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      The day I found Tonya dead in the bathtub was the day I realised how shit my life had become. She didn’t even leave a note. Everyone knew what had happened. She’d fallen for their charm, their spell, and got pregnant. It was a miracle she’d managed to return to our home before the Trad kidnapped her, taking her to his spaceship. Maybe he hadn’t realised he’d managed to get her pregnant. Maybe she’d escaped him. It didn’t matter.

      Tonya was dead and I was alone.  We’d been the two last young women in the village. After the invasion, many had thought that we’d be safe in our little dwelling. Three hundred souls, the next school half an hour away by bus. No Trads would ever come here, right?

      Wrong. They were everywhere, not just in the cities, but even in the tiniest hamlets. Maybe the women in small towns and villages were easier picking. Less police, less information.

      I’d heard that they had set up safe districts in the cities where no men were allowed. We couldn’t do that in Stonefall. Our advantage was that everyone knew everyone in the village, but that didn’t mean that we never had contact with outsiders. Including the outsider who’d killed Tonya.

      I stared down at her body, wondering what to do now. Her wet clothes clung to her pale skin, highlighting her slender shape. She’d put on her favourite dress. Had she worn it when she met the Trad or had Tonya put it on after, before she threw the hairdryer into the full bathtub?

      Tonya and I had never been the best of friends, but the cruelty of life had brought us together after the invasion. We’d been six women living in this house. Now I was the only one left.

      I stroked a stray lock of hair out of Tonya’s pretty face, then left the room without another glance. It was time to move on.
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      The bus to London was packed. I was squeezed against a large, bulky man, who smelled of sweat and stale beer. He definitely wasn’t pretty enough to be a Trad. The aliens were flawless when they disguised themselves as humans. No scars, no impurities, and if they had even a single grey hair, it was because they wanted it. It was how you could recognise them. The prettiest men were likely Trads. But simply knowing what they were wasn’t enough. They had a trick up their evil arses, being able to enchant women, even those who suspected that the man in front of them wasn’t human. Our scientists were trying to figure out what it was that made Trads so irresistible, and hopefully develop an antidote, but so far, they hadn’t been successful. I doubted it was very easy to capture a Trad and get him to take part in their research.

      The smelly man shifted in his seat, pulling out a newspaper. I glanced at the headline.

      Our Athion Friends Promise Paradise For Women.

      I grimaced. The Athions had arrived shortly after the invasion. The good aliens. Blue, pretty and on our side. They’d explained why the Trads had come to Earth: after a virus struck their entire planet and killed most of their women, they needed to find an alternative to keep their species alive. Somehow, they discovered that human females were compatible with their anatomy. Which is why the Trads stole women, impregnated them and used them as living breeding machines. I’d heard that the baby wouldn’t even be half human but fully Trad. I shuddered at the thought of having a monster growing inside of me. No wonder Tonya killed herself. Death seemed preferable to life as a Trad breeder.

      The Athions had lost most of their females as well, but they didn’t steal women. They gave us a choice: move to their planet, be safe from Trads and be loved and treasured by the Athion men we chose to take.  They were big about us being there voluntarily, although I sometimes wondered what would happen if I took them up on their offer to move to Planet Athion and then refused to take a husband. Or several. That’s what they seemed to like. I wasn’t sure if that was due to there not being enough females or if they’d always been polyandrous.

      I tried to read the article in the man’s paper, but he flicked the pages to get to the sports section. Boring. My e-reader had run out of battery two bus stops ago and I still had another two hours to London. Hopefully, this journey would be worth it. I was planning to go to one of the sanctuaries and live there. As a virtual teacher, I wouldn’t even have to leave the safety of the refuge for work. All I needed was my laptop and my VR headset.

      I gave the man a sideways glance. This might be one of the last times that I saw a man. At least until I was either too old to conceive or the Trads were defeated. To be honest, I wouldn’t miss this one. His smell was enough to make anyone celibate.

      It was years since I'd last had a boyfriend. I broke up with my ex a few months before the invasion happened, and after that, I preferred to stay single. It was safer that way. I’d much rather endure an eternal dry spell than being impregnated and kidnapped. It was all about priorities in this horrible new world.

      “Where are you headed?” a melodious voice suddenly asked from behind, shaking me from my reminiscing.

      I turned around, craning my neck to take in the man sitting in the row behind me. An Athion. His blue skin was striking, the colour of lapis lazuli on a rainy day. One thing I’d learned pretty quickly was that there are hundreds of shades of blue. Just like us humans, Athions have different skin colours, except that they’re all hues of blue. Azure, cobalt, sapphire, navy… you name it, they have it. I’d always wondered if their shade of blue corresponded to where on the planet they were from, but I’d never really talked to an Athion before. We’d had one come to our village a year ago as some kind of human-alien-relations programme, but all he did was hold a speech in our small town hall and then he left.

      I realised the man was waiting for a reply. “London.”

      “Visiting friends?”

      I frowned. “Moving to one of the sanctuaries, actually.”

      He smiled. “I should have guessed. Someone as pretty as you would only be safe there or on Athion.”

      I was glad he didn’t ask me why I wasn’t moving to his planet.

      “Do you know which sanctuary you’re going to live at? My brother and I are headed to the Golden Star Refuge, actually, and we’d be pleased to accompany you there, if you’d like. London isn’t safe for solo females.”

      Another alien waved from the row behind the Athion. They looked almost the same, except that this one had his hair shaved rather than in loose curls.

      “He’s right,” the guy next to me grunted. “A girl like you shouldn’t be walking about there on your own.”

      I hadn’t even considered that. I’d only ever been to London once and that was before the invasion. Back then, there had been no question about me going there by myself, but now, things had changed. I’d hoped that a big city like London would be busy and anonymous enough to avoid dangerous encounters while walking from A to B, but it seemed I’d been mistaken.

      “I’ve never heard of the Golden Star,” I hedged, a little uncomfortable.

      The Athion grinned. “It’s fairly new, only a couple of months old. Run by twin sisters in their seventies. I can’t remember my own grandmother, but I’d like to imagine she was as kind and generous as those two.”

      That did sound good. I’d looked at the websites of various sanctuaries, but they all sounded the same. Having a personal recommendation was better than any anonymous review I could find online.

      The man next to me folded up his newspaper. “Take their offer.”

      I didn’t feel comfortable about leaving this bus with two strangers, but they were Athions. They were the good guys, so what was the worst that could happen?
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        * * *

      

      I was glad to be breathing fresh air again, even though it was the smoggy air of London. It was better than the stuffy, smelly air inside the bus.

      “Shall we take a taxi?”

      The two Athion brothers were flanking me, but to my surprise, they didn’t make me feel safe, on the contrary. I was uncomfortable with them being so close. I didn’t know them, yet they behaved as if I needed them. I shouldn’t have accepted their offer.

      “Is it far?”

      “Half an hour to walk, ten minutes by taxi if the traffic isn’t too bad.”

      That was an easy decision. I didn’t want to spend half an hour in their company.

      “Then let’s take a taxi.”

      The curly-haired Athion lifted his wrist and typed into a cyber bracer. It looked very different from the smart bracelets that existed for humans, but then, Athions had mastered space travel centuries before us, so of course their tech was far more advanced.

      He grinned at me. “Taxi will be here in two minutes. I’m Arri, by the way, and that’s Laki.”

      “Nice to meet you. I’m Wren.”

      “Where are you from, Wren?”

      “A village in Yorkshire, you wouldn’t know it.”

      Laki rummaged in his pockets and pulled out three small squares wrapped in silver cellophane. “Want one? They’re my favourites.”

      “Are they sweets?”

      Arri snatched one of them and unwrapped it in record speed before popping the turquoise square into his mouth. It looked like toffee, except for the colour.

      “Delicious,” he muttered with a satisfied smile.

      “Yes, they’re sweets, flavoured with a plant that’s similar to your Earth mint,” Laki explained. “Try one, I have more if you like it.”

      “You never offer me more,” Arri complained.

      His brother shrugged. “You’re not as pretty as her.”

      I took the sweet he offered me and gingerly nibbled on it, not quite daring to eat it all in one go. I wasn’t particularly choosy when it came to what I ate, but this was alien food.

      It was good. Delicious. The cooling aftertaste did indeed remind me of mint, but as if it had been crossed with vanilla and something spicy, almost like pepper. The way the flavours mixed in my mouth was decidedly alien, but definitely something I could get used to.

      “Good?” Laki asked with an amused smirk.

      I nodded and ate the rest of it. The Athions watched me and once again, they made me uncomfortable. Were all aliens like them? If so, then I had no idea why women would want to live with them. Despite their smiles, there was something dangerous about them.

      A black cab stopped next to us and Arri checked his wrist. “That’s ours.”

      He opened the door and gestured for me to get in. His brother walked around and entered from the other side, meaning I ended up squeezed in between them on the leather backseat. There was a fold-down seat opposite me, but I didn’t want to offend the men by changing my position. After all, they’d been nothing but nice to me. Ten minutes, that was all the time I needed to spend in their company before we’d get to the sanctuary and I could be away from aliens for the rest of my life.

      They didn’t tell the driver where to go, but I assumed Arri had done that via his communicator.

      We sat in silence until Laki offered me another sweet. I took it, glad to have something to do besides staring out of the window.

      My own yawn surprised me. I’d slept on the bus for at least two hours, but I guess travelling always made me tired. I swallowed my sweet and stifled another yawn.

      “Tired?” Laki asked, his eyes fixed on mine.

      I shook my head. “No, just exhausted from travelling.” I looked at my watch, realising we’d been in the taxi for almost fifteen minutes already. “Will we be there soon?”

      Another yawn escaped my mouth and my eyelids twitched. I was having trouble keeping my eyes open, no matter how much I blinked. I was so tired all of a sudden. Maybe I could take a nap at the sanctuary.

      Laki was still watching me, a smile curving his blue lips. As if he was happy seeing me this tired.

      “Did you...?”

      Talking became too exhausting and I let myself drift off, fading into the darkness of sleep.
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      Never trust men. Humans. Trads. Athions. Never trust men.

      I repeated my mantra over and over again as I sat on the bed, staring out into space. Into actual, black, endless space. A few stars far, far away, but nothing close. No planets, least of all the Earth. The window was large, too large. When I’d first seen the darkness outside, I thought it was there to swallow me. A slice of glass was all that separated me from the abyss. It had to be something stronger than glass, right? Something that could withstand the sheer nothingness of space.

      I wrapped my arms tighter around my legs, making myself as small as possible. I’d woken up several hours ago, in a tiny room with no more than a bed and a small wardrobe built into the wall. There was no bathroom and my bladder was starting to complain. My throat was parched. How long had I been here? How long since they abducted me? I was still wearing the same clothes, but that didn’t mean anything.

      I knew nothing about Athion technology. Had they beamed me up into a spaceship or had we departed from Earth? Had there been a small shuttle or a massive rocket? I had no idea. It had never been my intention to go to Athion, which meant I hadn’t really read up on their kind. It had been enough for me to know that they were the good guys.

      As if. It was naïve to think that an entire species was good. Just like you couldn’t say that all humans were good or evil. There were nuances and there were always some rotten apples. I just wish I’d realised that before. Now it was too late. I was trapped on a spaceship.

      My eyes stayed dry. I’d cried enough tears when I’d first woken up. I’d shouted, screamed, banged against the door. Nobody had come. I’d searched the room for cameras, but I’d not found any. They were either hidden really well or the Athions weren’t watching me. If I was on an Athion ship. For all I knew, they could have sold me to Trads to be shipped to one of their breeding facilities. I shuddered. I’d kill myself before I let that happen to me. Just like Tonya. She’d been strong enough to do it. I would be too.

      I forced myself to look away from the window. The darkness made me even more scared of what was about to happen. With nothing else to occupy my mind, I started doing mental arithmetic. My mother had taught me to do that whenever I got frightened by something. Take some random numbers and make them meet.

      452 times 17.

      7684.

      Too easy.

      6000 divided by 43.

      That one took me a little longer.

      I’d always liked numbers, even though I wasn’t a maths wizard. I enjoyed the way they were solid, reliable, unemotional. When I concentrated on my calculations, the world didn’t seem as scary.

      By the time the door opened, I’d started reciting the decimals of Pi. I scrambled to the back of the bed, as far away from the door as possible.

      Laki entered, smiling, strolling into the room as if he hadn’t drugged and kidnapped me.

      I glared at him. I could have begged him to return me to Earth, but I knew it was useless, so I stayed quiet, saving my energy for when I actually had a chance to change my fate.

      “I thought you might need the bathroom. I’m afraid we don’t have en-suites like you do on Earth.”

      I wish I could have refused, but my bladder was getting impatient.

      “Where are we?”

      “On route to Lo, one of Athion’s moons. We can’t take you to Athion itself, but Lo is both far and close enough from the planet. The government isn’t as strong there. Lo has its own regent, a man who’s sympathetic to our cause.” He smirked. “And our money, mostly.”

      They didn’t want their kin on their home planet to find out they’d kidnapped me. That gave me a tiny bit of hope. Maybe if I met a decent Athion on Lo, I could tell him what had happened and they’d return me home to Earth.

      “How long will it take?”

      “Six months at hyper speed. We thought about putting you in a pod as a sleeper, but it would be much more fun to get to know our new wife during the journey. It gets boring.”

      I gasped. “Wife?”

      His grin gave me shivers. “Of course. What did you think you’d be? Our maid?”

      “I didn’t want to be anything! You kidnapped me!”

      Tears were threatening to spring from my eyes, but I fought hard to keep them away. I didn’t want to seem weak.

      “It’s your purpose. Human men are spineless. They don’t deserve their females. I’m glad the Trads discovered your Earth. It gave us the chance to follow and see the potential. A planet ripe for the taking. If it were up to me, every Athion man would get his own human woman. Sadly, the government doesn’t agree.”

      He spat, actually spat, his spittle landing on the floor. “We applied to get our own wife, but with my brother’s record, they wouldn’t give us one. But we’re owed one. We almost died for the Emperor. We’re owed a female. For now, we’ve agreed to share you, but only because we had to leave Earth sooner than planned. Maybe we’ll steal another from Athion itself. It might even be easier than kidnapping you. Females are so gullible.”

      He was crazy. I was in a spaceship with two madmen.

      “Record?” I asked, dreading the answer, but I needed as much information as I could get. It might save my life.

      Laki shrugged. “My brother killed a lieutenant. And a few Custos. It was self-defence.”

      Custos, I’d heard of them. Athion elite soldiers. They were the first to land on Earth after the invasion. They’d talked to the human governments about letting women travel to Athion to be safe from Trads. And Arri had killed several of them. I was in a spaceship with cold-blooded murderers.

      What the fuck was I going to do now?

      I rarely swore; I was a teacher after all and had to set a good example. But right now, fuck was the perfect word to describe my situation. Fucked up. Hopeless. Crazy.

      “Do you want to go to the bathroom or not?”

      I kept glaring at him, but got off the bed, angry at my traitorous body.

      “Don’t try anything stupid. We’re in space, far away from Earth or any other civilisation. You’re stuck with us, sweetheart.”

      Something snapped in me and I stormed forward, slapping him in the face. He stared at me in surprise, then laughed. “It seems we got ourselves a little poomii. That will make it even more fun. Breaking you.”

      I didn’t ask what a poomii was. I didn’t care. And I certainly wasn’t going to let them break me. I’d fight tooth and claw until I escaped.

      “Show me that bathroom,” I demanded, pretending to be a lot more confident than I felt.

      “No.” He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Since you’ve decided to behave like a poomii, you’ll be treated like an animal until you learn to behave. I shall get you a bowl.”

      He left me speechless. I hammered against the door in the vain hope that he was just joking, but two minutes later, he returned with a plastic bowl, carelessly throwing it onto my bed.

      “There’s your toilet. And don’t expect to get fed today. I want you to think of how wrong it was to slap me while your stomach growls.”

      I launched myself at him again, but he expected me this time, grabbing my arms and pushing me back with more strength than I’d thought he possessed. I fell, landing on the floor with a thud.

      “Maybe I should get you a collar and leash. Yes, I think that would be fun.”

      He closed the door behind him and as soon as he was gone, I finally let my tears fall.
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      Laki made true on his promise. Nobody came to give me food or water all day. I was alone with my thoughts and fears.

      At some point, the lights in the room automatically dimmed, probably to simulate nightfall. I crawled into bed and hid underneath the fluffy blanket. It didn’t feel very different from my duvet back home. I could almost imagine that I was back in my room, safe and mostly happy, with Tonya next door. She used to snore loud enough for me to hear it through the walls. Back then, it annoyed me, but now I would have given anything to hear her snore.

      There was no sound besides my own breathing. The ship vibrated softly as we tumbled through space, noticeable whenever I put my feet on the floor, but it didn’t give off any sound. Maybe my room was soundproof, or maybe the ship was simply really, really quiet. This was my first time on a spaceship, so it wasn’t as if I had anything to compare this to.

      As tired as I was, sleep didn't come to find me. I turned and tossed, then stilled and cowered beneath my blanket, only to start rolling around again.

      My door was locked from the outside, but I had no way to lock it from this side. There was no chair that I could have shifted underneath a handle (which didn’t exist, it was an automatic sliding door), and my bed was bolted to the floor. If the aliens wanted to come inside to do me harm, there was no way I could stop them.

      When the lights came on to signal that morning had arrived, I’d not slept for even a single minute. I got up and used the bucket, cursing the Athions. I’d not give in though. I’d rather go without a toilet if it meant resisting them. I’d never willingly become theirs. No way in hell.

      I sat back on my bed and waited. I wished I was wearing a watch, but that was in my bags, which were probably still on Earth. I couldn’t imagine the aliens taking care to take my baggage with them. The loss of the watch didn’t hurt as much as the other things I’d taken with me to London. Photos of my family. The children’s book my mother had written when I’d been a toddler. A picture of Tonya and the other girls in the house we’d shared. An old, tattered teddy bear my grandma had given me shortly before she’d died. A silver spoon that had belonged to my granddad. Those were the things I was going to miss most. Without them, I had no history. Now all I had left were my memories. I’d not let them take those from me.

      I was going to stay myself. The woman who’d resisted both Trads and Athions for years. I could survive on my own, no problem. I just had to get away from them and somehow find a safe place. There had to be a place like that in the universe.

      The door opened without warning. Arri entered, wearing nothing but loose yoga pants, his blue chest exposed. In another life, I may have found him somewhat attractive, but right now, the only emotion I felt was terror.

      He grinned at me. “Shower time.”

      The way his eyes roamed my body made it clear that I wasn’t going to shower on my own.

      “No way.”

      I glared at him with as much energy as I could muster. I bet there were dark rings beneath my eyes which likely made me look weaker than I wanted to appear.

      “You will come.”

      “No.”

      I crossed my arms in front of my chest, forcing myself to give up my protective position.

      His smile disappeared. “I wasn’t asking. We can do this the easy or the hard way.”

      “Don’t you dare touch me.”

      He raised an eyebrow. “You’re our wife. Laird help me, I’m going to touch you as much as I want, whether you like it or not. Now get up or I’m going to make Laki put a collar on you like he’s been planning to.”

      A shiver ran down my back at the threat. They were going to break me. Not now, not soon, but eventually. They were two large, strong men and while I knew some basic self-defence, I knew it wouldn’t do much good against them. If I wanted to survive, I needed to change my strategy. Pretend to play along, preserving my strength. I wouldn’t be able to escape if my body was bruised and broken.

      “On Earth, we marry before we become husband and wife,” I said quietly. “Do you have something similar on Athion?”

      He didn’t reply, so I continued talking. “A wedding is a very sacred ceremony. It means they truly belong to each other.”

      Arri laughed roughly. “You already belong to us. We don’t need a ceremony to prove that.”

      “But it would make it official.”

      “Would you obey us if we’re married?”

      I suppressed a shudder. “Yes.”

      No, obviously not. I was just trying to buy myself time.

      “Laki likes his women rebellious, but I have to say, a good obedient wife is much more to my taste. How do we do this wedding ceremony?”

      "There are many different religions on Earth and they all have different ways of celebrating marriage. Don't you have anything like it on Athion?"

      He rubbed his chin. "We did, yes, before the women died. I was a child back then and never went to one. There was something about binding the root of the Yurra plant around the couple's hands, connecting them through nature. A kiss at the end. Lots of speeches. Boring."

      I certainly didn't want to be bound to these men with some kind of root. That sounded way too dangerous. What I needed was a chaste, safe ceremony, one that probably didn't even exist on Earth. They didn't need to know that though. 

      "It takes five days," I began, making it up as I went along. "On the first day, the couple talks while eating lots of food, getting to know each other. On the second day, the man brings the woman gifts and they go on excursions together. Like the zoo or a museum. On the third day, it's the woman who gives the presents and who organises what they do. On the fourth day they invite all their relatives so that they can meet their new family. And on the fifth day is the actual ceremony. That's the first time the couple can share a bed."

      I should have made it longer than five days, but that may have been too much for the Athions to believe. 

      "Five days, huh?"

      I nodded, keeping my expression neutral. "Five days, but after that, the bond between husband and wife is strong. Nobody can get between it, and all accept it to be an everlasting relationship.”

      The cogs turned in his blue alien brain, that much was clear.

      “And you’ll be our submissive wife after?”

      I swallowed hard. “Yes.”

      “Laki is planning to break you, but I can’t help but think how much effort that would be. I’d much prefer having a pliable little human sucking on my cock without needing force to make her. A wedding it is. And today is the first day. Let me prepare some food.”

      My stomach growled in response. Thank goodness that I’d made up something that involved eating. I could devour a horse and still be hungry.

      He left the room, mumbling something about Laki under his breath. Hopefully, Arri would be able to convince his brother that this was the way forward.

      Five days, that was all the reprieve I had. Five days in which I had to find a way off this ship before I was trapped with these aliens forever.
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      It took about two hours for Arri to return. That’s what it felt like, anyway. He’d put on a shirt, thank goodness, and was smiling at me in an almost non-creepy way. My stomach lurched nonetheless.

      “Come. We’re having our meal in the galley. I had to make Laki’s favourite stew to keep him happy. He thinks a wedding is a waste of time, so you better behave.”

      I nodded, cringing at the thought of Laki punishing me for making him wait. Five days.

      “Will you come with me without problems or do I need to tie you up?”

      “I’ll follow you,” I muttered demurely.

      “Promise you won’t run.”

      “I promise.”

      Not that I intended to keep to that. Promises made under duress didn’t count in my book. My life was in danger, which gave me the excuse to lie as much as I needed to survive.

      “If you run, I’ll catch you and the deal is off,” he warned. “My brother is only waiting for an excuse to break you. It will hurt, so be good now and you might avoid that fate.”

      I nodded again, not having to pretend to be intimidated.

      He opened the door and motioned for me to walk in front of him. Every fibre in my body was screaming at me to run, to make a dash for freedom, but there was no point to it just now. I needed to gather more information first and figure out a way to get help. I wasn’t going to get off the ship without assistance from others. Unless I discovered something like an escape pod. Did Athion spaceships actually have them or was that something solely found in sci-fi films? I needed to explore the ship.

      Arri led me along polished corridors, their walls curved slightly, giving it a claustrophobic feel, as if the ceiling was going to come crashing down on me any second. The ship was bigger than I’d thought. Definitely not made for just two Athions and their captive.

      “It’s that way to the bridge,” he said and pointed to my right when we reached a crossing. “But you don’t need to know that. Unless we want some entertainment while flying.”

      Without warning, he wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me close. I shrieked and tried to jump away from him, but his grip was tight. Something hard pressed against my back. Oh god. He was aroused by this.

      “You’ll be on your knees,” he whispered in my ear, his hot breath making me shiver in disgust. “And I’ll thrust into your pretty little mouth while you gag and squirm.”

      One of his hands moved up until he squeezed my breast. I clawed at his arm with my fingernails, but all he did was laugh.

      “I’m looking forward to that. Maybe you’d like to give me a little taster now, to keep me satisfied until the wedding?”

      “No sex before the wedding,” I hissed.

      “There are many things you could do to make me happy that don’t qualify as sex,” he said with a smirk, but he released me.

      I stumbled forward, putting as much distance between him and me without it looking as if I was about to run.

      “Where’s the galley?” I asked angrily, turning to glare at him. He needed to know that I wasn’t going to give in to his advances.

      He chuckled. “My brother was right; you are a little poomii. I wonder if you’ll purr when I’m thrusting inside you?”

      “Five days,” I snarled. “Now where’s the galley? I’m hungry.”

      He pointed to the left. “That way. Around the corner, then right, then the big silver door to your left.”

      I followed his directions without looking back. Seeing Laki lounging on a chair behind a table laden with food was almost a relief. With Laki, I knew where I stood. He wanted to break me and he’d take pleasure in it. Arri was much harder to read. One moment, he said he wanted an obedient wife, the next he enjoyed me fighting back. I was starting to think that he’d be the more dangerous of the two.

      “You took your time,” Laki drawled. “I’m hungry.”

      I shot him a glare. “Me too.”

      I sat down on a chair opposite his and took in the buffet in front of me. I didn’t recognise any of the dishes, although some were vaguely similar to things I may have eaten on Earth. Something that looked like pieces of fried chicken caught my eyes.

      Arri put a plate in front of me, pressing against my side as if by accident. A shudder ran down my back. This wasn’t going to be easy. I should have been more explicit about no touching until the five days were up, but I’d thought saying no sex would give them that message. I’d been wrong. Those aliens were horny and I was their biggest temptation.

      I ignored Arri and put some pieces of maybe-chicken on my plate. There was no cutlery besides some spoons intended for the massive pot of stew to my left. I shuddered in revulsion when I saw something that looked like an eyeball float at the top. I was probably mistaken but I wasn’t going to look a second time to make sure.

      Arri took a seat next to his brother, so that they were both able to watch me. I could have jumped up and run out of the room before they could grab me from their side of the table, but that was a terrible idea. For now, I’d enjoy the illusion of freedom.

      I nibbled on my piece of fried meat. Not chicken. It was strangely sour and very dry, but edible. I took several more pieces and wolfed them down, calming my stomach’s rumbling.

      Laki pointed at a bowl that contained something that looked like blue salad. “Try that. It’s said to act as an aphrodisiac.” He wiggled his eyebrows at him.

      “Do you ever think with anything but your dick?” I shot back and pointedly ignored the salad, helping myself to some bright yellow breadsticks instead.

      He smiled at me, but there was no warmth in it. “I’ve not had a woman in over a decade. Men’s arses just don’t feel the same as a woman’s wet pussy. If it weren’t for my brother’s soft heart, I’d take you right here, right now, until you were screaming for mercy.”

      Thank goodness for Arri. Even though he was a creep and a murderer. For now, he was protecting me from Laki, in a sick way that had nothing to do with empathy or pity. He was simply too lazy to go through the effort to turn me into the submissive wife he desired.

      “What do we do after eating?” Arri asked, chewing on a very red piece of meat.

      I thought back to what I’d told him earlier, not wanting to make a mistake. “We talk. Get to know each other.”

      “All I want to get to know is your pretty cunt,” Laki quipped. “I’m not interested in talking.”

      “Then you can go and piss off,” his brother snapped. “We agreed to do this, so take part or shut up. A few more days won’t make any difference. Soon, she’ll be in our bed, ready to please us all day long. That’s worth the wait, right?”

      Laki turned to me. “What do we talk about?”

      “Our lives, our families. Our plans for the future.”

      “My plan is to have you tied up on my bed with a collar snug around your neck,” Laki smirked.

      Arri groaned. “Brother, please. Behave like an adult for once.”

      “Like an adult? You’re the one to blame for our situation.” Suddenly, Laki was no longer smiling. Fury was burning in his eyes as he glared at Arri. “If you hadn’t killed those Custo, we’d still be on the list to be assigned some Earth woman. We’d not be rogues running from the authorities. We’d be able to go back home and have a quiet life.”

      Arri didn’t seem flustered in the slightest. “Then maybe you should remember why I had to kill those men. Why I had to silence them.”

      He stared at his brother, something passing between them that I didn’t really want to know about. What had Laki done that was so terrible that his brother had killed for him?

      I was on a ship with murderous, horny psychopaths who could turn on me any moment. I needed to get away.

      “Maybe you could show me your ship instead?” I asked innocently. “If you don’t want to talk. If I’m going to be your wife, I need to know our home, especially if we’re going to be here for months.”

      “Our home,” Arri repeated. “I like the sound of that.”

      “She just wants to know where the escape pods are,” Laki interrupted. He turned to me. “They’re biometrically tuned to Athions. Nobody but an Athion will be able to start them.”

      “I wasn’t going to use an escape pod,” I lied. “I just want to know where I’m going to live with my husbands. What’s the harm?”

      Using the words husbands almost made me throw up the food I’d just eaten. But they seemed to swallow it. Arri almost looked happy.

      “Alright, I shall give you the tour,” he offered. “Unless Laki wants to do it?”

      His brother shook his head. “I’ve still got some stew to eat. Who knows when I’ll next get some of that, and I need energy to survive the next five days.” He glowered at me before refilling his bowl.

      “What do you want to see first?” Arri asked. “Our bedroom? That will be where you’ll spend most of your time.”

      I couldn’t suppress a shudder. “Is there a living room? Somewhere to spend time during the day?”

      “There’s an observation deck where we have a couple of games and comfy chairs. But we spend the most time on the bridge, since we don’t have a crew to operate the ship. Laki also works in the engine room sometimes. This ship is fairly new, but there’s always something to fix.”

      “Then let’s start with the bridge,” I suggested.

      Arri shrugged. “If this brings us closer to the fifth day, then why not. And after, you’re going to do the dishes. Eating this much was your idea, after all.”
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      Arri led me back the way we’d come until we stood in front of thick doors, the metal less shiny than that of the walls. He held a hand to a scanner to our right and the doors opened. Fuck. I wasn’t going to get in here by myself. My only chance to alert someone from the bridge would be with one of the Athions there. Which would mean pain. Defeat. Slavery.

      My plans crumbled into dust. I’d have to find another way to escape. The pods were out, as was sneaking onto the bridge to send out an SOS call. But one thing was for sure; I wouldn’t let them turn me into their sex slave, no matter whether they called it being their wife. I’d rather die, just like Tonya. If it came to it, I’d kill myself and hopefully everyone on this ship along with me. Those men deserved it. They weren’t going to hurt any other women.

      The doors slid open, revealing a large, spacious room with a massive window giving me a direct view of space. The darkness of it called to me, drawing me in. There was nothing out there. If I wanted to get out of this situation, I’d have to help myself. I’d have to fight.

      I stepped forward, taking in everything, committing the room to memory. A captain’s chair was right in front of me, consoles with lots of blinking lights all around it. More chairs at tables full of screens and controls I couldn’t make much sense of were dotted around the front of the room.

      Lines drew across the window. It wasn’t just a window to the outside, it was also a screen.

      I pointed at a blinking green dot. “Is that us?”

      Arri nodded. “Yes. Nobody else around. We’re taking the longer route, away from the main shipping lanes.”

      Double fuck. We were alone in this part of space. If there were other ships nearby, they didn’t show up on the screen.

      “Are there any planets close?” I asked innocently. “It’s strange to only see these few stars.”

      “A few, none of them inhabited. There are only two major planets between Earth and Athion, but we’re not going to stop at either one. Their women aren’t compatible with us, so they’re of little interest besides some trading. But we have enough fuel and supplies to last us all the way home.”

      Pity. Stopping on a planet would have been a great chance to get away. Anything would be better than being trapped here with these two monsters.

      "Where did you learn to pilot a spaceship?" I asked Arri, trying to distract him while I was cataloguing everything I could see.

      "I was born on one, actually." He sat down on the captain's chair, his expression turning somewhat peaceful. "My brother was born on Athion, but just after his birth, my father was assigned a position on a freight ship and he didn't want to leave his family behind, so they moved onto the ship and we didn't leave until I was thirteen. I knew all the basic controls when I was five. I was allowed to pilot the ship when I was eight. Laki was always more interested in the engines, so he got trained in that, while I spent most of my time on the bridge." He looked at me, his lips curving into a smile. "It will be good to have some company here. It gets boring."

      And just like that, I was reminded that he was the enemy. His story of growing up on a spaceship had been interesting, but I couldn't let him lull me into a false sense of security by showing me his human side. Athion side. Whatever. He was a murderer, a monster, and I needed to get away.

      "So I assume you know what every single button here does?" I asked innocently.

      "Obviously. I could pilot this ship with my eyes blindfolded."

      He pushed his chest out, all macho and testosterone.

      I pursed my lips. "I doubt that."

      "I'd give you a demonstration, but I don't trust you enough to close my eyes."

      I gave him an innocent smile. "Trust is important in a relationship. If we're going to be husband and wife, we need to trust each other. This would be an excellent chance to prove that you're serious about making this work. I promise I won't run out of the room."

      And I wasn't lying. I'd spotted a screen to my right which suspiciously looked like a way to communicate. There was a keyboard, but the letters didn't make any sense to me. Probably the Athion alphabet. They spoke excellent English, but of course they had their own language.

      If I could somehow figure out what the distress button was... there had to be one, right? In an emergency, the crew wouldn't have time to type a long message.

      A big red button would have been lovely, but no such luck. There was a bright blue one however, with a symbol on it that I didn't recognise. It could have been anything, but since it was next to the screen with the text that looked like a messaging system, I had to try. This may be my only chance before the 'wedding'.

      "You promise?" Arri asked sceptically.

      I nodded, giving him my most winning smile. "I promise, I won't run. I just want to see if you can really do what you say." I let my eyes flick to his crotch. "You could be lying about other things too, if you get what I mean."

      His eyes narrowed, but then he relaxed. "Alright, little poomii. You shall have your demonstration. At the moment, we're on autopilot, so let me just switch that off...

      He pushed some buttons on the side of his chair and a kind of table shot out, giving Arri access to more controls. Handy. Especially because with this on his lap, it would take him longer to get up and catch me.

      A small shiver went through the ship and I instinctively grabbed the back of one of the chairs. Just as luck would have it, it was the chair in front of the communications panel. I slipped onto the chair without Arri giving any sign that he was aware of what I was doing. I swivelled around to watch him.

      "That's the autopilot disabled." He touched his earpiece. "Brother, it might get a little bumpy. I'm showing our wife what this ship can do."

      "Should I put on a seat belt?" I asked, hoping me showing interest and enthusiasm would keep him distracted.

      Arri laughed. "There are no seat belts here. That's an entirely human extravagance. If this ship crashes, we all die. There's no surviving in space without a ship to keep you safe."

      That didn't really make sense - crashing wasn't exactly the only thing that could happen - but I kept my mouth shut.

      "Now I'm going to close my eyes and I'll take her for a ride." He gave me a heavy stare. "If you run, I will fuck you so hard that you won't be able to walk for a week. Understood?"

      I lowered my gaze and nodded.

      "Good. Don't disappoint me."

      Finally, he closed his eyes. Thank goodness. I watched him a little longer, making sure that he didn't peek, but he did seem to have a strange sense of honour that prevented him from cheating.

      "I'll start with accelerating," Arri announced. "Hold tight, little poomii."

      I turned to the front and leaned my back against the chair, ready for whatever was to happen.

      The ship started humming and an invisible force pressed me into the cushioned backrest. The blackness outside didn't change, but it was clear that the ship was going faster than it had before.

      The pressure on my body increased until breathing was getting uncomfortable.

      "We don't usually accelerate this much," Arri explained, his voice slightly strained. "Now you know why. It's better for both ship and crew to keep a steady pace."

      "Can you do an emergency stop from this speed?" I asked, my eyes on the green dot. The only way I'd be able to stay alive after what I was planning, was them believing that it had been an accident.

      "I could, but I won't do that."

      "Because you've got your eyes closed?" I taunted.

      Arri chuckled. "Because it will hurt you. But if you insist..."

      He let his voice trail off before the sound of him hitting a button with a lot of force filled the bridge.

      I was thrown forward onto the control table, my head bursting with pain. Tears sprang to my eyes but I couldn't get distracted. I reached for the blue button, right in front of me, and pressed it as hard as I could.

      A blaring siren assaulted my ears, adding to the pain that was steadily increasing. Fuck. I'd hoped the button wouldn't set off any alarms. At least I had guessed correctly that it was an important one.

      "What have you-" Arri started but was interrupted when a new voice came through speakers, a male talking in a language I didn't understand.

      This was my chance. My only one.

      "Help!" I shouted as loud as I could, hoping that he could hear me. Arri cursed behind me, but he wasn't close enough to stop me. "I've been kidnapped. I'm a human from Planet Earth and I've been taken by two Athions. I don't know where we are but they're taking me to a moon near Athion. They're planning to-"

      Something hard hit my head and pain was all I could feel.
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