cell. I’ve never heard of a contestant escaping.”

      “Do you know when I will be taken down onto the planet’s surface?” I asked.

      “No idea. To be honest, I don’t pay much attention to the Trials. It’s too sad to see the contestants die. No, I keep my head down and focus on my job. Shovelling shit is less depressing than watching Kalumbu.”

      “Shovelling shit…” I repeated, speechless. That was my mate’s profession? “What did you do before your abduction?” I asked carefully. I hoped it was something else. Anything else.

      She laughed. “I was a teacher. Biology and chemistry, if you believe it. Not that anyone here cares. I’m just one of the maintenance rats. I clean the pipes and vents, doing the work nobody else wants to. They can’t find enough paid employees to do it, so they force people like me into it. It’s still better than dying.”

      “That it is,” I said slowly. “Once we’re away from here, I will make sure you get to have a job you enjoy. No more shovelling shit, ever. I promise.”

      She laughed again. “I would love to believe you, I really do, but right now, we’re standing in a locked cell. It’s hard to see a way out of this.”

      And we were back to the main problem. I’d thought I might have better chances to escape when they opened my cell to bring me to the Trials, but I had no idea when that would be. For all I knew, they’d keep me locked up for many more days or even weeks.

      “Is there someone you can ask for help? Someone who’d take a bribe? As I said, I have some credits and I can promise that my clan will fulfil any debt I incur if it means helping us escape.”

      Her brow furrowed as she thought about my question. “I’m not sure. I don’t trust anyone on this station, but for the right amount of cash… Maybe. It’s worth a try. Although if she betrays us, we’ll both end up dead. Are you willing to forfeit the chance of surviving the Trials? You might make it. You’re big, you’re strong.”

      Her words of flattery warmed my hearts, but there was no way I’d let her stay here on her own.

      “Who?” I asked instead.

      “My supervisor. I bet she can access this part of the station. She’s never been too bad to me, plus I have some leverage on her.”

      “What kind of leverage?”

      “I know she deals on the black market. Sometimes I find things in the pipes. You wouldn’t believe what people flush down their toilets. I’m supposed to bring it all to my boss, but sometimes I sell them on the black market instead. It’s the only way for me to make money. One day, I watched her buy something. As a supervisor, it would look bad if that was made public. I mean, almost everyone on my level deals in illicit goods on the side, but not on hers.”

      “Blackmail,” I muttered while looking at my little mate with surprise. I didn’t think she’d be that devious, but I liked it. “It could work. We only need her to open the door, then look the other way. If we make it to the hangar without being seen, we can bribe someone there to get us off the station.”

      “Exactly. With a stop at a credit machine. People here only take cash. Harder to trace. Are you sure you have enough money to buy two shuttle tickets?”

      I lifted three fingers to my forehead in the time-honoured sacred gesture of my people. “I swear it on my ancestors. I only paid half the price of my passage to Kev-4, the other half was due upon arrival. Since I never arrived, I won’t have to pay that. On the contrary, I think my insurance covers piracy. That means I’m due quite a large amount.” I stretched out my arm and gently touched her forehead. “I swear that I will get you off this station. I swear that I will protect you and make sure you’re safe. From now until the end of my days. This I swear in the name of my ancestors.”

      Her eyes went strangely wet. “Thank you. It means a lot. It’s not been easy these past two years, but who am I telling that. You’re the one in a cell destined to be part of the Trials.” She wiped across her eyes, then stood up straight again, the moment of weakness gone. She was all business now. I could see her as a teacher, now that I knew she was one. Maybe she could resume her profession on Kev-4. The biology and chemistry of her world would be very different from our future home planet, but she was clever. She’d adapt. She wouldn’t have survived this long if she wasn’t able to adapt.

      “You’ll have to help me back into the vent,” she said after a moment’s silence. “I will try my best to persuade my supervisor, but if I don’t return….”

      “You will return,” I thundered. “And we will escape. I promise.”

      She looked up at me, worry lining her scaleless face. “You can’t promise that.”

      “I can. And I will make you another promise. Once we’re off this station, you will never face danger again, nor will you ever come close to a pipe full of shit. I will look after you, mate. That I swear.”

      Her expression didn’t change for a long time, then she smiled. “I think this is the moment we kiss.”
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      PENNY

      It had been half joke, half serious, but Qong took me at my word. One second, I was standing two feet away from him, the next, I was in his arms, his lips crushing onto mine. His kiss took my breath away. He tasted the way he smelled: waffles and syrup and icing sugar. His scaled lips were hard and demanding against mine, feeling entirely alien. I’d never kissed an alien before. Maybe this was a good time to freak out. 

      Except that he started invading my mouth with his tongue and all sane thought fled me. A moan broke from my throat, guttural and feral. That sound spurred him on and he deepened the kiss, squeezing me against his chest while his tongue did magical things to me. I forgot to breathe, forgot to think. All that mattered was him. His taste, his touch, his scent. Qong was everything. 

      I let him take the lead and gave myself to him. No kiss had ever felt this good. Every time his lips moved against mine, pleasant shivers ran down my spine, ending in a tingle between my legs. Yes, I was wet. A deep throbbing mixed with a desperate need for more. The kiss was amazing, but not enough. 

      I ran my hands over his scaled back, mesmerised by his hard scales. They were supple beneath my touch, softer than they looked, yet still thick enough to act as natural armour. I doubted any man-made blade could pierce his scales. Maybe not even a bullet. Yet when I caressed his back, exploring his alien strangeness, he groaned with pleasure. I smiled against his kiss and continued my exploration. When I got down to the loincloth wrapped around his waist, I stopped. I was moving way too fast. How long ago had I met him, twenty minutes? This was so unlike me. I always took my time with relationships, making sure I acted rationally rather than driven by my hormones. But to hell with caution. Being in his embrace, his lips moving against mine, his arms protectively wrapped around me, was all I wanted. I’d been on my own for so long. I’d had to fight to survive. There had been no time for happiness and pleasure. 

      I realised he was making me feel alive. And that was a good thing.

      Suddenly, he froze. Alarm filled me and I practically jumped out of his arms, realising letting down our guard had been a mistake. 

      “Someone’s coming,” Qong whispered and put his hands on my waist, lifting me up before I even knew what was happening. I just about managed to grab the edges of the vent, but my fingers were sweaty and I slipped. Qong shifted his stance and with a groan of effort, he pushed me even further up. This time, I got a good hold and pulled myself back into the pipe. I put the grate back in place, but kept the screws undone. With bated breath, I waited, not daring to move. I hadn’t heard whatever had alarmed the alien, but I trusted him. His senses had to be better than mine. 

      The grate blocked most of my view. I’d forgotten just how narrow the vent was. The cell felt positively spacious now that I was cramped into the tunnel, lying on my belly with no fast way to escape. 

      With a barely audible hiss, a small hatch opened at the bottom of the door. A bowl was pushed into the room, then the opening closed again. I waited for another minute before I felt brave enough to slowly remove the grate. 

      “I better go,” I whispered. “I’ll return as soon as I can. Stay safe.”

      Qong held up one arm. I reached down until our fingertips touched. We held hands, simply enjoying the touch. The scales on his palm were tiny and soft, just like the ones on his lips. They were warm, much warmer than my own skin, especially after spending time in his cold cell. I missed being in his arms already. It gave me an incentive to do my best to persuade my supervisor to help me rescue my... 

      I couldn’t use the M-word quite yet. My alien. My waffle-scented alien.
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      Wr’eang was just finishing her midday meal in the main dining hall. She was always happier after eating, so this was good timing. 

      “Can I have a word?” I asked, bending down so only she could hear me. 

      She gave me a surprised look, her four eyes filled with suspicion, but then turned her head to the left - her species’ way of agreeing - and followed me out of the busy room. Her antennae were pointed at me, signalling that I had her full attention. With her mossy green skin, she always reminded me a bit of a frog - until she started talking in her beautiful, ethereal voice that belonged more to an angel than a frog. 

      “What is it?” she asked impatiently.

      “I...”

      I should have prepared better for how I was going to ask her. This was life or death. But Qong didn’t have more time. He could be taken to the planet’s surface any moment.

      “Do you have authority to access corridor 32-Ω?” I blurted. 

      Two of her eyes blinked, but her expression didn’t change. “I may have. Why?”

      “I can give you credits. Lots of credits. I just need to go in there for a bit. No witnesses. You don’t even need to stay, you just have to open a few doors. Or transfer permissions to me so I can do it myself.”

      Still no reaction. Her poker face was impressive. “Why?” she repeated.

      “That’s my business. Do you want to earn some credits or not?”

      “I could report you,” she said slowly. “Why shouldn’t I?”

      I clenched my toes but pretended to be relaxed. I pulled out my tablet and showed her a photo I’d taken of her on the black market. I’d hoped I’d never have to use it as leverage, but I was glad now that I’d had the foresight to take the picture. 

      I didn’t say anything, simply waited while she stared at the photo. 

      “How many credits?” Wr’eang asked eventually, her voice completely level. 

      “Two thousand.” I had no idea if Qong had that much, but it was too late to find out. 

      “Three. I’ll transfer authorisation for one IG hour. If you get caught after, not my problem. And you’ll delete the pic right now, in front of me.”

      “Deal.”

      It would be much easier without having her around to watch. One hour should be long enough. I didn’t have any possessions to collect, so I could go straight back to Qong’s cell. My heart was beating faster. In an hour, I might be on the way off this station. I’d stopped hoping that this day would come. And I would never have imagined that I wouldn’t escape alone but with a...friend.

      I deleted the image under Wr’eang’s watchful gaze. 

      “Now the credits,” she demanded. 

      “I don’t have them yet. I’ll get them to you as soon as I’m back.”

      She snarled, exposing her fangs. Maybe not so frog-like after all. “That wasn’t the deal.”

      “I swear that you’ll get them. Look, if I haven’t returned within an IG hour, you can report me. The picture’s gone, so there won’t be any repercussions.”

      “Then what’s to stop me from reporting you right now?”

      “You’re not a bad person,” I said simply. “You’re not like everyone else here.”

      This time, all four of her gulpy eyes blinked. “One IG hour,” she said brusquely. “Give me your wrist.”

      I held out my right arm where I wore my controlband. It was a sort of electronic key that gave me access to the areas I had to clean while preventing me from going into places I wasn’t allowed to. My supervisor swiped her own band over it until it beeped.

      “One hour,” she repeated once more. “You better run.”

      And run I did. 
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      On the way back to Qong’s cell, horrible visions fluttered through my mind. Him in chains, him as a contestant in the Trials, him being torn apart like the alien who’d abducted me from Earth. I quickened my pace, running along the corridors, only slowing down when there were people. I didn’t want to raise suspicion before I even got to Qong.

      By the time I finally got to the door leading to his cell block, I was out of breath and scared shitless. What if his room was empty? What if they’d taken him while I was gone? But then a familiar scent hit me. Waffles. He was still here. Thank the stars.

      I held my wrist to the sensor next to the door, praying that Wr’eang hadn’t betrayed me. Nothing happened. I swiped again while my heart was threatening to burst from my chest. Fear was making cold sweat run down my back. 

      The doors slid open. I wanted to cry with relief. I hurried down the corridor until I got to a door on my left. This had to be his cell. There was no window, no indication of what was on the other side. A sensor blinked to my right and I swiped my wrist against it. The door opened without delay, revealing Qong’s cell. He was already on his feet and looked ready to attack. His scales smoothed against his skin when he saw it was me. A second later, I was in his arms again. I breathed in his scent, all my fear and anxiety melting away. He was oozing confidence and reassurance and I soaked it all in, hope blooming once more. 

      Maybe we could actually pull this off. 

      “We don’t have much time,” I said, my voice muffled because he was squeezing me so hard. “We have to get some credits and bring them to my supervisor before she reports me.”

      He bent down and kissed my forehead. “We will hurry, my yumii blossom.”

      “What did you just call me?”

      He stepped back and shot me a smile. “Your mating scent reminds me of the yumii flower, the prettiest flower on my planet. It is tiny, hard to find under much larger plants that threaten to steal the sunlight, but it’s a hardy flower that will survive almost anything. It is beautiful during daylight, but when the sun sets, its petals turn fluorescent, glowing in the dark like stars. That’s what you are, my light in the darkness. My yumii blossom.”

      I had no words for what he made me feel. I swallowed down the emotion that was threatening to choke me and cleared my throat. “We better go. Stay close to me and pretend you work here. I wish I had some overalls for you to wear, but there’s no time to find clothes.”

      “I will blend in,” he promised. “Lead the way.”

      We snuck out of the cell and I swiped my wrist against the sensor to close the door. Hopefully, nobody would check on Qong until his next meal, buying us lots of time to get off the station. He stayed closely behind me as we hurried through the station. The nearest credit machine was near the sleeping quarters. I wondered for a moment if there was anything in my room that I should take with me, but no, I wouldn’t miss any of the clothes they’d given me. My tablet was in my back pocket; my only possession of note. I had some random trinkets hidden under my mattress that I’d intended to sell on the black market, but they didn’t matter now. One of my roommates would find them and make good use of them once I was gone. 

      Two other aliens were waiting in front of the credit machine. We were going to have to queue. Luckily, they didn’t take long and after a few minutes, it was our turn. Qong looked into the eye scanner, then gave a spit sample to verify his identity. 

      “How much did you promise your supervisor?” he asked quietly.

      “Three thousand intergalactic credits. Was that alright?”

      He chuckled. “That was a right bargain. It’ll leave us more to use for our flight tickets. I’ll withdraw everything I have on my account just in case.”

      The machine whirred and spat out several credit sticks in garish colours. I’d never seen that much alien money in one place. Qong was rich. I just hoped it would be enough to get us away from Kalumbu.

      It took us a while to find Wr’eang. Every minute that passed felt like an eternity. Finally, I spotted her heading down a corridor leading towards the security offices. Traitorous bitch. She looked almost disappointed when she spotted me.

      “Who’s that?” she asked, staring at Qong. 

      I stepped in her line of view. “Doesn’t matter. He’s who’ll pay you. You can revert the authorisation and then forget everything that happened today.”

      Qong handed her a purple credit stick. I wouldn’t have been able to identify how much it was worth. I’d never even owned a single low-value credit stick. All my exchanges on the black market had been one item for another, no money involved. 

      Wr’eang gave him one last curious look, then simply turned around and walked away in another direction, no longer heading towards the security tract.

      I breathed a sigh of relief. “That was intense. Now let’s go to the hangar and find ourselves a ride.”
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      QONG

      We were lucky. Nobody stopped us on the way to the shuttle hangar. We got a few strange looks - no, I was the one who got the looks since I was the only male walking around almost naked - but they left us in peace. My mate led me confidently, walking faster than her little legs should have been able to. I couldn’t get over her size. She’d felt amazing in my arms, when we’d kissed. I couldn’t wait to do it again.

      When we entered the hangar, Penny turned around to me.

      “I don’t know anyone here. We’ll just have to try and talk to some of the ship captains. Maybe Fortuna stays with us.”

      “Fortuna?”

      “Luck. She’s a goddess humans used to believe in a long time ago. Now it’s just a saying.” She chuckled. “Look at me, always the teacher. It doesn’t matter. Do any of the ships over there look promising to you?”

      I followed her gaze. About fifteen vessels of varying sizes were parked inside the hangar. Bigger ones would be outside, either attached to the space station via one of the boarding gates, or anchored to it. I doubted I had enough credits to buy us a passage out of this galaxy, so it made sense to stick to one of the smaller crafts who would stay local, travelling in between Kalumbu and the neighbouring planets and space stations. I didn’t know much about this part of the universe. Nobody decent knew where exactly Kalumbu was located. Certainly not an enforcer who followed the law.

      One ship in particular caught my eye. It was old and patched in many places, but clean. The captain looked after his vessel, even if he couldn’t afford to upgrade to a newer model.

      “That one, over there,” I said and pointed at the shuttle. “Let’s try that one.”

      Just before we got to it, a Mondian stepped in our way. The male was old, his fur going grey in several places, but his eyes were sharp.

      “He’s a wolf,” Penny whispered behind me, almost as if to herself.

      “What do you want?” the Mondian growled. He didn’t seem threatening, just bored.

      “Are you the captain of this vessel?” I asked.

      “What’s it to you?”

      “We require passage off this station. Where are you headed?”

      His gaze roamed first over me, then my mate. I fought the instinct to step in front of her, hide her from view. She was mine. No other male was allowed to touch her.

      “A Gofren and a - what are you?”

      “Peritan,” Penny replied confidently. “And what are you?”

      For a moment, I thought he was going to growl at her, but then a grin spread across his furry face. “I’m a yellow-tailed Mondian. Not that you can tell it among all the grey.” He laughed and flicked his tail. “The name’s Twim. And we’re headed to Laranus. For the right price I might be willing to do a stopover on route.”

      I didn’t know much about Laranus except that it was sparsely inhabited and a place where the rich went on hunting expeditions. It was as good a place as any, I supposed. There would be an intergalactic communications station there from which I could contact my people and find out if everyone else had made it to Kev-4 in one piece. And with visitors from all over, it wouldn’t be hard to find a ship to continue our journey.

      “Laranus is good,” I said. “How much?”

      He named a ridiculous number that could have bought half a planet.

      “Good joke. What’s the actual price?”

      “We’re willing to work for our passage,” Penny said quickly. “I see your ship could do with some maintenance. That’s exactly what I’ve been doing here for two years. I’d be happy to give your craft some TLC.”

      “TLC?” the Mondian asked. I was glad he did; I had no idea what my mate was talking about.

      “Tender loving care.”

      The male laughed, flicking his tail again. “I like it. And you’re right, she could do with a bit of love. This old lady has been halfway across the universe and it shows. Alright, twenty thousand credits. Each. And you share a cabin.”

      I’d never even considered staying in a separate room from my mate. I gave her a sideways look to see her reaction. She didn’t seem bothered by the idea. Good. I was trying hard not to move too fast, but it was difficult when my cock was so hard it almost pushed out of its sheath. Kissing her had made her scent a little less overpowering, but I couldn’t be close to her for long without giving in to my urges. I had to mate with her. Claim her.

      “Deal,” I said through clenched teeth. It was still overpriced, but we didn’t have a choice. The longer we lingered on this station, the higher the danger of discovery. “And we leave now.”

      “I have a feeling you’re going to be trouble,” Twim said, but he was still grinning. “Come inside and meet the crew. I’m just waiting for the refuel to be complete, then we’re off.”

      His ship was more spacious than it had looked from outside. The captain led us through the storage hold to a small cabin, barely big enough to turn around in. It had a bed, a few cupboards and a viewscreen. That was it.

      “Cleaning room’s down the corridor. The lock’s broken, so take note of the sign outside. I’ll leave you to get settled. Come find me on the bridge once we’ve taken off and I’ll introduce you to everyone. Right now, you’d just get in the way.”

      As soon as the door closed behind him, I turned to my mate. “Let me know when you need the cleaning room. I will guard the door. Nobody will disturb you, you have my word.”

      For some reason, that seemed to amuse her. She sat on the bed, then winced.

      “Ouch, that mattress is hard as rock.”

      I took a seat next to her, but didn’t find it hard at all. It was almost too soft. “I will be your pillow. You can sleep on top of me.”

      “Usually, a gentleman would offer to sleep on the sofa,” she said with a cheeky grin. “But since we don’t have a sofa, I suppose that’s okay. Do you know how long the journey will take?”

      “I have no idea,” I admitted. “I need to look at some star maps. I assume it will be at least a few IG weeks.”

      “That’s a lot of time to spend in this tiny room,” she mused.

      I put a hand on her thigh, covering it almost completely. “I will make sure you won’t get bored. There are many things I plan to do in here. And many of them involve the bed.”

      Penny laughed. “I said I want to take it slow. We only just had our first date and we already kissed.” She licked her lips. “It was a good kiss.”

      Seeing that tiny pink tongue flick across her lips sent lightning strikes down my cock.

      “We should do it again.” My voice was a growl, heavy with desire.

      “We should.”

      I pulled her onto my lap so she was facing me. Her thighs pressed onto my mating sheath, but I enjoyed the pressure. It made me even more aroused. I didn’t kiss her right away. I wanted to look at her some more. She was the most beautiful female in the entire galaxy. And she was mine. I breathed in her heady scent. I could almost taste her. 

      “Is this real?” she asked suddenly. “This isn’t some wonderful dream that I’m about to wake up from?”

      “It’s real. And I will prove it.”

      I cupped her face and drew her close until our lips met. I was gentler this time, forcing myself to be patient. I waited for her to take the lead and she did. She started slow, simply moving her lips against mine as if exploring what it felt like, before nudging her tongue against my lips. I tried to hold back, but it was impossible. I bucked my hips against her, my cock slowly gliding from its sheath, while claiming her mouth hard and fast. She moaned against me, spurning me on. I needed her to make that sound again, and again. She writhed against me, her hands clawing at my shoulders. Our breaths mingled, her scent mixing with mine. For a moment, we seemed to float, but then the ship jolted and lights turned on above us. The magic was broken.

      “We’re taking off,” I explained when Penny shot me a worried look. “It might get a bit bumpy.”

      Without warning, the viewscreen opposite the bed flickered to life, showing the logo of the Trials of Kalumbu. I clenched my fists. I’d escaped the games, but that didn’t mean others were safe. I wondered how many people they were forcing to fight for their lives. Now that I knew the truth, I felt compelled to do something about it. I was an enforcer. I protected others from harm. I’d been powerless on the space station, but now that we were free, the situation had changed. 

      The logo disappeared, giving way to a solitary figure standing on a platform hovering high above the surface of the planet. Whoever had lived in this cabin before us must have been watching the Trials, and the settings that unlocked the illegal channels were still active. I felt sick at the thought. 

      The camera zoomed closer, revealing the person to be a female, small and vulnerable.

      “Wait, that’s a woman!” Penny exclaimed. “That’s a human woman!”

      She was right. The female looked very similar to Penny, although her hair wasn’t the same golden as my mate’s. How dare they put a Peritan into the Trials! She didn’t even have scales. How was this female supposed to survive? She wouldn’t last a day.

      “Welcome to the Trials of Kalumbu,” the announcer shouted and the audience clapped and stamped with excitement. Bile rose in my throat.

      “We have to do something,” Penny whispered, her gaze fixed on the screen. “We can’t let this happen.”

      I agreed. I touched my forehead, swearing on my ancestors. “We will help her. I don’t know how, but we will.”

      Penny entwined her fingers with mine. “Together.”

      I squeezed her hand reassuringly. “Together.”
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