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      Aliens are real.

      I know because they abducted me. Now I’m trapped in a deadly game and everything I do is for the entertainment of aliens. If I fail, I die. My only chance of survival is a big, scary monster…but is he truly on my side or is this yet another game?

      

      She’s my mate.

      They showed me my fated female, then took her away. I will do anything to get to her. I will tear this planet apart. And once I have found her, I will claim her as my mate.

      

      A steamy, action-packed alien monster romance with a muscle-packed orc and the human woman he craves. If you want monstrous aliens with ‘special’ features, strong women and love against all odds, get this book today!

      Each book in the Starlight Monsters series can be read as a standalone and features a happy ever after. Set in the same world as the Starlight Highlander Mail Order Brides and The Intergalactic Guide to Humans.
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        This book has been written by a Scottish author and therefore uses British English (less Z, more S).

      

        

      
        Subscribe to Skye's newsletter and get a free book as a thank you:

        skyemackinnon.com/newsletter
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      I can smell her.

      There's no doubt about it.

      She’s close.

      Her scent is mixed with that of blood. Hers? Someone else’s?

      I throw myself against the bars again. They shake but don’t budge. Few materials in the universe can withstand a full-blooded orc in battle rage, but this cell is orc-proof from top to bottom. I’ve spent the past three cycles trying to find a way out. My body aches, and I’m covered in half-healed bruises.

      I’m trapped. And now my mate is here.

      I push my nose through a gap in the bars, breathe in deep. Her scent makes my tusks throb. My shaft presses against its protective casing.

      I need to see her. Touch her. Claim her.

      I fight against the mating fever, but it’s too late. The moment her scent entered my nostrils, I was lost.

      “Mate!” I yell as loud as I can.

      Other prisoners heckle and jeer. I listen for a response from her, but none comes.

      I curl my fingers around the metal bars.

      She’s out there. Close.

      I need to find her before the madness takes me.
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      The mother of all hangovers drummed against my temples. I sat up, only for nausea to make my stomach vault. I pressed my lips together, fighting the urge to vomit. I’d clearly drunk too much last night, even though I couldn’t remember going out. I groaned and tried to recall how I got into this state. I’d gone for a walk in the dark, trying to clear my head after a long day at work. Then, nothing.

      Had I met a friend and gone partying? Unlikely, but if my headache was anything to go by, it must have been a long, alcohol-fuelled night. I’d not had one of those in years. Now I was going to have to pay the price.

      I fumbled for the nightlight, but my fingers only met cold metal. I froze. My little cat-shaped light was on the bedside table to my right; it always was. There shouldn’t be anything metal there. Come to think of it, I didn’t see the usual dim glow of the streetlight coming through my curtains either. I liked to sleep in the dark, but even my blackout curtains couldn’t dispel all the light from that blasted lamp. I’d written to the council about it many times.

      I felt around me, touching the duvet, which turned out to be just a silky blanket, not the thick lambswool duvet I usually slept under.

      I wasn’t in my bed. I wasn’t home.

      Maybe a friend’s place. Had to be. I’d had too much to drink and crashed at theirs. Or had I gone home with a guy? Unlikely. Those days were long gone. I’d not been with a man in so long that I might as well call myself a virgin again. Dry spell? Sahara Desert, more like it.

      I needed light. Where was my phone? Not in my pockets. I was still wearing jeans and a shapeless merino wool jumper. Not exactly party clothes. And no phone. I’d had a shoulder bag; I remembered putting my keys in it as well as a box of biscuits (one should never leave the house without snacks).

      It was no good. I’d have to feel my way around and hope I wouldn’t stumble over things or step on used condoms. Although the fact that I was still wearing jeans spoke against that theory.

      As a first surprise, the floor was much closer than I expected. I wasn’t on a bed, just on a mattress surrounded by a steel frame to keep it in place.

      I walked slowly, arms extended. Two steps, three, four. My hands hit a cold wall. Colder than it should have been. It was smooth and glossy. Marble, maybe.

      I felt my way along the wall, around a corner, then another. No shelves, no windows, no doors, just smooth stone.

      My naked toes bumped against something hard. I sucked in a sharp breath as pain shot through my foot and up my leg. Ouch. I bent down to feel for whatever was in the way. A square cube, maybe two feet high and wide, with a hole in the centre. Some sort of container?

      I reached into the hole. My fingers broke through cold water. Not just cold, icy, almost frozen. A shiver ran down my back, and I quickly pulled back. Weird.

      I still had no light nor a door. Maybe it was time to find out whose room this was.

      “Hello?” I called out. The stone walls swallowed my voice, absorbing the sound. I’d once been in an anechoic chamber at a science museum. It was so quiet that my heartbeat and breathing were the only sound. This was similar. Not quite as intense, but now that I focused on it, yes, I thought I could hear my elevated heartbeat. Who had a semi-anechoic chamber at home?

      I shrugged off the anxiety breaking through my barriers. This was strange, but not scary. I’d dealt with worse situations. Much, much worse. That time when I came under fire in Afghanistan. Without my military escort, I may not have survived.

      This was nothing. Just a strange room and a hangover.

      I was a tough cookie. At least, I had been until I took a desk job to lick my wounds and pretend to be normal. Now, the old Fay had to make an appearance. 

      "Hello!" I yelled, but once again, the sound of my voice was absorbed by the walls. I doubted anyone outside the room would have even heard a whisper. A shiver ran down my back, and it wasn’t because of the cold.

      I continued my exploration. By the time I almost stumbled over the mattress, it was getting harder to stay optimistic. No door. No windows. This wasn’t the room of some guy I'd picked up in a club.

      This was a prison cell.
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        * * *

      

      In darkness, time passes strangely. 

      I wore a watch, but it was an old-fashioned one without a backlight. Not a fancy fitness tracker. Now I wished I’d splashed out on one. I missed my phone terribly. Nomophobia was real. I was always on my phone. Always texting, always scrolling through the news, always checking my emails. I’d not been without a phone in my hand since… well, when had smartphones been invented?

      I tried to sleep to pass the time, but that quickly turned out to be impossible. I wasn’t tired, my head hurt and anxious thoughts drifted through my mind. There was no way I could sleep like that.

      To occupy myself, I walked around the room, exploring the walls with my hands. I reached up as high as I could, then tried the opposite and explored the lower part of the walls while kneeling. No door. No opening at all.

      The ceiling could have been just out of reach or five metres above me. I had no way to know. There had to be a ceiling, though, otherwise I’d see light or feel a draught.

      I hated not knowing where I was. I hated not knowing what time it was. And most of all, I hated the theories popping into my head.

      Abducted by terrorists. It wouldn’t be the first time. But there had been no communication. No demands. No torture.

      A psychological experiment run by the government. Unlikely.

      A dream. Or a coma. This could all be just in my mind.

      Again, unlikely. It felt real. My toes still throbbed from when I bumped against the stone cube.

      Aliens.

      I snorted at that thought. Sure, why not. It would be the scoop of the century. I’d either get every journalism prize there was, or end up sectioned. I grinned as I imagined the headline.

      Interview with an Extraterrestrial.

      No, I didn’t believe in aliens, at least not in the little green men variety. Microbes surviving on distant planets, sure. But sentient beings? No way. They would have contacted - or obliterated - Earth long ago. We would have noticed. Or would have been noticed, considering how many satellites now circled our planet. We made a lot of noise for a species that had barely reached its own moon.

      I returned to the bed and wrapped my arms around my knees. I didn’t like showing weakness, but right now, I was alone. No one could see me.

      Or could they? There could be night vision cameras attached to the ceiling. I tensed and glared into the darkness, just in case.

      “If this is some sort of joke, I’m going to make sure to destroy you,” I said. My voice was a little hoarse, but it helped make me sound more threatening. “I’m going to ruin your reputation. I’m going to spread every nasty rumour I can think of. I’ve dealt with worse people than you. Trust me, you don’t scare me. You should be scared of me.”

      It made me feel a little better. I doubt anyone was listening to me, but still, it was good to show strength.

      “Weakness is for pussies.” Dan’s voice rang in my head. “You might have one, but you aren't one.”

      He used to say that all the time. I couldn’t help but smile at the memory. He’d been the toughest man I’d ever met. If he hadn’t got himself blown to pieces, I may have considered moving in with him.

      Dan. Such a waste. My smile wavered. It had been three years, but it still hurt.

      The floor shook. An earthquake. Fuck. I was trapped in this room and I couldn’t get to a safe space outside. If the ceiling collapsed, I was toast. There wasn’t even a table to seek shelter under.

      I rushed to the closest wall and pressed against it. Except that the wall moved as soon as I touched it, sliding upwards. Light burst into the room from underneath, so bright I had to squeeze my eyes shut. The floor continued to shake violently. I sank to my knees while trying to peek through the gap where the walls used to be.

      Were the walls being lifted or was the floor sinking? Either way, I was no longer trapped. If only the light wasn’t so bright. I still couldn’t see anything.

      Maybe that was on purpose. Someone didn’t want me to look beyond my strange prison cell.

      I struggled to my feet. The shaking wasn’t getting any less, but I had to see what was going on. This might be my only chance to escape. Who knew when the walls were going to come down again. Or the floor back up. By now, it almost felt as if both the walls were going up and the floor was moving down at the same time. I was disoriented, and the glaring light wasn’t making it any better.

      Bright spotlights or something similar were directed at me from all sides. After being kept in the dark, I should have been grateful for the light, but I wasn’t. It was just as bad. At least I could finally see the inside of the room, even though the glaring light was blinding me, making it hard to take in the details. The silky blanket on the bed reflected the light, shimmering silver with a tint of blue. Not how I’d pictured it at all. The cube I’d bumped my toes on was exactly the same metallic silver, although the liquid inside was bright green. It looked like nothing I’d ever seen. Something you’d find in the cauldron of a witch, maybe. Some strange piece of art?

      “KAWUUM BARUUM DI KALUUMBU.”

      A voice boomed from all around me, so loud I instinctively covered my ears. The language was not one I recognised, and it was loud, so bloody loud. Together with the blinding light, my senses were being overwhelmed so much that it hurt.

      “KSUUBU AU BARUM FAY MACHALIN. KAWUUM.”

      I ripped my hands off my ears when I heard my name. Fay MacLean. Booming Voice was talking about me. They knew me.

      Without warning, a searing heat erupted all over my body. I screamed in pain, but it was over in less than a second. Cool air touched my skin, soothing the burn.

      I looked down at myself and wanted to scream all over again.

      My clothes had disappeared and I was now entirely naked.
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      I killed three guards before they managed to close the collar around my neck. As soon as it snapped shut, a searing pain ran down my spine, making my legs collapse under me. I crumpled to the floor while the guards jeered and laughed.

      They were going to suffer. As soon as I got out of here and rescued my mate, I was going to kill them all. Slowly. Taking them apart piece by piece. They would regret attacking my ship and abducting me every painful click until the moment they’d die. And then I would mutilate their corpses and feed them to my hyggena. My beasts would be hungry after my long absence.

      They dragged me backwards and propped me against a wall. With the collar doing something to my spine, I couldn’t move. Even snarling at them was almost impossible.

      A drone floated into the cell, expanding into a large screen.

      The guards left, grunting foul insults as they did, then shut the door, leaving me alone. The collar was still active, forcing me to stay in place and look at the screen. Some sort of torture, most likely. It flickered to life, showing a small figure in a sea of light.

      The camera zoomed closer, exposing the figure as a female. She stood on a platform, resembling a version of my cell with the same sort of bed and pisspot, but much smaller. The female wavered on her feet, clearly unsteady, but she managed to stay standing. She blinked into the light, unaware of the drones circling the hovering platform, of the crowd in the distance.

      Even though I only saw her on the screen, I knew it deep within my heart. She was mine. My mate. The female I’d scented.

      “Welcome to the Trials of Kalumbu.”

      The announcement stole my breath.

      Kalumbu. Of all the cursed places in this universe. Now it all made sense. Why I was brought to this cell without a word, without a reason for the attack of my ship. Why I could smell my mate.

      Kalumbu. This planet had made people rich. It had changed lives. But most of all, it took lives. A thousand deaths every rotation. It was said that the plants in the planet's jungle could no longer survive without blood.

      “The bride is Fay Machalin. Welcome her.”

      The shouts of hundreds of spectators echoed the announcer’s dramatic voice. They’d paid exorbitant amounts of credits to be here, to witness the Trials in person. Billions more would watch via the black channels on their ships, in their homes. It was illegal to even view the Trials on most civilised planets, but when have laws ever stopped anyone.

      The female - my female - turned back and forth on the platform, as if trying to decide what to do. She must not have realised yet that this was Kalumbu. If she’d even heard of the Trials. The show’s audience fell among the very rich – who’d increase their wealth by betting on contestants – and the very poor – who for once could feel like they had it better than the poor sods dying in the Trials. Middle-class society either ignored Kalumbu or had no knowledge of it. I hoped my mate fell into that category. I wanted her to have grown up safe and happy, without the taint of poverty or the arrogance of wealth.

      Three of the circling drones shot bright rays at the female. She cried as her clothing dissolved, leaving her naked. I growled, fury filling every cell of my body. They were humiliating her.

      I didn’t recognise her species. She was tiny, pale and at first glance lacked any natural defences. Two arms, two legs, no tail, no horns. Her pink skin looked soft and vulnerable. Not a single scale in sight. As much as I craved running my claws over her skin, test just how soft it was, right now scales or armoured plates would have served her better. Her auburn mane was tied into a knot, making it hard to see how long it was. I hoped that she had hidden talons or at least some poisonous fangs. Without them, she’d be dead within ten clicks of the Trials.

      “You may not have seen a specimen like this before,” the announcer boomed, sounding excited. “This is a rare Peritan from the planet Peritus. They only recently discovered spaceflight and think they’re alone in the universe.”

      Roaring laughter followed his words. It only made me angrier. They’d abducted a female from some primitive backwater planet. She wouldn’t have any experience in dealing with aliens. She wouldn’t even have a universal translator implant. That would explain her confusion. If she knew what was going on, she’d be terrified. Instead, she slowly made her way to the edge of the platform, curiosity mirroring on her fine features. I found it surprisingly easy to read her emotions. Her mimic was not unlike that of my own species, even though she was so much daintier.

      I wondered what Peritan males looked like. They had to be enormous to be able to take care of their vulnerable females. Did she have a male? Was there someone waiting for her back on her planet?

      That thought made me even angrier.

      She was mine.

      A drone zoomed down to the edge of the platform, blocking her way. I assumed there were other safeguards to prevent people from throwing themselves off. It would be a quick death compared to what awaited her.

      What awaited us.

      I’d watched the Trials often enough to know what was about to happen. Yet seeing a large drone swoop down and pick up my mate in its spindly metal arms broke my heart.

      I’d never make it to her in time. She was too fragile. They’d even removed her clothing. They hadn’t given her a weapon, which meant nobody had
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