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        After her alien abduction from Earth, Penny has resigned herself to never returning home.

      

        

      
        For two years, she's been forced to work on an illegal space station and has lost hope of better things to come. Until she stumbles across a caged alien who smells like home.

      

        

      
        Almost naked, with golden scales, and the most delicious scent, she finds it hard to resist when he insists she's his mate.

        Will Penny risk everything to free her alien?
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      PENNY

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Turn back.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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