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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:
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        Albya – planet of the Albyans. Read the Starlight Highlanders series to find out more about these kilt-wearing aliens

        Berserkir – plural of berserkr

        Brullaup – wedding

        Click – minute (30 Earth minutes are 20 intergalactic clicks)

        Drengr - warrior

        Fýst – the uncontrollable desire between mates

        Hamingja – guardian spirit who decides one’s luck and happiness

        Hrafnasueltir – coward (raven starver)

        Huginn – spaceship captained by Rune; one of Odin’s ravens

        Intergalactic Authority (IGA) – space police/law makers

        IGU – Intergalactic University

        Jörð – home planet of the Vikingar

        Rotation – one year

        Sæta – beloved

        Skitr – shit

        Valkyr – the spaceship captained by Njal the Bloodthirsty

        Vitskertr – idiot

      

      

      

      Some of these terms have been ‘borrowed’ from Old Norse. Apologies to my Viking Studies tutors at the UHI - I bet you didn’t expect me to use my new knowledge for this sort of book.
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      To Mairibeth, who stopped me from going berserk
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      NJAL THE BLOODTHIRSTY

      It had been a day like any other: we'd pillaged a spaceship, ransacked its hold and tied up the crew. Now we just had to wait for their ransom to be paid. They were a group of Kletorians, a weak species that preferred trade over warfare. They'd been idiots not to hire an armed escort in this part of the galaxy. Everyone knew this was our territory. The crew of the Valkyr was feared and admired, and I was proud to be their captain. 

      I was in the middle of sorting through a large crate when I felt it. A deep pain, somewhere between my heart and stomach, so sharp it made me gasp. Tears sprang to my eyes as I clutched my chest. Similar gasps and cries echoed through the large cargo hold. My crew felt the same pain. That worried me more than just my own health. Had the Kletorians launched a biological weapon? They weren't affected. But their curious, startled looks told me that they weren't the cause. Hope blossomed on their orange faces. If this mysterious pain crippled us, they might have a chance to escape. 

      I rose to my legs, fighting against the agony. My chest felt like it was about to explode. I'd never experienced anything like it. To my right, Rune was pale, his expression contorted. He was a berserkr, trained in the art of ignoring pain and injury. If he suffered as much as the rest of us, it was bad news.

      Looking around the cargo hold, seeing my crew in pain, I didn't know what to do. I'd faced wars, pirates, and the Intergalactic Authority, but this was something I didn't know how to deal with. 

      "Klav, run a scan," I groaned through locked teeth.

      We didn't have a medical officer on the Valkyr, but Klav was the closest thing to it. He'd already pulled out his med scanner and directed it at me. I was about to tell him to scan himself or one of the crew, when another pain of agony crashed over me. My knees buckled. I reached out for something to hold on to, but it was too late. I collapsed to the cold metal floor. Blackness teetered at the edges of my mind. I couldn't lose consciousness. I was the captain; I had to protect them. Lead by example. I couldn't give in.

      One of the Kletorians laughed. If I'd had the strength, I'd have pulled out my light axe and embedded it into his skull, but all my energy was focused on staying conscious.

      "You're fine," Klav grunted, confusion and surprise warring in his hoarse voice. "The med scanner can't find anything wrong with you."

      "Try it on yourself," I commanded. 

      I watched as he ran the device over his chest, his abdomen, while his eyes turned wide. 

      "Nothing. Not a-"

      He yelled out in pain, his eyes clenching shut, his face a mask of agony. Around me, my crew groaned and whimpered; not sounds I'd ever heard them make before. We were Vikingar. We didn't whimper. 

      My cheeks were wet. Tears of pain. That had only happened once before, when a Kardarian pirate had given me the scar on my back. The wound had been so deep that it was a miracle my spine hadn't been cut in half. I'd kept the scar as a reminder not to hesitate. I'd tried to show him mercy, he'd stabbed me in the back, literally. Never again. The only people I trusted were my crew. They were closer to me than my family had ever been. Seeing them in pain and unable to do anything about it was worse than the agony tearing me up from the inside.

      My pendant vibrated against my chest. I'd turned off all notifications in preparation for the raid. Only an emergency message sent from the Vikingar High Command could breach the settings. 

      A cold shiver ran down my back. This was no coincidence. For them to activate an emergency broadcast now, while we were incapacitated, meant it wasn't just us. This was bigger.

      I curled my fingers around the pendant, letting it read my biological data to unlock the message. A hologram appeared in front of me. A shiver ran down my back when I recognised the male. The goði, the planet's spiritual chief. His face was covered in blood. A deep gash ran across his forehead, but he didn't seem to care that blood pouring from it.

      "...lost...attack...late..."

      His garbled message was hard to understand. I rubbed the pendant as if that could improve the strength of the transmission. 

      The goði peered behind him and saw something that made him swirl around again, his bloody expression grave and filled with urgency. I knew this was a recording that had taken a while to reach us so far from our home planet, but it seemed as if he was staring right into my eyes.

      "I'm sorry. If you can...no help...you..."

      Another wave of pain threatened to overwhelm me. Drums pounded in my head, in my ears, drowning out the goði's words. But instinctively, I knew what he was saying. I'd felt it in my heart the moment the pain had started. I just didn't want to believe it. Couldn't believe it. 

      "What's going on?" Errik shouted from across the hold, sounding like he was barely holding on. 

      The hologram flickered, then turned more solid than it had been. The goði looked at me, blood freely dripping down his face.

      "Jörð is lost. Everyone is dead. You're the only chance for our people to survive."

      He turned around again, cried out in horror before the hologram dissolved. I stared at the spot on the floor where it had appeared, hoping in vain that the transmission might continue. That this wasn't the end.

      It couldn't be true. It couldn't be. Our planet, our home...

      But I felt it. Knew it. The pain was proof of it. I didn't know why or how it hurt so much, but this was the pain of a billion people crying out as they died. 

      Jörð was gone. 

      In time, I'd find out how. I'd discover who was responsible and get my revenge. 

      But now, all I could do was weep. For my family. For my friends. For our home.
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      STEFF

      The agency was busier than usual. Three women were waiting in the lobby to be added to our database. The latest advertising spot featuring two Albyans in their kilts - and no shirt, obviously - had gone down a treat. We almost had too many ladies on our roster now. The Albyans could barely keep up.

      Pam, my boss and the owner of the Hot Tatties dating agency, couldn't have been happier. She'd hired two more assistants in the past few months, which meant our premises were getting too small. We were bursting at the seams in our Glasgow office, which was why Pam was now planning on opening offices in Edinburgh and Aberdeen as well. Eventually, I knew she wanted to expand to England, but the Albyans preferred Scottish women and they were our main source of guys. For some reason, we didn't get a lot of human men signing up. They seemed to be content with old-fashioned dating, while women were keen to find the perfect match, even if that meant looking further afield. Of course, we didn't tell them they'd be sent to a different planet until they were on the space shuttle. 

      So far, only a handful had opted to return to Earth. And one of them had come to me two weeks later, regretting her decision to leave Albya. 

      Albya, the planet of the alien highlanders. I'd only been there once, but it had been the most amazing experience of my life. Jenny, the first woman we'd matched to an alien, had shown me around and introduced me to her new home. She'd been so happy with her mate, her luxurious villa and her baby. It was crazy to think it had all started only three years ago. And it was even crazier that I communicated with aliens every day, while the rest of humanity still thought we were alone in the universe. 

      Yet there had been no alien for me. Two years ago, I'd secretly entered my details into our database, just in case there was a hot Albyan waiting for me. But I'd not got a match. By now, I was sure Pam knew, but she'd never mentioned it. And neither did I. 

      Technically, I was happy being single. I was free and could do what I wanted. Nobody left the toilet seat up. I could go out and find myself a date whenever I wanted, no commitments, no questions asked. I had needs, like any woman. But after discovering that there was such a thing as soulmates, I couldn't see myself falling for anyone who wasn't my one true mate. Twice, I'd got close enough to a guy who seemed to have potential. Twice, I'd made them take the test under shady pretences, only to be disappointed. 

      But my biological clock was ticking. I was turning thirty-three next month and if I wanted a family, I’d have to start soon, whether it was with an alien or a human.

      My special phone rang, interrupting my thoughts. A jolt of excitement made me sit up straight. Even after three years, getting phone calls from outer space hadn't lost its novelty. 

      "Hot Tatties Dating Agency, Steff speaking, how can I help?"

      A crackle was the only response. Not unusual. The Albyans had provided us with top-notch alien technology, but Earth tech frequently interfered with it. We'd realised we couldn't have a microwave within fifty feet of the special phones. And whenever a human-made satellite passed close to one of the secret alien satellites, there'd be unpredictable effects like the phone ringing even though nobody was calling us. I'd got used to all the strange quirks of working with aliens. It was all part of the job description.

      "Hello, can you hear me?" I asked loudly, enunciating every syllable. The special phones had an integrated translation function, but it sometimes had troubles with my Glaswegian accent. 

      "Peritan dating?" a gravelly voice asked, sounding far away. 

      For some strange reason, Earth was known as Peritus and humans were Peritans. It had taken a while for me to get used to the lingo, but now I sometimes caught myself talking about Peritans with people who had no idea that aliens even existed.

      "Yes, Peritan dating. How can I help?"

      "Are we compatible?" I couldn't quite decide if the voice was male or female. Maybe it was neither. By now, I'd learned that some alien species had more genders than us, or even none at all. 

      "Ah, we get asked that all the time. To find out if your species is compatible with Peritans, we need a genetic sample. You can drop it off at the nearest IGU station. They do the analysis for us."

      The caller hung up without another word. How rude. I hoped they turned out to be incompatible with humans. A little bit of politeness was universal, that was to say, intergalactic. 

      Let the Intergalactic University deal with them. They had an entire department dedicated to human studies, which still made me feel a little queasy. I didn't want to know through what methods they'd got all their data. Maybe alien abductions weren't just the stuff of fiction. We were told that Earth was under special protection now and the only aliens allowed to land were working for the IGU or clients of our dating agency. Knowing that made working for Hot Tatties even more exciting. We were a sort of gatekeeper, weeding out the weirdos from those aliens with a genuine interest in finding their mate. 

      A quick look at the huge clock above my desk told me that it was time for the next appointment. One of the three ladies waiting outside was about to become part of the Hot Tatties family.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I loved living in a village outside of Glasgow, where Hot Tatties was based, but I didn't love the commute. By the time I stumbled out of the train, all I wanted was my sofa, a cup of tea and some mindless show on the telly. The platform was abandoned; I was the only passenger to get off here. My cottage lay another five minutes' walk down the road. One day, I'd get a bike to get home faster. 

      With a yawn, I started my walk home, cursing the council who still hadn't fixed some of the streetlamps. In the gaps between houses, it was so dark that I pulled out my phone to illuminate the pavement in front of me. Mrs Gregory had an incontinent dog and I didn't want to step in any of her accidents. Mrs Gregory was as forgetful as she was lovely, and only ever cleaned up half her dog's business. I could have walked on the road, it wasn't as if there was any traffic, but every time I stepped off the pavement, I could hear my mother's chiding voice. She'd done a fantastic job at ingraining safe, boring behaviour into me. I rarely ever crossed a red traffic light, either, even if everyone around me did. My mum had died when I was only ten, so maybe that was why. Following her rules made me feel closer to her, even twenty years after her death.

      I turned a corner and grimaced when I realised that the last surviving streetlamp on Laggard Road had turned dark. Just my luck. My phone only lit up a small patch of cobblestones before me, just about enough to avoid any dog poo. At least my village was as safe as they got. I'd never felt threatened walking home in the dark. Most of the people living here were pensioners, nosy as hell but kind at heart. They found it very amusing that I worked at a dating agency but remained single myself. Anna McGrath from two houses down the road had tried to interest me in her cousin's nephew - or had it been her nephew's cousin? - but I'd gratefully declined. Of course, I couldn't tell her that I was waiting for my soulmate and that I wasn't even sure if he'd be human. 

      Only two more minutes and I'd be home. I could almost smell the scent of my favourite green tea already.

      Something crunched behind me. I whirled around, thought I could see someone in the darkness, a man, but then something sharp hit my neck. I reached for the spot where it hurt, but my arms turned to jelly, my legs buckled, and everything turned darker than the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          2

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      NJAL

      We'd broken at least a dozen intergalactic laws and I couldn't have cared less. If we were lucky, no one would ever find out. And even if they did... We'd all agreed that the risk was worth it. We didn't have anything to lose. So what if the Intergalactic Authority caught us entering a forbidden zone? No punishment could be worse than what we'd already endured three rotations ago. I rubbed my chest at the memory. The pain had gone, but the grief lingered. We carried it with us wherever we went, even to this faraway solar system that few had ever explored.

      A small moon circled the blue and green planet. Picturesque, but I'd seen prettier. A few thousand satellites showed up on our scanners, most of them primitive without the capability of detecting us. A few IGU and Intergalactic Authority satellites orbited Peritus, but none of them were a threat to us. We'd circumvented much tighter security before. With our upgraded cloaking technology, our enhanced weapons and scanners, nothing could stop us from landing on the planet undetected. 

      The Valkyr barely resembled the ship she'd been a few rotations ago. Turns out that when your entire planet dies, everyone's inheritance is split between those who're left. Overnight, we'd become gazillionaires. I still felt like laughing hysterically every time I saw my bank balance - and then wished I could give it all back. I'd hand them every single credit for the chance to say goodbye. But life didn't work that way.

      We'd upgraded the Valkyr, turning her into one of the most-advanced ships in the galaxy while keeping her rugged exterior. We didn't want to become targets for pirates. Technically, we had no reason to pillage, but we were Vikingar. It was in our blood. So we continued the life we'd lived before. As if nothing had happened. Pretending that we still had a home to return to. Yet every time I looked at my crew, the goði's words echoed in my mind. 

      Everyone is dead. You're the only chance for our people to survive.

      Only four Vikingr ships had been far enough from Jörð to survive the carnage. A few hundred Vikingar had been living on or visiting space stations and other planets. All in all, less than a thousand of us remained, strewn across the galaxy. One of the captains had been driven mad by grief and tried to kill his crew. They'd overpowered him, but there had been losses.

      Such a waste. 

      Usually, hundreds of ships would have been off-planet. If it had happened only a few IG days later, hundreds of thousands would have survived. But almost all Vikingar had assembled for the þing, a meeting that I should have been at. If I'd followed my orders, if I hadn't done a detour to capture that trading ship, we would have been among the dead. Some days, I wished I was. 

      But now we had a new mission. After three rotations of grief, violence and fucking our worries away, we had a goal. I hadn't realised how sorely we needed a shared purpose. If I'd been a better captain, I'd have noticed before. I would have kept a better handle on the crew. Would have seen what they needed to move past their pain. But I'd been in the same dark hole as them. I'd had to force myself out of bed each morning while all I wanted was to stay in my cabin, hiding under the blankets like a child.

      The past three rotations had taught me a lot about myself. None of it good. I'd thought I was strong. Turns out I was as weak as anyone. I had only been able to lead my crew as well as I had because I'd given them what they'd wanted. Raids, riches, the chance to crush their fists into faces and let off some steam. I'd only had a few rules: no murder, no rape, no blood spilt on the Valkyr. And it had worked for the ten rotations I'd been their leader. Until that fateful day when everything had fallen apart. 

      They'd needed someone strong, but I had been just as broken as my warriors. 

      But things were about to change. We had a purpose again. Raiding ships no longer gave us any satisfaction. We'd searched for ways to take revenge, but how could you do that when your planet had been destroyed by natural disaster rather than an invading army? I'd not believed the IGU scientists at first when they'd said that no one was to blame. My planet had been blown to smithereens. Of course, there was someone to blame. They hadn't listened when I'd told them that the goði had mentioned an attack. He'd apologised. No Vikingr would do that unless he had a genuine reason to atone for. But the Intergalactic University ignored all that. And so, we were left without anyone to kill for what they'd done to our home. 

      "Njal, we're ready."

      Rune pressed his fist to his chest in respect when I glared at him for disturbing my thoughts. The berserkr was our interim pilot while Arne was on shore leave visiting a distant relative on Riva Four who'd survived the catastrophe. He wasn't the best, couldn't do any fancy manoeuvres, but he was good enough to get us from ᚠ to ᚢ. 

      I turned to Torsten. "Do we have access to the planet's communication systems yet?"

      "We do. It's primitive to say the least, but I've hacked into all the systems that seemed of interest. I've instructed the Valkyr to search for suitable females."

      That's why we'd come to this forgotten part of the galaxy. Females. 

      We were a dying species. The only way to honour our people, our lost planet, was to keep on going. For that, we needed females. 

      My crew was almost entirely male. Not because I had a problem with females fighting alongside males, but because I'd grown up with most of my warriors. We'd been a team from the moment we'd met at the nursery war camp. An all-male war camp. We'd had a few new crew members join us over the rotations, but only two of them were female. One was mated to Bjorn, although they'd not managed to conceive yet, and the other was past child-bearing age. Some of the other males had had kvenna – females who weren’t their true mates, but who they loved nonetheless – like Errik, who'd been planning to take some time off to start a family before the unthinkable had happened. Now they were widowers. 

      After all the pain of the past rotations, we needed something to look forward to. I hoped that the prospect of breedable females would help with our healing. 

      Half a rotation ago, I'd secretly contacted the Vikingar Department at the Intergalactic University. I knew there were some species we were compatible with - Vikingar had explored the galaxy for hundreds of generations and sometimes settled on distant planets with their native mates and kvenna - but not which ones. We needed females that we could not just fuck, but also breed. To ensure the survival of the Vikingr race, we had to procreate. 

      The IGU had run some tests, then given me a list of species. I'd gone through them one by one, finding issues with almost every species. Some had too small chances of success. Others were too docile, too peaceful to produce warriors. Others still were in the middle of conflicts themselves and I couldn't risk losing a second planet. 

      In the end, only one species had remained on that list, although the IGU scientists had already crossed out the name. It hadn't taken me long to find out why. Peritus, the planet of the Peritans, was under intergalactic protection. They'd been deemed too valuable and too defenceless to be left open to scavengers, pirates and crazy scientists.

      I'd begged the IGU to give us special permission. They'd done it for another alien race, the Albyans. What had those kilt-wearing bastards given the IGU in return? I'd promised them everything. All our money. An entire department sponsored on an IGU campus of their choice. But their answer remained the same. 

      But we were Vikingar. We took what we wanted. Which is why we were now in orbit around Peritus, ready to abduct some females. According to the IGU, Peritans were Vikingoids with a similar physical build as us. They were a warrior species that constantly fought wars among themselves. Peace rarely lasted more than a few decades. Just what I'd been looking for. Their females would be tough enough to deal with battle-hungry Vikingar. And hardy enough to carry our offspring. 

      "How long until the system finds us compatible females?" I asked Torsten. 

      "Hard to say. Could be a few clicks or it could be days."

      "We don't have days," I snapped. "The Valkyr's cloaking tech will only keep us hidden for so long. It's only a matter of time until we're discovered."

      "I'm working as fast as I can," the male said calmly. "If you're too impatient, you can always abduct a random female and see where that leads."

      "You know what? I might do just that. Not because I think the first female I'll take is my mate. It'll give us a practice run to discover how they behave and if they really are suited to mate with a Vikingr."

      Rune snickered, although there was little happiness in the sound. In the past rotation, we'd begun to laugh again, but it was hollow laughter without the joy of the past. "You're thinking with your dick," the berserkr said with a smirk that I would have loved to wipe off his face. If only I hadn't been so glad to finally see the male smile again. 

      I made a vulgar gesture unbefitting a captain and left the bridge in their mostly-capable hands. I would find myself a Peritan female to practise with so that I'd be better prepared to meet my mate. I was sure my mate would appreciate it if I wasn't a complete beginner in interacting with her species. 

      Yes, this was a good plan.
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      STEFF

      I woke to a pounding headache. I rubbed my temples, hoping this wasn't the start of another migraine. It was dark around me, pitch black. Had my nightlight's batteries run out? I hated sleeping in the dark, so I always had a small cat-shaped light on my bedside table. I sometimes forgot to turn it off in the morning, so the batteries failed regularly, but my room usually wasn't this dark. As if someone had sucked away all light. 

      I reached for my phone, but it wasn't in its usual place. Nor did my sheets feel like they should. I sat up straight as the memories came flooding back. 

      I'd been abducted. 

      Fuck. 

      Should I make some noise in case a good samaritan was passing, or should I keep quiet so as not to enrage my abductors? 

      "Hello?" I whispered, a compromise between the two options. "Can anyone hear me?"

      Only thick silence met my words. I was alone. 

      Unable to see, I patted down my body. I was still wearing my linen jumpsuit, thank goodness, but both my coat and my handbag had disappeared. The jumpsuit had no pockets, which meant my phone was in my bag. Fuck. I didn’t even wear a watch to tell me how much time had passed since I’d been taken from that street.

      I explored the room with my hands, feeling my way around the walls until I had a better understanding of my cell. The room was tiny, barely big enough for the mattress I'd been lying on. It covered almost the entire floor, with only about a foot-wide gap around it. The walls were smooth metal, with not a door or window in sight. How had I got into this metal box if there was no door? 

      I stepped onto the mattress which was so soft that it was hard to keep my balance. I reached up as high as I could, but my fingers only met air. If there was a hatch in the ceiling, I couldn't get to it. 

      Deflated, I sat down again, wrapping my arms around my legs for comfort. Why had they taken me? Extortion? My family wasn't rich, on the contrary. I'd paid my parents' heating bills last winter, thanks to a generous Christmas bonus from Hot Tatties. There was nobody who could pay a large ransom for me. So that left human traffickers or someone who'd abducted me because they wanted to make me suffer. Some incel who had to abduct a woman to make himself feel strong. 

      I tried to push the horrible thoughts from my mind, but it was too late. Images of what might be done to me flashed through my head. A cold shiver ran down my back and I hugged my knees tighter to my body. 

      If I didn't turn up to work on Monday morning, Pam would be worried. Would she go to my house that day to check on me, or wait until Tuesday? Would she go to the police? Or would she ask the Albyans for help, who had secret satellites in orbit around Earth that might help track me down? 

      Even in the best-case scenario, I had at least three days until anyone would come looking for me. 

      Not good. 

      But if there was one thing I'd learned from working at the Hot Tatties dating agency, it was that women were strong. I'd seen women who'd gone through hell, who'd been in abusive relationships, who'd watched their partners die, who'd had the worst of times. But they all got through it. And sometimes, they grew stronger because of it. We'd found mates for these women, kind, loving, protective mates who would help them in their recovery. 

      Women were strong. 

      I was strong.

      I'd get through this and then I'd make whoever had kidnapped me pay. 

      Something banged against the metal ceiling above me, making me jump. Friend or foe?

      I decided to risk it. 

      "Help!"

      A flash of light burst into my cell as a hatch opened high above me. I blinked into the light, too used to the dark to recognise more than fuzzy shapes. Someone was there, the silhouette of a person.

      "There you are."

      His voice was dark, growly and - he wasn't speaking English. My implant, courtesy of the Albyans, was translating for me. It was always a strange experience, seeing someone's lips move, hearing the sound as if from a distance, but understanding their words in perfect English in my head. It had taken some time getting used to. Some Albyans had done their best to try and learn our language, but most relied on implants. In the beginning, it had given me a headache, but I'd interacted enough with Albyans to get used to the weird feeling.

      An alien. Was he an Albyan? Maybe a disgruntled male who we'd been unable to find a match for? I couldn't tell from down here. His voice certainly didn't sound familiar. 

      "I didn't double-check the transportation beam's destination. It was still set to the cargo hold. Took me ages to find which crate it had deposited you in. Give me a moment and I'll have you transported to my quarters."

      Without waiting for a response, the hatch closed again, shutting out all light. 

      I was left alone, in the dark, and speechless. He'd sounded apologetic for transporting me to the wrong place, but not about abducting me in the first place. Aye, he was most certainly an alien. They didn't always follow the same moral compass as us. I was almost relieved that I hadn't been abducted by humans. For some reason, I trusted aliens more than my own kind. 

      I had to wait for another ten minutes before my skin began to tingle. Before I could even scratch the itch that covered me from head to toe, I melted. I’d never felt anything like it. I became hot, but not uncomfortably so, and my body seemed to turn into a puddle.

      The darkness dissolved into light, no, into an entire room. This one was brightly lit and it took my eyes a moment to adjust, even after the melting feeling and tingling had disappeared. I was in a bedroom. And it wasn't on Earth. This was alien. Quite different from the cabins on the Starlight, the main passenger cruiser that travelled between Earth and Albya, yet alien nonetheless. The bed, if it could be called that, was a smooth platform that seemed to grow out of one of the walls. There was no mattress, no blanket, not even a pillow. A huge screen took up most of the opposite walls, currently showing Earth from space. It wasn't the first time I saw my planet from this perspective, but it was just as breathtaking as I remembered. Even though this was a screen, not a window - the slight flicker gave it away - I assumed that this was our current view. Which meant I was on a spaceship. Abducted by aliens.

      Funnily enough, I was probably the most suitable abductee on the entire planet. I'd dealt with aliens before, I had a translator implant and I had the might of the Albyans behind me. I may not have an Albyan mate, but they'd become almost family. If I disappeared, they'd fight to get me back. 

      I couldn't help but grin. The aliens had no idea who they were dealing with. 

      The door slid open without a sound, revealing a huge - blue. He was blue, so very blue.

      I'd taken a watercolour class once where the teacher had introduced us to all the different shades of blue on a painter's palette. His long hair was almost white, with a cobalt tinge, framing his angular face. A beard hid his chin, wild and untamed like the male himself. His chest was bare, showcasing the tattoos gracing his muscular upper arms. Were those runes? I didn't want to ogle too much, but they reminded me of Viking runes. A necklace with similarly Scandinavian-style pendants hugged his neck. His abs were the colour of fresh blueberries, so chiselled and perfect that it didn’t seem natural. He only wore a pair of loose black trousers that sat too low on his hips, as if to tease any woman he encountered. If he jumped just a little, those trousers might slip down, exposing more of that tantalising V. 

      He wore heavy combat boots, black as the night, the style completely at odds with his shirtless chest. As if he’d been in battle and forgotten to put on his armour. Or used his naked torso to distract his enemies.

      "Like what you see?" He grinned wolfishly. His lips were midnight blue, but the teeth flashing between were a pale pink. His incisors were too sharp for human standards. Did his species bite? 

      I looked him straight into his cobalt eyes, refusing to feel guilty for checking him out. A, don't walk around half-naked if you don't want to be stared at, and B, he'd abducted me and I had every right to observe who'd kidnapped me. Plus C, I had ovaries. No straight woman could look at this guy without feeling a slight flutter in her nether regions. He oozed masculinity.

      "Who are you and why did you abduct me?" I demanded. "This planet is under the IGU's protection."

      He seemed taken aback. "You know about the IGU? I thought Peritans didn't know about life beyond their planet."

      I grinned at him, hoping to unsettle him with my display of confidence. I hoped he couldn't see the slight tremble of my hands as I faced off my abductor. 

      "I deal with Albyans and the IGU on a daily basis. You chose the wrong woman to abduct. I repeat, why did you kidnap me and who the fuck are you?"

      He pushed back his shoulders, all pride and bravado. "I am Njal the Bloodthirsty, captain of the Valkyr. I am a Vikingr - if you've heard of Albyans, I'm sure you'll know of the great Vikingr race. We are feared and admired across the galaxy."

      Arrogant much? What an arse. 

      "Well, I've never heard of you. And if you have to give yourself a scary title, that's only proof that you're not as fearsome as you think. Now answer my bloody question before I get angry."

      My drama teacher would have been proud of my performance. Inside, I was scared shitless, but he didn't have to know that. Once I was back home, I'd send my alma mater's drama department some flowers. 

      Njal continued to grin at me, but his gaze had turned from curious to appreciative. 

      "Peritan females really are as strong as I'd hoped. That's excellent news. The IGU scientists were sure that we're compatible on a physical level, but a true Vikingr would never accept a soft female as their mate, even if he could breed her."

      Breed. The word echoed in my mind and I suddenly felt very cold. This wasn't an alien like the Albyans - honourable, decent, kind. Albyans didn't use words like breeding. They conducted sacred rituals as their version of marriage, which gave a human woman the same rights as her alien husband. Women weren't seen as walking wombs like I'd heard other alien species treated their females.

      Why couldn't I have been abducted by a nice alien?

      "You're not going to breed me," I hissed. 

      The door behind him was still ajar. I could try and run. But where to? 

      "Perfect," Njal muttered, his gaze still roaming my body. "My crew will be pleased."

       Crew. Multiple aliens. He was going to give me to them.

      My knees wobbled with fear, but I pushed past it. I had to show strength. So I ran at him and jammed my knee right up his crotch.
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      NJAL

      Not many people managed to get past my guard. I was always vigilant, always prepared - but this female had succeeded in where hundreds of enemies had failed. She'd not only touched me. She'd hurt me. My eyes watered as I clutched my balls, the pain worse than anything I'd felt in a long time. 

      After kneeing me in the balls, she'd pushed past me and ran out of the room. I'd let her, too surprised at the turn of events. 

      I was glad none of my crewmates had been here to witness this unfortunate incident. I'd turned off the security camera in my room before porting her there, although that had been in anticipation of a very different activity. I'd not wanted them to see my balls slapping against her naked arse, not her bruising them in an unprovoked attack.

      I couldn't help but admire her bravery. She was a captive in an unfamiliar place, taken from her planet, yet she'd not acted that way. Her confidence had been surprising. Did she really know Albyans? It was hard to believe. They kept to themselves, or at least they did ever since all their females fell asleep. It had been the talk of the galaxy for a while, but that was the last time I'd heard of them. It seemed they'd taken to look at other planets' females to replace their own. 

      I had to get more information about the female I'd abducted. 

      It had been completely random. Unwilling to wait for Torsten's algorithms to find me a female, I'd ported down to the planet's surface. I didn't know anything about Peritus, its geography and culture, so I decided on my destination by entering my date of birth as the porting coordinates. I'd ended up in a small settlement with unlit streets, perfect for my purposes. I couldn't stay long, not with the IGU satellites in orbit around Peritus, so I'd taken the first female I saw. It was unfortunate that I'd forgotten to double-check the porting coordinates on the way back. It knew my signature, so I was returned to the porting hub right next to the bridge, but the female had been categorised as live cargo and ended up in a livestock crate. 

      I rubbed my aching balls, unable to repress a groan. This wasn't going well at all. I better get her back before she got up to mischief on the Valkyr. Or before my crew realised what had happened. My reputation would be in tatters. 

      I pulled up a map of the Valkyr on the oversized screen I'd had installed only a few months ago, and had it scan for the Peritan female. She'd not got far. And she wasn't moving. Was this part of her strategy or had something happened to her? It had only been a click or two, not time enough for her to get injured. Right? 

      I hurried out of my room and towards the random storage room in which the system had located her. I racked my brain, trying to remember what we had stashed in that room. No weapons, I was sure of that. Nothing she should be able to use to harm me further - not that I was worried about that. She'd not catch me off guard a second time. I was Njal the Bloodthirsty and she was nothing but a Peritan female. Bah. 

      Resisting the urge to rub my balls again, I turned a corner - and there she was, her back turned to me. I scanned her for both injuries and weapons, but she looked just like before. A bit more dishevelled, maybe. Was that dust on her black clothes? 

      Her garments were strange. Alien. A form-fitting pair of breeches hugged her legs, but then continued upwards, turning into a shirt. It was all one suit, as if a shirt and breeches had been sewn together to make it harder for the wearer to take them off. I didn't understand the purpose. Unless there was a flap at the crotch to make pissing easier, it seemed a terrible idea. But the black suited her. It made her look tougher. Black was my favoured colour for battle. It didn't show any blood stains. 

      "Stop!" I shouted. She whirled around, saw me, then ran. Like prey. She was a warrior no more. Had that been genuine fear on her face? She'd turned too fast for me to be sure. 

      I pursued her along the corridor, hoping to the Gods that nobody else would come this way. My cabin was quite a distance from the crew quarters, but she was headed in that direction. Luckily, she wasn't very fast. 

      When I caught up with her, I didn't take any chances. I pushed her against the wall, caging her in, my hands on her hips, my body close to hers. Her eyes were wide, prey looking up at a predator, but then her expression changed. Defiance took the place of fear and she glared at me. 

      "Let go of me," she hissed, struggling against my tight hold.

      She didn't stand a chance. I didn't need to use all my strength to control her struggles. In fact, I could have stayed like that for hours without breaking a sweat. Were all Peritans this feeble or was it just their females? 

      What she didn't have in physical prowess, she made up for with the fiery glare she aimed at me. 

      "Let go," she repeated, a shout almost.

      "Only for you to run again? I don't think so."

      This time, I was ready when she pushed up one leg, her knee aiming at my balls again. I deflected her kick before setting one foot on hers, putting enough weight into it for her to wince. I didn't want to hurt her, but I wasn't going to let her escape. I needed her. And already, she was giving me fantastic practice. If my mate was anything like her, I'd be prepared. 

      I returned her glare with a cool, relaxed stare, making it very clear that she was no threat to me. I'd hoped for her to back down, but the fire in her eyes only burned hotter. Interesting. I wondered what it would take for her to submit. 

      I liked a challenge. Especially when it involved a beautiful female. 

      I met her glare with a cool smile. My lips barely remembered how to do that. Smiling seemed a thing of the past.

      For a moment, the female stilled. I didn't lessen my hold on her, didn't let her lull me into what she wanted. When she realised that trick wasn't going to work, she continued her pointless struggle.

      "I can do this all day," I told her casually. "But can you?"

      She flashed her teeth as if she wanted to bite me. I couldn't remember reading anything about that being one of the Peritans’ natural weapons. 

      "What do you want from me?" she snapped. 

      Right now, I wanted to sink my cock into her. Holding her so close was affecting me. I was glad I'd opted for more relaxed breeches this morning and not battle armour. Even so, my cock was straining against the fabric. But if I told her that, I'd never get her to comply. Before I could explore her Peritan body, make sure she was truly compatible with me, I had to find out more about her species. Reading the IGU's summaries wasn't the same as asking a Peritan myself. I'd find out as much as I could about their females, what to look out for, how to treat them, what they needed to survive and thrive, before moving on to the physical. 

      My balls ached when I thought of how good it would feel to finally fuck a female again. It had been a long time. Two and a half rotations at the very least. After we'd received our planet's combined inheritance, I'd taken the Valkyr to Valendis, a pleasure planet full of luxury, debauchery and willing females. We'd spent two weeks there and I'd fucked a handful of females each day. It hadn't made me feel any better. Nor had it helped my crew. It had been a feeble attempt to distract us from our grief - and it had failed. 

      I'd not touched a female since we'd left Valendis with heads bowed in misery, feeling hollower than we had before our arrival. One of the many mistakes I'd made in the past three rotations.

      The female tried to kick me again, ripping me from my memories. I tightened my grip until she squealed. 

      "We're going back to my cabin now," I told her calmly. "And there you will answer all my questions. Are you going to come willingly, or do I need to tie you up?"

      The thought made my mouth water. Maybe I should get some ropes ready either way. She seemed like the sort of female who might enjoy that. 

      "I'm not going to your cabin," she hissed. Spittle flew from her lips, landing on my face. I didn't wipe it away. Instead, I simply stared her down, putting all my power and strength into that stare. I was a Vikingr warrior, captain of a spaceship, and there was no way I'd let her win. 

      "I promise I will not harm you. I only want to talk." 

      For now.

      "Talk about what?"

      "Your planet. Your species."

      Her eyes widened slightly. "Are you going to invade Earth?"

      For a moment, I considered if pretending to would make her submit to me, but I discarded that idea. Vikingar did not lie. We may omit the truth occasionally, but we were mostly honourable. 

      "No. Your planet is not in danger from us."

      "Then why-"

      "Not here," I interrupted. "I ask you again, will you stop fighting or do I have to restrain you?"

      Finally, she lowered her gaze, her long eyelashes fluttering alluringly. "Fine. I'll come and talk with you. But if you try and do anything else, I'll cut off your dick."

      Somehow, I was sure she meant that threat. I resisted the temptation to rub my balls. They'd stopped aching, but the memory of the pain was still vivid. What a fierce female I'd caught. It was almost a shame to let her go again.
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      STEFF

      I followed him back down the corridor, wondering all the while whether this was the biggest mistake of my life. I should have run when I'd had the chance.

      After darting from his cabin, I'd thought I'd seen a familiar sign, the same symbol that led to escape pods on the Starlight. But all I'd found was a storage room full of dusty crates. 

      He'd caught up with me way too quickly. The way he'd run after me, so much faster than it should have been possible... it had been a reminder that he was an alien. And the Albyans had been very clear that most other alien species would see us humans as prey. We weren't technologically advanced enough to impress them, nor did we have the physical attributes to be seen as predators ourselves. 

      My abductor had no fangs, horns or claws - not like some of the aliens I'd seen in the Albyans' quantnet - but there was no doubt that he was at the top of the food chain. It wasn't just his bulging muscles or his piercing blue eyes. His entire presence suggested strength. And when he'd said that he'd tie me up, I believed him.

      I was vulnerable enough without being unable to defend myself. 

      For some strange reason, I didn't doubt his word. He'd said he wouldn't harm me and I believed it. It was silly and naive, but no matter how much I wanted to think him a liar, I couldn't. 

      His broad back was a plane of hard muscle as he walked in front of me. I didn't think for a minute that I could escape him just because he wasn't walking behind me. He'd been so fast. He'd probably grab me before I could take the first step in the opposite direction. I felt watched, as if he had eyes in the back of his head. I stared at his long silver-blue hair that reached halfway down his shoulder blades. It was a mess, clearly not brushed in a long time. But it suited him, that wild look. He was a warrior, I'd known that even before he'd called himself the Bloodthirsty. What a name. I wondered if he himself had chosen it or his enemies. 
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