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      Rachel Pierce, Interstellar Brides Program Processing Center

      

      “You can’t escape us.” A rough male voice whispered in my ear. The room was dark, nearly black, and I could not see his face, but his tone excited me. I should have been afraid, terrified, and yet my body arched off the bed at his words, eager. Wet. Throbbing with need.

      I tugged at the bonds about my wrists, the unbreakable cuffs secured over my head. The fit was snug, but not painful. They ensured that I was well and truly captured, yet unharmed. There was no give in the restraints, but the soft yield of the bed under my back was soothing.  So were the calloused hands that ran over my heated skin, that cupped my upturned breasts, the insides of my spread thighs, my bare mound.

      “Our little prisoner.”

      I stilled at the voice. The second voice. There wasn’t just one man in bed with me, but two. Two sets of hands.

      “Ah!” I cried, when little erotic bites elicited a fiery burst of pain at the tips of my nipples. Two mouths.

      I couldn’t see their faces, but I could feel their hands, hear their ragged breathing, feel their heat, smell their dark, spicy scents.

      “I want to touch you,” I replied, licking my dry lips. I tugged once again on the binds, but they were unforgiving. I didn’t need to see them to know they were big, so much bigger than me. Their hands were large, spanning the breadth of my belly, dwarfing my breasts, which were far from small, gripping my knees and holding them apart so that my naked body was open to their every urge, every desire.

      I should feel panicked, for while I didn’t seem to know these men, I knew them, felt safe with them. Safe enough to be tied up and at their sweet mercy.

      I’d never been into bondage play or any kind of BDSM before. Not even a little kink tossed into a wild night. My sexual experiences ranged between high school fumbling and wham-bam-thank-you-ma’am kinds of encounters.

      This, this was something else entirely…and I liked it.

      I liked the heavy weight of the cuffs about my wrists. I liked the way there was no give in the rope. I liked the way the men were touching me, arousing me to a fervor I’d never known before. And they were only touching.

      When a hand dipped between my thighs, I arched my back, pushing my hips into the touch. “She’s dripping. You like to give over control.”

      I didn’t know that to be the case before, but with these two, now, I did. Hell, yeah.

      I moaned at the feel of his fingers stroking over my folds, circling my clit, pulling back its protective hood for…oh fuck. His hot breath.

      When his mouth closed over my clit, I cried out, tugged involuntarily. Hands on my thighs held me open, exposed, available.

      I couldn’t do a thing but take whatever they wanted to do to me. To give to me.

      “You’ll come first, then we’ll fuck you.”

      I had no problem with that whatsoever. “Yes,” I replied on a breathy moan to the man who was licking my pussy.

      The other was working my nipples with his mouth, alternating between them. I felt the rasp of a trimmed beard, the soft hairs tickling my tender skin and awakening every one of my nerve endings. “You can feel it, can’t you? Our need, your need, building and building. The collars join us, link and share our pleasure.”

      I felt the weight of something about my neck, felt the eager intensity of the men’s desires, their domination, my submission, swirling around us like a vibrant, red aura. I was hotter, wetter, more eager than ever in my life.

      I was going to come. There was no way I could stop it, for while I was bound by rope and cuffs, I was ensnared by their attentions. My pussy ached, swelled, pulsed. My clit throbbed. My nipples stung.

      “Yes, I’m going to… I need, right there…just a little—no!”

      The men knew I was going to come and not just from my mindless rambling or the way my body shook. It was the damn collars. They knew one more flick of a tongue against my engorged clit, one more decadent bite on my nipple and I would have succumbed to the most powerful orgasm.

      Instead, I was sweaty and needy, tears slipping from my eyes, desperate for them. My body was almost electrified with need. Just a touch in the right place and I’d go off.

      The man by my head moved to lie down beside me, his hot length pressing against my side. Hands gripped my waist and flipped me over on top of him, my arms still up over my head, over his as well. If I leaned down a few inches, surely I would kiss him. Shifting my legs into a comfortable position, I straddled him. My breasts chafed against the soft hairs on his chest. My slick skin slid easily over him. My pussy coated his cock, which I rested upon, the girth of it parting my folds. Our breaths mingled and yet I still couldn’t see him.

      “Please,” I begged, wiggling my hips to get his cock at my entrance, so I could get him deep inside me. I needed him deep inside me. I had never thought it before, and if that made me a total slut, I didn’t care, but I needed cock.

      A hand came down on my upturned bottom, the sting of it a surprise. While it hurt, it morphed into even more pleasure and I gasped, then groaned.

      “We say how,” the man behind me said.

      “We say when,” the one beneath me finished.

      A palm cupped my stinging bottom, pulled my cheeks apart. A hard finger, slick and coated with something cool slid over me there, finding my back entrance, circling, then pushing in.

      The sharp bite of the stretch had me panting, stilling. The finger worked the lube into me, more, then more still.

      “Are you ready for our cocks, mate? To be ours forever?” The man behind me spoke as he gently yet thoroughly prepared my ass for…oh god. Our cocks. Forever.

      Yes. I was ready. More than ready. Time didn’t exist, only the feel of his finger as he worked me, stretched me open, the feel of the hard, muscled body beneath me. Hands stroked my back, my sides, my hair.

      “She’s ready.”

      I’d been ready for a while but didn’t mention it, afraid I’d get spanked again. They were in control, so I bit my lip.

      I felt them move, heard the rustling of their actions as I was lifted up so that the cock beneath me nudged my pussy. Yes! I wiggled, trying to lower, but he would have none of it. I realized when I felt the other’s cock at my prepared back passage that they were going to take me together.

      Really together. Not one after the other. Not one in my pussy, the other cock in my mouth. Together, as in double penetration.

      As I panicked, a sense of eagerness, of extreme arousal washed over me. I felt the men’s desires mingle with my own through the collar and it tempered my panic and soothed it with mindless need.

      “Please,” I begged, feeling their cocks pressing. The one at my pussy slid in easily, the wet sound of my arousal as loud as our breaths. In a smooth stroke, he sank deep, filling me. He groaned. I groaned. God, he was big. Thick. Hard. So fucking deep.

      “I’m going to come.”

      I was. They’d primed me so well that I was shaking with it.

      “Not yet. As soon as you are ours, when you take both our cocks we will be truly joined. Only then will you be collared, mated, claimed.” The man behind me spoke in my ear as he pressed inward, the broad head of his cock slowly opening me. My body held barely any resistance to his efforts. Perhaps it was the lube or his intent, but I truly believed it was the collars that connected us, that made me relax, to breathe out, to give over. They’d wanted me to submit and this act was the ultimate submission.

      I could do nothing but take whatever they wanted. When they wanted. How.

      It was that knowledge more than the second cock sinking into me that had me coming on a blissful scream. I was so full, so open. Exposed. Vulnerable and yet powerful all at once.

      It was too much, the pleasure. I was truly imprisoned, caught not only by the bonds over my head, but the cocks that joined us. We were one.

      When I felt their hot seed spurt from them, I screamed again, then again.

      “Miss Pierce!” The voice repeated itself and a hand shook my shoulder. “Stop screaming, please.”

      I was thrashing, felt the way my hands were bound, knew it was real.

      “Rachel!”

      No, it wasn’t real. The voice shouting at me was a woman, not the deep rumble of either man.

      I blinked, once, then again. Bright light filtered through the seams of my closed eyelids, turning my vision a deep, dark red until, unable to deny the annoying woman’s voice, or the too small hand on my shoulder. I opened my eyes.

      Fuck. There were no men. No hands, mouths, cocks. There had definitely been an orgasm though. I was sweaty and I could feel the heat of it, the pleasure still coursing through my body. My pussy rippled and pulsed around…nothing. My bottom clenched. Empty. The wet result of my arousal made my bottom slip and slide on a strange exam chair. It was like I’d been tied down, naked, at the dentist’s office.

      My hands were bound, but not by the men’s cuffs and I wasn’t in a soft bed. No. I was restrained to the testing chair in the Interstellar Brides Processing Center. The men were nothing more than a dream, a figment of my sex-starved imagination. I hadn’t been with a man in a long damn time. Over a year.

      Apparently, my body had gone from zero to orgasm in about five seconds flat. But it had been so good, so hot and hard and…

      “Miss Pierce. I need you to look at me.” There was that annoying female voice practically barking orders at me. I didn’t care for her tone. Not one bit.

      I focused on the face swimming before me and waited for my vision to clear. When it did, I found a somewhat unpleasant young woman’s face looming over me. I remembered her now. Unfortunately, I remembered everything. “Warden Egara.”

      “Good. You’re awake.”

      “You wanted me tested and now you’re taking the dream away from me?” It had been a dream. Since when had reality included two hot, virile lovers who fucked me at the same time? When had I ever had an orgasm that strong? That intense? When had I ever been so desperate to be touched that just thinking about it had nearly made me scream?

      Never. Smoking-hot, dominant lovers were not part of my reality.

      My reality included prison. Harsh lighting. Bad food. Stale air. Several hundred women who looked at me like I was fresh meat. Loneliness. Betrayal.

      “Yes, Miss Pierce. I’m terribly sorry. I don’t normally stop the testing so abruptly, but I have to admit, I was a little nervous about your screaming.”

      I couldn’t help but flush. “Let’s just say the dream was very… vivid.”

      She looked down at her tablet, apparently having decided that I was not dying in her testing chair. She went around the generic table and sat down. The room was clinical, stark. I’d think I was in an office conference room if not for the fancy testing chair I sat in. No, that I was tied to like a mental patient. The restraints around my wrists were at least four inches wide and an inch thick. I wasn’t sure what kind of superhuman women they normally strapped down, but the only way any normal girl would get out of these was with a hacksaw.

      I looked down at myself, oddly pleased to see that I wore the bland, gray testing gown instead of the orange prison pants and white t-shirt that had made up my wardrobe for the last few months. I was naked beneath, and bare from the knees down. Medical gowns, it seemed, were standard-level ugly no matter what planet they were from. And I wasn’t a fan of my bare ass sticking to the chair. Where was the standard-issue granny panties and sports bra?

      “The testing was successful, a match was made at a ninety-nine percent.” Her smile transformed her face, and I realized that she wasn’t that old, probably even a few years younger than me. Her brown hair was pulled back in a severe bun, a style that reminded me of Wild West school marms in the old movies. Her gray eyes held a keen intelligence I could respect, but her words alarmed me. I was here at my attorney’s insistence. But I’d never really believed in this whole matching process. I mean, really? How the hell could some alien computer select a man who would be perfect for me? I didn’t believe it. But that didn’t stop the little kernel of hope from bursting to life with a painful buzz in my chest.

      I frowned to hide the reaction. This was not how things were supposed to go. “I’ve been matched?”

      “Yes, to a Prillon warrior.”

      “A Prillon?” I knew nothing about the other planets in the Coalition. I’d had my nose in a petri dish and my eyes on the lens of a microscope for the last decade. “I told you I didn’t want it. A match. This. I don’t want to go off to some…some planet.” I spit out the last as if it were foul on my tongue. “I told you. I shouldn’t be here, shouldn’t be in jail. I’ve done nothing wrong, except expose the truth. I’m not going to leave Earth because someone else broke the law.”

      The warden looked at me with sympathetic gray eyes. “Yes, I’ve heard of your case, heard your claims of innocence. From a process standpoint, the testing doesn’t change that you’ve been convicted of a crime. It doesn’t change that you are going to be in jail for the next twenty-five years.”

      “I filed an appeal.”

      “Yes, your attorney informed me and I wish you the best of luck.” Her gray eyes softened and I found my anger fading beneath the onslaught of pity I saw there. “I’m sorry, Rachel. But your innocence or guilt is irrelevant to me. And believe me, your new mate won’t care. You’re here. You were convicted. They must have had evidence.”

      “It was planted,” I countered.

      All hints of the orgasm had faded, replaced by the same anger, frustration and bitterness that had followed me for the past five months. When the Whistleblower law went into effect, it hadn’t included me. No. I’d been quickly taken away, falsely pinned with crimes I didn’t commit by people who committed far worse just to hide their own.

      Yes, I’d been the lead researcher at GloboPharma. The trials had been under my supervision. But I’d pulled the plug when things went wrong. I’d followed the FDA guidelines to the letter. The data in my reports was truthful and accurate. Yes, I’d known that the company had hundreds of millions of dollars on the line, looking for a cancer cure. And the treatment worked, it just killed too many healthy cells in the process.

      I’d filed my reports and expected my superiors to do the right thing.

      The day I heard that the FDA approved the drug, I’d nearly puked up my hot mustard and salami sandwich at my desk. I’d called the president of the company personally, and when she wouldn’t listen, I called the CEO.

      They all ignored me, and sent some goons to wreck my house and shut me up. They’d fired me, discredited me, and, little did I know, kept my data and lined me up to take the fall if things went bad.

      And things went really, really bad. At least four hundred people died before the FDA figured out it was the new drug doing the damage. When they came looking for someone to blame, GloboPharma handed them my head on a silver platter.

      Fuckers. I refused to go down without a fight. I was not going to run like a scared puppy and live the rest of my life on another freaking planet. I had to do the right thing. I had to fight. If I didn’t, the bastards who did this to people would just do it again. And again. And again. I went to graduate school and completed my PhD just last year in biochemistry. I studied physiology as an undergrad so I could make a difference in the world, so I could help people. I never wanted to be in a fight like this. But now that I was here, I couldn’t walk away. I didn’t have a choice. It was either fight or rot in jail. And if I let them beat me, they’d just do it again, make another mistake. Kill people. Lie about it.

      “I can’t leave. I have to go to court. Please, I want you to understand.”

      “Your appeal is two months away,” she replied, not commenting on my rant. She knew what had happened, the charges, the trial, my conviction. It was all in my file on that tablet of hers. Everything about me was on there, including what I ate for lunch three months ago and my bra size. “Your lawyer recommended that you be tested for the Interstellar Brides Program, just in case.”

      My lawyer was a nice man, accomplished at his job, but he had highly skilled, very well-placed people at the FDA and GloboPharma’s army of attorneys fighting against him. He’d told me it was going to be a hard fight, but I didn’t care. I’d done nothing wrong. I’d found out what others had done, were doing, to tens of thousands of frightened people desperate for a cure. They’d taken advantage of people who were sick and scared. They’d forged documents, lied, conspired and put my name on everything. The company paid a stupid fine and walked away. I was the one in jail for forgery, fraud, conspiracy. And that was the short list. I didn’t care what they said about me. I wasn’t giving up.

      “Yes, two months, then the truth will come out and I’ll be free.”

      She didn’t look hopeful. “Mating a Prillon is not the end of the world, Rachel.”

      “Yes, it is. Literally. I wouldn’t be on Earth any longer.”

      “I’ve been there. To Prillon Prime.” She angled her head toward me. “I was mated to a Prillon warrior six years ago. It was the best thing that ever happened to me.”

      “Yet you’re here,” I countered. Her lips compressed into a thin line and a shadow passed through her gray eyes. I’d said something to hurt her. “I’m sorry. I don’t know your story, your life. I’m just—” I tugged at the restraints “—trapped.”

      When she did not respond, I studied her carefully stoic expression. Yes. She was young, probably younger than my thirty-two by at least four years. But the pain in her eyes was old pain. Old and hardened into armor around her heart.

      “How could you have gone to Prillon Prime six years ago? The Brides Program only started two years ago.” Two years since the aliens landed. Two years since everything on Earth went into a tailspin and we learned we weren’t alone.

      Two years, and our governments were still struggling with each other like bullies on the playground fighting for territory. Nothing changed. Nothing would ever change. Human nature was…well…all too human.

      Her smile was controlled, and didn’t reach her eyes. “Well, I was not in your position. I was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. My mates found me before Earth was officially brought into the Coalition. I didn’t have a choice, Rachel. Not like you. I was only with them a short time before they were killed by the Hive, but I loved them and I don’t regret a moment I spent as their mate. I understand your fear of going to another planet. But you’ve been matched to a decorated Prillon commander. I have no doubt you will grow to love him. His second will, I’m sure, be just as impressive.”

      “Second?”

      She nodded. “Yes, all Prillon warriors share their mate with another. It is their way. If one of your mates should be killed in battle, you, and any children, would have the second to protect and care for you.”

      “Two men? A threesome?” Was she crazy? I didn’t want a ménage. I didn’t want one space alien, let alone two.

      My body recalled the two men filling me with their cocks just moments ago, in that damn dream, and heated instantly. No.

      No. No. No. I was not walking away from my appeal just to go have hot alien sex. Just, no.

      “No way,” I said. If I could have sliced my hand through the air, I would have. As things stood, I had to settle for rattling the chair beneath the cuffs attached to my wrists. Looking up into her eyes, I shook my head again to make sure she understood exactly what I was saying. “No, thank you. I know John said I should come down here, but no. I can’t leave. I refuse the match.”

      “Then you will go back to the maximum security prison until your appeal.”

      The idea of going back to solitary confinement was miserable. A jail cell or space. The choices were grim. The knowledge that I was innocent set my resolve.

      “I appreciate your concern, Warden. But I’m innocent. I have to believe I can win this. I can’t let them get away with lying to the FDA and all those poor patients and their families. I won’t go off-planet and ruin my career. If I run, everyone will believe what they said about me, that I lied about the risks, that I lied to protect the company. I didn’t. I gave them the real data and I can prove it. I don’t want to go to another world. I like this one. I had a good life. I want it back!”

      Tears filled my eyes, but I willed them away. I missed my house, my sports car, my freaking cat. I had never wanted to sleep in my own queen-size bed so badly in my life. But I’d cried enough. Hell, that was pretty much all I’d done the first couple months in prison. No more. I was innocent and I would prove it. Go free. Go back to my life in the lab. I would continue my research and save lives. That was the only thing I’d ever wanted. I refused to give it up.

      My dad would roll over in his grave if I walked away from this fight. He’d watched my mom die when I was just five. I barely remembered her, but I remembered the way her bald head had felt when I hugged her. I remembered the smell of sickness in my house.

      After she died, my dad had tried to hang on. He’d made it until I left for college. And then he’d drunk himself to death.

      Guilt. What a weak word for the emotions that roared through me when I thought of my father. I never should have left him alone. I knew he still missed her. I knew he fought his own demons. But I’d been eighteen, and eager to go out into the world and start a new life. I’d moved a thousand miles away for college, only returning home a couple times a year. I’d walked away, and he’d faded right under my nose. Big mistake. Huge.

      No. I was not walking away from this.

      Warden Egara sighed and I did not welcome the disappointment or resignation I saw in her eyes, as if I was making the wrong choice.

      “Very well. Please know the match has been made, recorded and filed in your record. If you change your mind, it is your legal right to contact me. Should you choose to become a bride, all charges will be dropped, your record will be cleared and you will be sent to your mates immediately.”

      As she spoke, she lifted a strange, hand-held device to the side of my neck and I yelped as a sharp, biting pain struck just behind my ear.

      “Oww!” I twisted away from her, tugging on the restraints with renewed determination. “What was that?”

      “I’m sorry, Rachel, but it was necessary.” She walked away and placed the odd, cylinder-shaped object down on the table before turning back to me with her data pad firmly in hand and a frown on her face. “And I’m sorry for the headache you’ll have for the next few hours. Normally, you would be in transport while your brain adapted to the NPU, but you won’t have that luxury.”

      “NPU? What is that?” I wanted to lift my hand to the side of my neck and rub the aching spot there. What the hell had she just done? “What did you do to me?”

      The restraints about my wrists came undone with a single swipe of the warden’s finger on her tablet. She lifted her gaze from the tablet to meet mine, and I saw no sympathy there, more like pity. “The NPU is a neural processing unit required for transport off the planet. Its neural technology will merge with your brain’s language centers, allowing you to understand and speak all known languages of the Coalition Fleet. You can’t be processed as a bride without one.”

      “I don’t want to be a bride.” As I rose to stand, a guard walked in with the all too familiar shackles, a long chain rattling between the wrist cuffs. I knew where he would take me, back to prison, back to solitary confinement where the guards would treat me like I was invisible, a rat in a cage that needed food and water, and nothing else. Still, that was better than the alternative. I didn’t want to be more to them than another inmate, another mouth to feed. I didn’t want them to notice me.

      But I was innocent. Surely my attorney and my friends on the outside would figure out the truth. I had to believe the judge sitting my case would see through the prosecution’s lies.

      “If you didn’t want to be a bride, then why did you follow your attorney’s recommendation for processing?” Her question struck a nerve, but I refused to back down. I refused to believe the justice system would fail me so completely.

      “Just in case.”

      Her nod was quick and precise. “Exactly. And now you have an NPU, just in case.”

      She threw my own words back at me, but the underlying tone made it clear she believed I would be back, sooner rather than later. And if the system failed me and I was convicted, maybe I would come back. That dream. My body still ached with lust. I wanted those big hands on my body. I felt like I was a touch starved idiot, but I wouldn’t stop thinking about the way their hands had stroked my skin, their huge cocks had stretched me open. The intense pleasure as I’d ridden them to the strongest orgasm of my pathetic life.

      A fake orgasm, from some stupid computerized highjack of my brain. If I understood the process correctly, I’d been living another woman’s actual memories, experiencing what she experienced.

      The whole thing freaked me out. And I didn’t want to leave Earth. I wanted my damn life back, and I was going to get it.

      I could survive another two months in solitary. I refused to break. But a nagging voice had begun to haunt me in the quiet silence of my existence in the prison. Even if I beat the charges and won my appeal, what would become of me? Even if I were allowed to go home, would I ever be truly free? If the charges were dropped, if my name was cleared, there would always be those who doubted, who would consider me and any data I found to be tainted. No lab would touch me. At least not in the US. I’d have to relocate, start a new life.

      And if I didn’t win, if the system failed? I’d either be shackled and jailed for decades or be sent to a new planet where I would be at the mercy of not one huge alien, but two.

      Sounded like, one way or the other, I was already doomed to serving a life sentence.
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      Maxim, Governor of Base 3, Prillon Colony Planet, Sector 901

      

      The crush of heavy combat boots filled the narrow hallway with a loud, clomping sound. My steps were eager, too eager, and yet I could not force myself to slow my pace as I hurried to the communications center. Warden Egara, the female in charge of The Colony’s new Interstellar Brides Processing center on Earth, waited to speak to me. I had to assume she had news, news of a matched mate for one of the soul-weary soldiers under my command. News those of us condemned to live out our lives on The Colony very much needed to hear.

      “Ryston.” I nodded, my expression grim as my chosen Second, Captain Ryston Rayall, my friend and brother-in-arms for many years, fell into step beside me. Covered head to toe in the mottled black-and brown-armor of a Prillon warrior, I was both relieved and worried by his presence.

      “I hear there is news from Earth.” His expression was grim. Despite the pale golden color of his hair and eyes, his gaze was dark. Rejected by his family after his rescue, he’d become a shadow of his former self. Mean. Bitter. Reckless and unpredictable. Bad news would not improve his temperament nor his current mood.

      “I am on my way, brother. Patience. I do not yet know what Warden Egara will say.” I thumped him on the shoulder in affection. He was my most trusted friend and closest ally on this base. I would trust no other with a mate, despite his recent sullenness. He was a fierce fighter, honorable to the core. I had no doubt a female’s sweet touch could banish the darkness from his heart and bring my friend back to life.

      “She is probably going to tell you that none of you fuckers have a match and we’re all fools for hoping.” His growl was full of pain, but he could not hide his hope from me. If he did not hope, he would not have rushed to be at my side to hear the news from Earth.

      “That would imply that I am not perfect, Ryston. We both know that is not the case.”

      Ryston’s soft chuckle was his only response, but some of the tension drained from my shoulders and neck. It was good to face whatever might come with Ryston at my back. As Governor of Base 3, it was my duty to set an example for the other contaminated warriors here. All good men, the warriors on The Colony had served their planets well, fought the Hive menace and suffered at the enemies’ hands. Everyone on The Colony carried the scars of that fight, for what the Hive captured, they tried to make their own. Hive Integration Units tortured Coalition fighters, converting them into new machines for the Hive to deploy, new Hive-controlled soldiers, walking weapons. Those of us lucky enough to survive and return to our units with our minds intact were sentenced to a fate that, for some, was worse than death—banishment. For as advanced as the Interstellar Coalition’s technology had become, there were still things that could not be undone.

      Microscopic cybernetic implants, living cyborg flesh, optical implants, brain stem filaments, enhanced muscle fibers, artificial intelligence that merged with our bodies on a cellular level, with our very DNA. For centuries, Coalition fighters rescued from Hive Integration Units were simply executed. But nearly sixty years ago, Prime Nial’s father had established The Colony, where contaminated warriors could live out their lives safely and away from potential Hive interference or control. Away from those untainted.

      Safety was highly overrated. The Colony became more a prison than a mercy, warriors doomed to live out their lives without hope of a home or a mate, fighting a never-ending battle to live a life filled with purpose, with honor. Few women fought in the Fleet. Fewer still were captured by the hive. For those females who were captured and survived, they ended up here as well. But they were so few, so very rare, that a man could go months or years without ever setting eyes on female flesh. We were feared by our own people, and forgotten by the other planets, by those we sacrificed so much to protect. Forgotten until the other worlds began sending their warriors here as well.

      Now the contaminated fighters banished to The Colony world included Atlan Warlords, Trion and Viken fighters, as well as Prillon warriors, and, recently a handful of human fighters from Earth. Divided into eight bases, The Colony was ruled by eight Governors and one Prime. Governors were chosen by election. If no clear winner emerged the selection process followed the traditions of Prillon Prime, where leaders were selected by battle and blood. The strongest ruled. The strongest led by example.

      As I must now. As Governor of Base 3, it was my mate testing that everyone was eagerly, and warily, watching. If there were no mates for the strongest of us, then there was no hope for the others.

      And so, when Prince Nial became Prime, The Colony buzzed with renewed life, with hope. For the new Prime of our home world was contaminated himself. Despite his imperfections, he’d found a beautiful and submissive mate, a mate strong enough to accept his claim in the battle arena on Prillon Prime, witnessed by millions. Like the others, I’d watched on a live vid broadcast as Prime Nial and his second, Ander, claimed her body on the bloodied battlefield like warriors of old.

      My cock stirred at the memory. For Prince Nial and his bride, Lady Jessica Deston, had visited The Colony shortly before that final battle. Lady Deston was a warrior herself, and had spoken harshly of Prillon’s policies. She’d vowed to help the contaminated find mates. She’d given us a new name—veterans—and claimed we deserved honor and respect. She’d given all of us courage. And she’d followed through on her vows, accepting her contaminated mate in front of millions.

      Warden Egara from Earth contacted The Colony just days later about beginning the Interstellar Brides Program protocols for our warriors. I’d been the third warrior processed, an experience I remembered little of other than waking with a sense of loss and a cock so hard it felt like iron in my hands.

      Like the other governors and a handful of highly respected warriors here, I had submitted to the program’s testing several weeks ago. Though I could not believe any female would accept a damaged warrior such as myself for a mate, I could not stop my heart from racing in my chest at the summons I answered now.

      If any Colony warrior had been matched, then there would be hope for matches for all of us. The battle-scarred warriors banished to live out their lives here desperately needed a bit of hope.

      We rounded the corner to find everyone in the comm station waiting with a suffocating silence. The warden’s words could either save us, or doom everyone on the planet.

      On the large screen at the front of the room Warden Egara’s lovely face filled the entire space. But there were deep creases beneath her eyes and a darkness in the gray depths I’d not seen before. “Warden Egara. Greetings. It is our pleasure to see you again.” The Warden had recently traveled to The Colony to complete the initial rounds of testing and we’d had to keep her under lock and key, practically a prisoner. Her presence made the unmated males on the planet eager to claim her.

      “Governor Rone. I wish I could say the same.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath as if bracing herself before she spoke. “Maxim, I need your help.”

      My hands were in fists at my sides before I could control my reaction. “Anything, my lady.” Beside me, Ryston’s shoulders were tense, his hand resting on the ion blaster at his side. The room was blanketed in silence. A female in distress—even light years away across the universe—made every man in the room remember instincts so basic and primal that we would have been growling had we not wanted to frighten her.

      But then, she’d been mated to two Prillon warriors. Perhaps our aggression would comfort rather than scare her.

      “It’s not for me.” Her eyes darted from me to Rytson and back again. “It’s for someone else. A bride. A Colony bride.”

      The news made my heart race. “A match has been made then?”

      “Yes. But she has refused transport.” Warden Egara rose from her seat in front of her comm device and paced on the screen before us. Behind her, I recognized the setting of a processing center, the medical equipment, the sterile utility of the white walls and exam table.

      Ryston stepped forward, a frown on his face. “How can she refuse transport? I don’t understand.”

      Warden Egara rolled her eyes. “Earth laws don’t always make sense. And they have not adapted to being part of the Interstellar Coalition. They do not understand what’s at stake…” Her voice trailed off and she crossed her arms over her chest.

      I looked away from the screen and to the human warrior seated at the flight control station. He was highly intelligent and well liked here on The Colony. He was the only human in the room who might make sense of this madness. “Trevor?”

      Trevor looked from the warden’s worried face to Ryston’s angry one to me. I had no idea what he saw there. “She’s right. Earth laws are crazy as fuck, more politics than justice, I’m afraid.” He looked to the screen. “Who did she get tangled up with? The Feds?”

      The warden shook her head. “No. GloboPharma and the FDA.”

      “Fuck me.” Trevor whistled low and my blood boiled. Trevor met my gaze without flinching. “She’s screwed.”

      I did not know what screwed meant, but it didn’t sound positive.

      “That was my assessment as well.” Warden Egara’s uniform was a dark gray and hugged her curves. The insignia on her chest marked her as an official Warden of the Brides Program. She held one of the most highly respected and revered titles in all the Coalition Fleet. The warriors who fought to defend the universe against the Hive held close the promise of a perfectly matched female. Many cold, dark nights on the battlefield, I’d dreamed of such a match. When the Hive captured our unit, when Ryston’s screams echoed my own, when the brave warriors around us died or were swallowed whole by the Hive’s twisted reality, I dreamed of a mate. Dreamed of soft skin and a hot, wet pussy. Of her cries of pleasure as I filled her while Ryston played with her body. Hope kept me alive through those bleak days. Hope for a matched mate.

      And yet, this human bride denied her place in the universe. Denied her importance to the hearts and minds of the warriors who had suffered the most. Denied her matched mate?

      Cold fury chilled my body and pulsed through my veins like sluggish ice on a river in winter. This human woman had no idea what she was doing. It seemed she fought a battle against an enemy, knowing she could not win. I did not doubt her courage, just her intelligence. She would rather sacrifice herself than accept her matched mate? The very first bride matched to a Colony warrior, and she refused him?

      Another rejection would hurt the warriors here more than having no match at all. And that was completely unacceptable. “Tell me how we can help you, Warden. A refusal will demoralize the entire planet.”

      “I know. But she has pinned her hopes on the court system here, on a new trial. She claims that she is innocent of the crime and refuses to be forced into transport.”

      So, she did not want to be a bride at all. “Do you believe her innocence?”

      “Yes. I do. And her determination to seek justice is admirable, but it doesn’t matter.” Warden Egara returned to the screen, her face on the display once again, completely filling the floor-to-ceiling monitor, her projection nearly as tall as my body. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but you have to come to Earth. You’re going to have to break her out of prison.”

      “How are we to accomplish this? Will the human authorities cooperate?” Ryston asked. Of course, he asked and used the word we. He knew I was going, and I never went into battle alone.

      “No. They won’t, but it doesn’t matter. We have to get her out of there. I received a call today from her attorney. He’s a decent guy, but she won’t listen to him either. She’s been safe in solitary confinement. Until now. The judge denied the attorney’s petition to keep her out of general population.”

      “General population?” Trevor cursed. “If she’s truly an innocent, they’ll eat her alive.”

      The warden did not look amused. “It’s worse than that. She’s a whistleblower and she’s got evidence that could bring down a lot of people in Washington. If we don’t get her out of there in the next three days, when she’s scheduled to be moved, there’s no question that they’ll have someone on the inside waiting to kill her.”

      I looked to Trevor for translation. While the NPU in my head allowed me to understand the Warden’s English perfectly, she spoke with some slang that did not compute.

      He seemed to understand my confusion. “On Earth, some prisoners are kept isolated for their safety during a trial. Jails are like a community behind thick walls and razor wire. It is a dangerous place. Someone on the outside can order, or pay another criminal, someone locked up in jail, to harm another prisoner. Kill them.”

      My jaw tensed and I could see Ryston stiffen.

      “When someone is already serving a life sentence, committing another murder won’t change their sentence. But having money and connections on the outside can make their lives better on the inside.”

      As it was for the warriors here. Some, like me, were lucky enough to remain in contact with our families on Prillon. My mother sent supplies and treats via transport, communication and images of my family. Messages. But others received nothing but silence, no support, no communication. It was like they didn’t exist. Serving a life sentence was something every warrior on The Colony understood.

      Trevor shifted in his seat. “Once she goes into general population, she won’t be protected. She’ll be living with murderers and hardened criminals. Anyone who wants her dead will be able to reach her. She won’t survive more than a few days.”

      His clarification helped and I did not need more details. One glance at Ryston and he nodded his chin in agreement. We would go, and we would go now. “We will come directly to your transport room, Warden. Please initiate the transport codes for us.”

      “I will. Thank you.”

      She reached forward to disconnect our comm, but I held up my hand to stop her, needing one final detail.

      “Warden Egara, if I may, whose mate is she?”

      The Warden’s smile was full of pity.

      “I’m so sorry, Maxim. She’s yours.”
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      Rachel, Carswell Penitentiary, Solitary Confinement

      

      I sat on the bed, the only reasonably soft surface in my cell, my scratchy wool blanket wrapped around me. My knees were tucked up to my chest and my back pressed into the corner. I was alone, the silence of the space almost deafening. Even with one of the four walls being bars that opened to a long, main hallway, all was quiet. The painted cinderblock walls and gray sealed floor offered nothing of interest to look at. The single tiny window to the outside world was so high up that I couldn’t look out even if I stood on top of the bed. I knew, I’d tried. I could see the sky, know if it was clear or cloudy, but no ground. I didn’t even know what direction I faced.

      I’d heard this section of the facility had been designed that way. We’d come in through an underground tunnel, turning several times before stopping. The path from the converted prison bus to this confinement wing provided several additional turns with no windows. It was impossible to keep any bearings. No ground to look at.

      If I didn’t win my appeal, I would not see anything more of the world other than a few clouds for the next twenty-five years. That idea drove many to insanity, or to take their own life. What was a life with nothing in it? The clothes were drab, the cell drab, the food even more drab. There was nothing left.

      But I had hope. God, I clung to that hope by my chewed-to-the-quick fingernails. What else was there?

      The evidence my lawyer had would set me free. It proved my innocence. That one thumb drive was everything that stood between me and a life in hell. Until then, I waited. Day after day of nothing.

      I ran my hand over my face, trying to think of something… anything besides my case, my tiny cell, my new life. It was easy to think about the testing dream, for it had been perfect. I’d been free, no bars or concrete walls. I’d had two men who wanted me with desperation. I’d felt wanted. God, had I needed. And the things they did to me!

      I was no prude. I knew where my clit was and ensured my lovers did, too. Lovers, but not two at once like the dream. It had been a fantasy of mine. What woman didn’t dream about two men who knew exactly what they were doing? And they hadn’t had the Brides Program testing dream like I’d had.

      Holy hell, that had been hot. Twice as hot.

      My nipples tightened and my clit throbbed just remembering their hands, their mouths, their cocks.

      The dream lingered in my blood and I wanted to touch myself, knowing I was wet. The ache there had my hands slipping down between my thighs. Remembering that there were guards watching, I pulled my hand away. I wouldn’t taint the dream by touching myself and having the guards watch. I’d touch myself at night, when they turned the lights out. Again and again.

      God, even my orgasms were controlled. And bland. Even if I used my fingers to circle my clit and slip inside my pussy, it wouldn’t be anything like what those men in the dream made me feel. For twenty-five years I’d have in-the-dark, masturbation delivered orgasms. Nothing else.

      And just that fast, I was back to feeling sorry for myself.

      Maybe I should just call that Warden Egara and leave. Leave all of it behind. The lawyers and prison guards. The guilt.

      Strangely, the hair on my arms rose as if lightning had struck mere seconds before I heard voices. They were tipped low, but deep. It wasn’t lunchtime and I hadn’t heard the loud buzzer indicating the floor’s locked entry door was opening. There was no squeaky wheel from the food cart. No footsteps, until now. Someone, or two someones, were walking along the hall quickly.

      “How will we know who she is?”

      I jumped to my feet, curious. Nothing different from the monotonous routine ever occurred.

      “Warden Egara says we’ll just know.”

      The voices became louder. I could hear others down the line of cells calling out to them. From walking past, there were four cells between mine and the main door, and two after.

      “No. No. No.” It sounded as if they were playing Duck, Duck, Goose.

      When the big men walked up to my bars, they stilled. Their eyes were on me, roving over every single inch. I felt it, their gazes, as if there weren’t bars between us and their hands were on me.

      “She is the one,” the taller man said to the other. They held guns in their hands, guns unlike anything I’d ever seen. Smaller than a tiny pistol, they were very shiny metal and no competition for the rifles strapped over some of the prison guards’ shoulders.

      To call the other man short would have been humorous, for they were large. Very, very large. The shorter one was easily a few inches over six feet. They were like lumberjacks and Highlanders combined. They weren’t wearing plaid, but form-fitting armor of some kind that made them look like gladiators wearing armor molded to define every muscle. The strange black armor was mottled with browns and greens, almost like military camouflage but more like the swirls found in decorative marble.

      One had dark, deep coppery brown hair and dark skin, the other was golden and light, his hair and skin both a pale yellow. And Terminator parts. But I wouldn't consider them now. The dark one had eyes like milk chocolate, the light one’s eyes were amber. But neither was human. The angular lines of their cheekbones and oddly shaped eyes made them look just strange enough to make my heart race in panic. But their massive frames and muscular bodies made my pussy cry out in welcome. I knew those features, those huge hands. This was the race of alien warrior I’d seen in my dream at the Brides Processing center. And thanks to the warden and her brain games, all I could think about as they approached was the size of their cocks…and what it might feel like to be sandwiched between them.

      My body reacted viscerally. Yes, they were handsome. Yes, they met every single one of my checkboxes for what I considered to be a hot guy. Times two. My palms were damp and my heart literally skipped a beat, but I felt a connection as if there were a thread between us. It was more than just the processing center dream, it was instinctive. Deeper.

      I felt like I knew them.

      “Rachel Pierce of Earth. I am Maxim and this is Ryston. We are your mates from the planet Prillon Prime.”

      Oh. My. God. They were mine? My mates from the match.

      I couldn’t move. My feet felt as if they were anchored into the concrete just like my bed and the stool.

      “What are you doing here?” I whispered. I craned my neck, twisting in an attempt to look past them, knowing the guards would be coming. How had they gotten past security?

      “We are claiming you,” the dark one said. “We are taking you with us. Now.”

      “Taking me…you can’t be serious.” I looked at the bars and knew it wasn’t going to happen. The guards were not going to release me to go with these guys. No way. And I couldn’t decide if that made me happy or strangely disappointed.

      “Transport.”

      Transport? This was insane. Was I becoming delusional and hallucinating now that I’d been alone for so long? Was I dreaming again?

      They seemed confident in their words. They didn’t look for the guards nor seem to worry that they would encounter them anytime soon.

      “But, I said I wasn’t ready. I don’t want to be a bride. I… I refused the match.” Looking at these two had me wondering why I’d done so. If these were my mates, perhaps being sent off-planet wasn’t such a bad idea.

      No. No! I had my name to clear, my life here on Earth. I wanted a choice, and this didn’t feel like one.

      But neither was prison. That wasn’t my choice either.

      “We will discuss this back at the transport center.” It was the dark one that spoke, Maxim. Only him. The other, the golden one named Ryston, remained stoic beside him. While it seemed he was not the leader, I didn’t doubt that he was a commanding figure all on his own.

      “Transport center?” I was a scientist. I had two advanced degrees, and yet I was reduced to simple questions.

      “Your life is in danger and we will not allow your innocent notions of justice to cost you your life. We are taking you with us for your own protection.”

      I laughed then. “That’s noble of you, but you’re forgetting one thing.” I pointed to the bars that kept us separated. “I’m a prisoner here. They’re not going to let you take me.”

      “You think ionized steel can keep us from you?”

      “Well, yes,” I countered.

      The dark one, Maxim, stepped up to the bars, took one in each hand and grinned at me as he pulled them apart like they were no more substantial than pieces of aluminum foil.

      I stumbled back, bumped into the metal edge of the bed and sank down.

      When the other, his second, joined his efforts, the bars were pulled apart within seconds, just like in a Superman movie.

      If I had time to think about it, I’d find the action hotter than hell. But the odd sound of the steel bending wasn’t the only thing I heard. The buzzer at the end of the block indicated the entry door to the cellblock was opening. Another sound, one I hadn’t heard before, yet very obviously an alarm, blared. I winced at the loud noise, but was mesmerized by the men.

      Maxim stepped through the opening they made followed by Ryston. The cell was small to begin with, but with them inside, looming over me, I felt like we were standing inside a thimble. I backed into the corner, afraid. It was one thing to have sexy fantasies about them, it was another to have them break into a jail cell to kidnap me and take me to another planet.

      “Do not fear us. Never fear us,” Maxim said, reaching his hand out and grabbing my arm. His hold was gentle, yet he pulled me to stand on the mattress before him with ease.

      “Contact made. Transport now,” Ryston said as the hurried sound of boots hitting concrete sped toward the cell. He spoke into some kind of unit on his wrist. The last thing I thought of, before a hum filled the space, my hair rose on my forearms again and the shouting of guards was heard over the shrill alarm, was that I’d been mated to two men from Star Trek.
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      Captain Ryston Rayall

      

      This Earth female was our bride? It had been hard to move when we’d stopped at her prison cell. I’d asked Maxim how we’d know which female was ours within the cellblock. I’d quickly counted six cells when we transported in. It would have been easier to transport directly into our mate’s cell, but Warden Egara didn’t know which one held our female. So, instead of transporting into the wrong space, we’d walked along the hallway and found her by gut instinct alone.

      Yet standing before us, wide eyed and clearly attracted to her mates, just as we were affected by her, she was afraid of us. Her eyes widened and her pulse raced at the base of her neck. The thin orange material she wore did nothing to disguise her sweet, feminine scent, nor the unmistakable scent of her arousal.

      The bars between us, the humans who would keep her from us, the stubborn pride that our mate held onto like a shield, none of that would be allowed to keep her from us.

      Apparently, Maxim felt the same for he wrapped his hands around the steel bars and pulled. I moved immediately to assist, eager to reach our female. The bars were no match for our enhanced cyborg strength. For once the Hive implants in our bodies were put to good use. Prillon warriors were known for their strength, but with Hive enhancements in every major muscle group, we were monsters, stronger even than an Atlan warrior in Beast mode.

      Her trembling hands were all that prevented the deep growl from escaping my throat as we entered her cell. I could practically taste her in the air, the warm scent of her skin and her wet pussy made my cock rise to attention.

      Mine. Mine. Mine. I’d never expected to have such a strong reaction to a female.

      It was like someone had reached into my chest and squeezed it. I’d been tortured, my Prillon body parts replaced by Hive technology. I’d been held against my will and I could not tolerate seeing our mate a prisoner. I knew pain, knew my body, but I’d never felt like this. It was as if a part of me, a part of my body I’d never known had been missing, was found.

      I was, for once, whole. It didn’t matter that I had an optical implant or cellular enhancements in all major muscle groups. I was finally at peace. No bars could separate us from what was ours. Rachel Pierce was mine. Yes, I would share her with Maxim, and glad I was to have such a strong and noble warrior to help me care for her. I was honored to be chosen as his second. But as I looked at Rachel, with her shining brown hair and creamy skin, her lovely face and full lips, her body so curved and soft and perfect for fucking, I had no interest in technicalities.

      My only interest was getting her out of this fucking prison uniform and filling her with my cock. She would be pampered and fed. I would bathe her and feed her, protect her and learn all of her secrets. She was mine.

      My reaction shocked me. And I was not the warrior she’d been matched to. I could not begin to imagine the depths of Maxim’s response to her. And so, I took my place as his second and let him reach for her.

      If he suffered from her nearness, as I did, he most likely would be crawling out of his own skin to touch her, to make contact. Maxim reached for her even as I positioned myself between him and the corridor—and the human guards I could hear running toward our position. It was time to get the fuck out of here.

      “Do not fear us. Never fear us.” Maxim’s tone was one I’d never heard before. I’d heard him bellow commands on the battlefield, argue politics at meetings on base, and scream with rage and pain when tortured. I’d heard him laugh and tease fellow soldiers.

      I’d never heard him whisper with such blatant longing.

      Gods. I was miserable with wanting her. Maxim? I wasn’t sure how he maintained control, how he resisted the urge to throw this small female over his shoulder and take away her choice.

      Relief flooded me when Rachel didn’t resist Maxim’s hold, her first show of trust, of accepting our claim. I didn’t hesitate, contacting Warden Egara as soon as Maxim had our mate secure. “Contact made. Transport now.”

      I could not blame her for her caution. I would have doubted, as Rachel did, if someone came from another planet and broke into a prison to take me away.

      I kept my eye on the prison bars, guarding against any potential threat until the transport beacons in our uniforms activated and I felt the strange twisting tug of the transport pull us into the in-between, the darkness where one ceased to exist for those few moments before reemerging on the other side.

      When we arrived at the transport center, our mate was stuttering, her legs shaky.

      Our little mate seemed to be a force all her own, strong and stubborn and a little wild. But now, seeing her vulnerable, her eyes haunted, her small body weak, every protective instinct I had roared to life. She was small, so much smaller than Maxim or myself. And, technically, we had just kidnapped a human female. The humans’ courts would no doubt not listen to our reasoning. To a human, kidnapping. To me and Maxim, a rescue mission.

      And yet, now, standing in the processing center, away from the guards and any chance of being caught a thousand Earth miles away, there were still barricades between me, Maxim and our mate. Not physical bars any longer, but the stubborn spirit of a confused female.

      We couldn’t take her to The Colony with us unless she agreed. Voluntarily, and not by coercion. We could pull her from a prison for her safety, but we could not transport her off Earth without consent.

      We would have it, for I wasn’t leaving without her. My heart wouldn’t accept anything less and neither would my cock. And I was just her second. Glancing away from Rachel Pierce and at my brother-in-arms, I couldn’t tell what Maxim’s thoughts might be. He gave nothing away, a skill learned in years of battle, forged during torture by the Hive, and put to use as Governor of Base 3.

      “Rachel, it is good to see you again,” Warden Egara said, stepping between us and taking her hand.

      Maxim growled and she stepped back. She didn’t look afraid, but probably remembered the protocols with Prillon warriors. No one came between a warrior and his mate.

      Perhaps it was the transport, but Rachel Pierce’s eyes did not look clear. “Are you all right?” I asked, leaning close as Maxim held her up. I wanted to claim her full lips, to taste her, but now was not the time. Her brown eyes, a shade lighter than Maxim’s, studied my face, moving over my features slowly, as if she were having trouble processing what she was seeing.

      For a moment, I worried our appearances would frighten her. We were not human. We did not look like the men she was used to.

      Would she deny us?

      I pulled back, alarmed at the thought. But Maxim’s gentle hold at her waist did not falter, and she did not push him away. The worry faded from my mind. She’d been matched to Maxim. A matched mate. Even if our appearance unsettled her, all we needed was time. Time to win her over. Touch her. Kiss her. Bring her pleasure.

      I didn’t dare touch her now, for while I was to be her second, she was not my mate until the collar was about her neck. I wore one, as did Maxim, but until she did, I feared Maxim may have trouble controlling the mating instinct that must be raging through his blood. Once our mate accepted her collar, we three would be linked, the psychic bond would allow us to learn our mate, to read her emotions and her desires. We wouldn’t be able to read her thoughts, but she would not be able to hide the truth from us. We would know if she was aroused or angry, hurting or confused. The collars would bond us as a family, help us learn how to please our mate, how to make her happy.

      How to make her stay.

      Maxim moved then, one hand running up and down her back, the other, wrapped around her arm, is if she needed help to stand.

      “What’s going on?” she asked, her voice shaky.

      “Warden Egara sent for us,” Maxim said. “You are in danger.”

      “What? What are you talking about?” Rachel held up her hand and stepped back. While I knew Maxim could keep her from moving, he allowed her retreat. She wasn’t going anywhere without us ever again.

      “May I speak?” Warden Egara asked.

      Maxim stepped back and our mate drew in a deep, shuddering breath and rubbed at her temples.

      “Please, Warden.” Maxim bowed his head to the female who held one of the most respected titles in the Fleet. No one wanted to offend a Warden, not when their work meant we had a chance at a matched mate. At life after the Hive war.

      Warden Egara didn’t hold back, and her voice was brisk. “Rachel, your lawyer received word that someone has sanctioned a hit on you.”

      A hit was an Earth term for murder. The idea didn’t sit well and I clenched my hands into fists. The would-be murderer was in prison, far from here, but I wanted to go back and track that human down and end their life for even considering harming Rachel.

      “A hit? I don’t understand!” She ran her hand over her dark hair and I could see her agitation. I wanted to soothe her, but I knew nothing I did, nor Maxim for that matter, would work. Not yet. Once our collar was about her neck, we’d be able to calm her, to soothe her with our own feelings.

      “John called me. The judge denied his petition to keep you isolated,” Warden Egara told her. Her matter-of-fact tone was working on Rachel. While she wasn’t calming down, her anxiety and anger wasn’t escalating either. “You will be moved to the general population in three days.”

      “So?” Rachel asked.

      “So, whomever framed you for your crimes doesn’t want you to have your day in court. You won’t live to present the evidence at your appeal.”

      Rachel’s mouth fell open and she stared at the warden.

      “What you uncovered was dangerous to many. Keeping you alive only increases the chance for the truth to come out.”

      “I gave the truth to my lawyer.”

      The warden nodded. “Yes, he told me. He will continue to work your case, to seek justice, but that struggle would become unnecessary if you were dead.”

      Maxim growled and pushed Rachel behind him. Warden Egara held up her hands. “I am not threatening her, just stating facts.”

      Rage boiled on a low simmer in my body, but Maxim’s reaction was telling. He was always calm, always in control. He knew, as well as I did, that the warden was no threat to our mate. As I suspected, Rachel’s curves, her nearness, her scent, were pushing Maxim to the edge. I’d never seen him so riled, not even when we were being tortured by the Hive.

      “Five grand, Rachel. That’s all it takes. You go into general population and you’ll be dead within a week.”

      Rachel pushed against Maxim and moved around him to stand toe to toe with the warden. Bless the fire of these Earth women, the warden did not back down.

      “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “Go with your mates, Rachel. It’s not safe for you on Earth any longer.”
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      Ryston

      

      “I want to talk to my lawyer. Now.”

      From the gleam in Rachel’s eyes, I knew she was adamant. We weren’t getting her to transport without the conversation.

      “Very well.” The warden turned to an underling who was looking on, gave the signal for the request to be put through.

      Rachel paced the transport room as we waited.

      “Rachel?” A male voice came through some speakers hidden in the wall.

      She looked up, hope alighting her beautiful features. “Hi, John. I was…um, broken out of jail.”

      “Yes, I’ve heard. I got a call a few minute ago.” He paused and there was silence in the room. “Warden Egara did the right thing. Going off planet is the only thing guaranteed to keep you alive.”

      “But—”

      “You will be dead before the week is out. The women who are serving life sentences without parole have nothing to lose. They will kill you and there will be no consequences for them. For you…”

      He didn’t finish. He didn’t have to.

      “This is bullshit. This can’t be happening.” Her voice broke then and tears slipped down her cheeks. I looked to Maxim to go to her, to soothe her, but he didn’t. He couldn’t. Not yet.

      “Do you want to die?” Warden Egara asked.

      Rachel wiped the tears from her cheeks with the backs of her hands. “Of course not! But I want to be able to decide my own fate!”

      “Rachel,” the lawyer’s voice cut through the room. “You do have a choice. You go back to jail and wait for a shiv in the shower, or you go with your mates to a new world and you live.”

      “It is your choice,” Warden Egara added.

      “Those aren’t the choices I want. I want to go home, to my job, to my fucking cat!”

      “That life is gone. I will work on the appeal, on seeing justice done, but you need to take care of yourself. Get the hell out of here,” John insisted.

      She spun and faced us, her hair swirling over her shoulders as she moved. “I don’t know you. Either of you.”

      Maxim finally spoke up. He put his hand to his broad chest. “You know me, here. The match, it was almost perfect. Our minds need time to catch up. Deep down, you know I will take care of you.”

      “This isn’t what I wanted,” she countered, studying our sizes as she crossed her arms over her chest. So brave.

      Maxim slowly shook his head. “I am sorry, mate. But I just found you. I don’t want to lose you. I can’t stand by and allow you to risk your life.”

      She sighed, turned away. She ran a hand over her face, groaned in frustration. “God. This is unreal.”

      “You will die, Rachel,” the lawyer repeated. “Go. Fuck all these bastards. Get the hell out of here. You have a chance at a new life. Live it.”

      She shook her head, but the lawyer couldn’t see her. “This isn’t my life,” she repeated.

      “It is now.”

      Turning on her heel, she faced Warden Egara. “The rules of the Interstellar Brides Program state that I have thirty days to accept my match, correct?”

      The warden nodded while my stomach plummeted. I wasn’t familiar enough with the rules of the match to have known this.

      “That is correct. You may refuse the match within thirty days, however—” the warden walked over and took Rachel’s hand, “—you have been matched to The Colony, therefore if you reject Maxim and his second, the testing center will match you to another warrior there. You will not come back to Earth.”

      “You came back,” Rachel countered. “Surely, other brides have come back.”

      The warden’s face smoothed out, hiding all emotion. “Yes, I did. As have two others. Each incident was a very special case, nothing like yours. A woman matched to Trion returned recently, but her mate was believed dead and she was transported in the middle of a battle. She has since returned to Trion with her son. My mates were both killed by the Hive and I accepted reassignment to assist others in finding happiness. Your men are alive and no longer fighting on the front lines. There is peace on The Colony and your match is strong. You may choose to be matched to another, if these two fail to win you over, but you will not return.”

      “Make your choice, Rachel,” the lawyer said. “You’re an escaped convict now and while I can smooth things over, the longer I take to respond, the worse it will be for you if you decide to go back to prison.”

      Rachel’s agitation spiked and she ripped her hand from the warden’s to pace, her hands trembling. I ached to pull her into my arms, but I didn’t dare touch her. It seemed she would shatter with the slightest increase in pressure. And I also knew she would not be happy with what came next. Maxim stood, his face expressionless, as he waited for her decision. But the Prillon collar we’d brought for her hung limply in his palm. That collar would connect our mate to both of us in the most intimate bond possible. Her emotions would become ours. She would become acutely aware of exactly how badly I wanted her. Combined with what I knew Maxim must be feeling, I had no doubt our volatile little mate would be overwhelmed.

      Tense silence stretched as Rachel rubbed her hands over her face and neck, through her hair in self-soothing gestures I longed to handle for her. The tenderness welling up within me was both welcome and completely unexpected. I’d been a hard fucking bastard for a long time. I’d believed myself incapable of such soft feelings. But that was the miracle of a mate and I prayed to the gods she would not refuse us.

      “Fine. Fine! I’ll go.” She didn’t sound convinced, but that didn’t matter. She’d agreed. Once we had her on The Colony, we could show her how much we wanted her. Needed her. She would discover what it meant to be loved and protected by two ruthless Prillon warriors.

      “Good luck, Rachel. I’ll keep the warden updated on this end,” the lawyer said. “But until she files her official report, this conversation never happened.”

      “Agreed.” Warden Egara went to a table and picked up a tablet, slid her fingers over the screen, studied it. “Rachel Pierce, per Coalition protocol, I must ask you several questions. You have agreed to the match made by the Interstellar Brides Program testing that was saved to your profile. Is this correct?”

      Rachel looked to Maxim, then me, lifting her chin in a gesture of resolve. “Yes, that is correct.”

      “Are you now legally married?”

      “No.”

      “Do you have any offspring?”

      “No.”

      “Very good. Normally, you would be processed for your matching planet and then transported, however we are dealing with rather unusual circumstances. Your mate and his second are here. Therefore, I now strip you of your Earth citizenship. You are now an official citizen of Prillon Prime and their secondary planet, The Colony. You are now officially a Prillon bride.”

      A little sound escaped Rachel’s throat, but she said nothing. Her new reality was upon her. She was officially—legally—ours.

      “Thank you, Warden,” Maxim said. “Rachel, I give you my word, we will never harm you. You have nothing to fear from myself or from Ryston. It is our job to protect you, cherish you. Claim you.”

      I watched her swallow, then nod, her eyes quite wide.

      “You belong to me, to Ryston—” no one in the room could miss the way she was bothered by the word belong, her eyes narrowing to thin slits as she crossed her arms beneath her breasts, “—and we must ensure your safety. You can’t transport to The Colony without this.”

      He held up the collar, the one that would one day match the one about my neck, and the one about Maxim’s. It was a trinity collar and the circle would only be complete when she had hers about her neck.

      She looked at it oddly. “What…what is it for?”

      “This will mark you as a Prillon bride and alert all others that you have been claimed.” His voice was a deep growl, but she didn’t appear to be intimidated. Thank the gods. When Maxim used his commander voice, grown fucking men pissed themselves.

      She looked at Warden Egara. “Like a wedding ring?”

      The warden lifted a brow and gave a slight nod. “Kind of. As a visible sign that you have mates, yes. But it’s a bit more than that.”

      “I don’t understand.” Rachel looked from Maxim’s neck to mine. Her gaze lingered as I answered her question.

      “Without the collar, we would be challenged for you. There are very few women on The Colony. We are banished warriors, forgotten. You are the first Interstellar Bride sent to us. Without the collar around your neck, every warrior who sees you will try to claim you for his own.”

      “No.” Her denial was instant and vehement.

      “I share your sentiment, mate.” Maxim stepped closer and watched as her pulse raced. “You are mine. I will destroy any other who tries to take you from me.”

      “I’ll help,” I added, and Rachel’s gaze darted between us, but it was not fear that clouded her vision now, but desire.

      Her hand circled her throat in a sweet display of nerves and I wanted to secure her hands behind her back and kiss her, right there. But it was Maxim she addressed. “Caveman much?”

      Warden Egara laughed. I did not know what my mate’s question meant, but was saved trying to answer by the warden. “They are intense, Rachel. But I promise you, they’ll treat you like a goddess. It’s in their DNA.” The warden indicated the collar with a lift of her chin. “The collar will connect you to your mates in a way that’s hard to explain. They will be able to sense your emotions, and you will know what they’re feeling when you are near one another.”

      Maxim held the collar up and his jaw clenched when her small hand brushed his skin, taking it from his much larger palm. “Fascinating. How does it work?” Her gaze lifted to mine and I was relieved to see curiosity there, not fear.

      “I’m no scientist, mate. I do not know.”

      Maxim agreed. “Nor I. I was a commander. Now I am governor of Base 3. But, once we arrive, you can ask the doctor anything you’d like. I will bash in his skull if he does not give you satisfactory answers.”

      “You guys are too much.” Her fingers stroked the smooth black strip. Embedded within were microscopic circuits that would link her to us forever. And once we officially claimed her, the collar would match Maxim’s and mine, the deep fiery copper would look magnificent against her creamy flesh.

      She sighed and lifted her head. “I really have to wear this to go?”

      She was questioning everything, and I couldn’t blame her, but I was becoming impatient. I wanted her on The Colony where no one could take her from us, where we could protect her. Where she couldn’t run.

      Maxim offered her a rare smile. “You do not know much of The Colony. You must trust us. You are the only thing that matters to us now. We will never allow any harm to come to you.”

      She shook her head. “Big words, warrior.” She licked her lips, but returned her attention to the collar. “Very big words.” Her doubt was evident, but there was no help for it. She’d been betrayed by her own people. Earning her trust would take time. Time we would have, once we got her off this fucking planet.

      “We are a planet of exiles, banished when we no longer fit into life on our home world. Like you, we were trapped against our will, for reasons out of our control. We understand your frustration, and your fear.” Maxim stepped forward and lifted his hand to her cheek. She didn’t lean into his touch, but she didn’t pull away either. It was a start.

      “Okay,” she said, her shoulders relaxing. “Let’s do this.”

      I didn’t breathe as I waited. Waited. She lifted the collar and put it about her neck. She lifted her hair and placed the ends near one another. I knew the moment they sealed automatically, seamlessly. All at once, I felt the mating bond.

      I felt her.
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      Rachel

      

      I reached for the thin strip of black material. The ribbon looked as innocuous as a piece of silk I might have tied in my hair as a little girl, but I felt like a dog putting on a collar as I lifted it to my neck. I would have refused had my mates not already each been wearing one as well.

      When in Rome…

      The collars were no more than an inch thick and somehow emphasized the thick, muscled bands of my mates’ necks. Mine was black, but my mates’ collars were a deep, beautiful copper color. Rather than make them look feminine or weak, the copper bands made them look like savage warriors, stronger. Stranger. Exotic and sexy and impossible to take in all at once.

      And that pussy-clenching reaction happened before I could even begin to process their odd skin coloring and eyes.

      The big one, Maxim, my matched mate, was nearly seven feet tall. He wore a dark, mottled uniform of some kind that looked like camouflage for hiding in the shadows, or outer space. His features, while mostly human, were angled a little too sharply and his skin was a dark red brown, the rich hues of an African American, yet more copper toned, more caramel less mocha. It was an odd color that defied true description, but was stunning. Remarkable. I wanted to touch, to feel the color’s warmth. His eyes were dark, a rich brown that made me feel like I was drowning. I couldn’t think when I held his gaze. Hell, I couldn’t breathe and look into those eyes. And that scared the hell out of me.

      Of course, he’d pulled apart the bars of my jail cell as if he were Superman, so he definitely revved every single bit of estrogen in my body. If a man could do that with his hands, it made me wonder what else he could do.

      My second mate, Ryston, was huge as well, just a few inches shorter. He wore the same strange armored uniform, but he looked like a walking golden halo. His skin and hair, even his eyes were a pale gold so fair it looked almost silver. His left eye and temple had been modified with some kind of cyborg implants that created odd tracks of silvery blue in his skin and gave the inner rim of his eye a strange, silver glow.

      I looked at the warden as I closed the collar around my neck. As soon as the ends neared one another, they closed automatically, like two magnets finding their opposites. A heady warmth flooded my neck before racing up and down my spine. I shivered as the heat spread inside my skull, like someone was pouring a pitcher of hot water inside my head, filling me up.

      Something clicked. That was the only way I could describe what happened. And then…

      God.

      Pain. Lust. Worry. Longing. Power. Aching loneliness.

      My mates’ emotions flooded me with such ferocity my knees collapsed.

      Before I could hit the floor, Maxim’s massive arms lifted me, holding me to his chest like I was a small child. In fact, I felt small and helpless as the chaos bubbling inside me only increased with the physical contact.

      Touching me actually hurt him. Not a physical pain, but an emotional need so deep, so starved for so long, that contact with me made him ache.

      I knew Maxim carried me, but I closed my eyes and relaxed against his chest. I’d made my decision. No sense fighting it now.

      “We are ready for transport, Lady Egara.” Maxim’s deep voice rumbled out of his chest and through me, causing my breasts to grow heavy and my core to ache.

      Holy shit. I was in deep fucking trouble here.

      “Don’t call me that.” The warden’s voice sounded, for the first time since I’d met her, flustered.

      Ryston answered her. “You will always be a lady of Prillon Prime. Your mate’s brother resides on The Colony. He sends his regards.”

      Maxim must have worked to control his emotions because the blast of sensation from him faded and I took a deep breath, grateful that I was back in control of my body. In control, but I wouldn’t stop the memories from flooding me now that I had two men of my own. Two mates. Two huge bodies to lay me between them. Two huge cocks to stretch me open, fill me up, make me scream…

      Holy shit. That processing dream was suddenly on a running loop in my head and I couldn’t think about anything but fucking. Being taken. Claimed. Wanted.

      Lust was too tame a word for the spiral of emotions spinning through me. Mine. Maxim’s. Ryston’s. I couldn’t tell which desires were mine and which were theirs. But their emotions tasted different in my mind. Maxim like a cold, banked fire, so intense that touching it would singe me to the bone. And Ryston, he was like a wild storm inside me, ardent, impatient and eager.

      “Control yourself.” Maxim’s command barely penetrated, but soon after both of my mates must have shut down their emotions as much as possible because suddenly, I could think. I was still thinking about their cocks filling me, their hands all over my body, but at least I could think.

      Maybe that was the worst of it.

      Opening my eyes, I found that Maxim had carried me to stand inside a strange room with blue lights glowing all around us. Beside us, on the floor, was an odd pool of bright blue water that looked, and smelled, oddly inviting.

      Ryston stood beside us. But he wasn’t looking at the warden. His pale golden eyes were focused completely on me.

      And just that quickly, I gasped, jerking in Maxim’s arms as Ryston’s emotions flooded me. Longing. Fear of rejection. Hope. Desire. Anger that I’d been threatened. Shame at needing to touch me, but stubborn pride in his ability to resist.

      Everything feminine and gentle in me responded to my mates’ pain. I needed to soothe them. I needed to offer comfort in the face of such stoic emotional agony.

      “God, I’m in trouble here.” I muttered the words to myself, but both of my mates’ faces turned to focus on me. And they focused. Completely. As if nothing else in the universe mattered but what I might say next. It was uncanny and wonderful all at the same time.

      I held out my hand to Ryston, unable to deny him what he so desperately needed for another moment.

      His giant golden hand wrapped around mine and I was flooded with his gratitude and contentment, his longing to make me happy, even before he spoke. “My contaminated flesh does not frighten you?”

      I squeezed his hand and squinted at him in confusion. “Contaminated flesh?”

      Years of physiology and biochemical knowledge jumped to a red-alert status in my mind as I waited for his answer. No matter what was wrong with him, I could find a way to fix it. Figuring out biochemical reactions was my life. Well, was my life. Before GloboPharma, and prison, and…aliens.

      Maybe these aliens needed me. Maybe I could be useful on their planet. The prospect of having a puzzle to solve almost made up for my concern over Ryston’s health. Almost. “What do you mean? What are you contaminated with? Where is it?”

      Maxim’s quick intake of breath meant I’d said something unexpected even before both of their reactions flooded my mind. Shock. Disbelief. Confusion.

      “This, mate. My face. My eye. Maxim’s arm. We both carry lasting marks from our time with the enemy.” Ryston lifted his free hand to point to the silver markings in his temple.

      I studied the unique, computerized-looking circuits that had been imbedded in Ryston’s flesh. The entire area was no larger than my palm. Not exactly an overwhelming piece of body art. I wanted to touch it, just to see what it would feel like under my sensitive fingertips, but that was all. And my hope for something useful to do with my future faded as well. “Everyone has scars. Yours don’t bother me.”

      It was the truth. A few odd silvery lines? Big deal. I’d seen tattooed bikers with their entire upper torso inked in full-color chaos including skulls, naked women, Celtic designs, animals and all kinds of craziness. I’d seen people who had survived fires, the scars much larger and more obvious than a small streak of silver. Hell, I’d seen worse in the radiology wing of the cancer treatment center.

      Ryston’s smile made my heart hurt and he bent down to kiss the back of my hand he held. “You are truly a miracle, mate.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly say that.” I didn’t understand what the big deal was but apparently, my reaction mattered. A lot. Maxim’s response was nearly as strong, his emotions bombarding me with hope and relief.

      My mates needed to get out into the world and see some truly gruesome things if they thought I’d be turned off by a shimmer of silver in their skin. Please.

      They broke me out of prison. They pretty much had me at Hello.

      Maxim kissed the top of my head and I was irrationally delighted by the gesture, my chest flooding with warmth at his open display of affection.

      I shouldn’t care. Emotional attachment was completely irrational. I’d known these two for all of fifteen minutes. But I did care. For some reason, I cared more than I was ready to admit. And after being alone through the arrest, trial and incarceration, it felt good to be held, to be touched. To be cherished—at least that was what the collar was making me feel.

      “We are ready for transport, Warden.”

      “Not quite, Governor. While I implanted her NPU so you would understand each other and communicate, her body has yet to be processed for transport to The Colony.”

      Maxim sighed, clearly impatient, but unwilling to argue with the warden. “What do we need to do?”

      “Place her in the water and step back. I’ll transport you two first. Once the protocol is initiated, she will be just a few minutes behind.”

      Ryston squeezed my hand and released me, albeit reluctantly. Maxim, too, seemed strangely upset at the idea of being separated from me, even for a short time.

      For big, bad-ass aliens, they were acting like marshmallows. And I liked it. A lot.

      Maxim kissed the top of my head before bending down and settling me in the water, clothes and all. The water was warm, like a nice hot bath, and I immediately began to feel lethargic, sleepy.

      Processed for transport? What the hell did that even mean?

      I turned my head to look at Warden Egara. She looked strange as the blue lights surrounding the water cast odd shadows. I tried to ask about the lights, but my questions were already fading from my mind, as if they no longer mattered. Nothing mattered. I felt like I was in a dream. An amazing, comfortable, wonderful dream. The warden gave a little wave and swiped her finger over the table. “Good luck, Rachel. Your new life will begin in three…two…one…”

      I tried to stay awake, but the bright blue light surrounded us and my head was suddenly too heavy to hold up.

      The wall made a soft scraping noise as large panels shifted, closing us in like rats in a cage. For a split second, all I could think about was the scientific reality of transport, of my body being torn into billions of chunks of data and somehow streamed hundreds of billions of miles away, across the universe, to some strange planet I’d never seen.

      Assuming all of those billions of tiny pieces of me were reassembled in one piece, I’d still never see Earth again. I’d never again put on my white lab coat or drive my car. Or smell a rose. Or watch snow fall in the mountains. Or hold a puppy. Stupid things. Little things. But losing them all together, in one big clump, hurt.

      I wasn’t ready for this. If I’d volunteered for the Brides Program, or planned to accept a match, I could have figured all this shit out before I had to give it up. In the rush, I felt like something was being stolen from me. Like the millions of little things that made me who I was were being taken away. And I had no choice.

      Yes, I had two hunky aliens who vowed to protect me, but somehow, I wasn’t quite sure that was going to be enough. The thought of never sleeping in my own bed again had tears streaming from the corners of my eyes. Stupid, but there you go. I couldn’t get them to stop.

      A little whimper escaped before I could control myself, but Maxim’s voice found its way inside me, calming me.

      “You are mine, Rachel. I won’t allow any harm to come to you.”

      The vow sank into my head and heart as I felt the vehemence of the words flow through Maxim’s body. He meant what he said.

      He was mine. All mine. This giant, powerful, fierce warrior was devoted to me and only me. Like, die-for-me devotion.

      It wasn’t a new life, but it was a start.

      And damn it that didn’t make it a little too easy to trust him and surrender to the darkness that rose to take me.
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      Rachel

      

      Head spinning, I woke lying in some kind of medical station. The room was sparse, to say the least. My mates stood beside me, one at each shoulder as a third Prillon wearing a dark green uniform stood near my feet.

      I blinked and my mates leaned down. “Am I on Earth?”

      I knew the answer, but it was almost too unreal to assume otherwise.

      “No, you are on The Colony,” Maxim said, tucking something around me. “Your processing was successful and we transported directly to the medical unit so the doctor can ensure you are well. Two transports in one day can be taxing, and you are so small and fragile.”

      Small? Fragile? I was above average in every way, height, weight, cup-size and attitude, and I’d worked fourteen hours a day, every day, for the last four years. I’d worked two jobs through grad school. Just because I didn’t want to be murdered in jail didn’t mean I was fragile. Or weak.

      I looked down, noticing the soft gray blanket. I was naked beneath as I could feel the chill of the exam table. The idea of being bare while they were clothed held appeal, but not like this. Not with the stern doctor. This wasn’t hot at all.

      “Yes. I will assess her now and ensure that the biological regulatory implants are functioning properly.”

      The doctor was Prillon as well, his coloring a shade between Maxim and Ryston. I was recognizing their physical traits, their size. Their dominating personalities. That was all fine and good with my mates. I could sense their emotions. I could forgive them being a bit bossy and overbearing when I felt the desire and longing that accompanied their words and actions. But the doctor? No.

      Pushing up first on my elbows, then up to a sitting position, I took in the doctor as I wrapped the blanket around my back. Seeing my struggle, Ryston assisted in covering me, his gaze flicking once to the doctor. He wore a dark green uniform, more like scrubs than armor. His coloring was golden, more like Ryston than Maxim, but darker. Like honey mixed with a dash of cinnamon. I couldn’t see all of his body, but his left hand was strangely silver, just like Ryston’s temple. That was the only thing I could see that was cyborg. Maybe he had more under that shirt, but I didn’t care to see it. The only aliens I was interested in seeing naked were mine.

      The doctor held a strange instrument in each of his hands, lifted one and waved it before me. Lights glowed on the cylindrical tube and he studied them.

      “What does your magic wand do, doctor? Can it detect vascular changes, blood oxygen levels? Just the usual vitals?” I asked. “Of course, I don’t know what you guys consider vital.”

      He arched one brow.

      “This tool analyzes everything from your capillary refill to your kidney function. If there is an abnormality, it will inform me. Then I will perform secondary testing.”

      A reasonable answer. As he continued to wave that stick around, Maxim and Ryston eyed me as if I might either leap off the table and run away or possibly implode from transport. I could sense their worry, but didn’t understand the cause. Was I missing something? I looked down at myself. What had been part of the transport processing? What about me had to be modified to live on The Colony? To be a Prillon bride? Lifting my hand to my face, I felt to see if I had a metal implant in my eye.

      “Are you hurt?” Maxim asked. The doctor lifted the wand to my face.

      I shook my head. “No. I just wondered…wondered what had been done to me before transport. Did I get some silver stuff, too?”

      “No. Absolutely not. No Hive implant will ever taint your perfect flesh. I assure you. We will keep you safe from the Hive, from any harm that may come to you.”

      The doctor cleared his throat. “Greetings. I am Doctor Surnen.”

      “Doctor.” It wasn’t, perhaps, what I was supposed to say, but sitting there naked with three aliens was making me a bit edgy.

      The doctor continued with his weird scanning thing as he spoke. “A typical Prillon bride receives body regulatory implants and a full health assessment prior to arrival.”

      “Body regulatory implants?” What. The. Hell.

      Doctor Surnen turned a slightly darker shade of gold and I wondered if he was blushing? Seriously? Had he never seen a girl before? What, exactly, had they done to me before I woke?

      “Microscopic implants were inserted into all of your excretory cavities during the processing phase of your transport. They will be in constant communication with our system and eliminate all body waste as it is created via transport. All matter is collected and reassigned in our Spontaneous Matter Generators. We call them S-Gen units. I’m sure your mates will show you how to use them once you are in your quarters.”

      Speechless. That was the only word I had. Had he just said what I thought he said? “So, I never have to empty my bowel or bladder again? Ever?”

      The doctor nodded, his shoulders slumping in obvious relief that I’d understood. “Correct. So long as you remain within transmission distance of our systems, here, on The Colony, on Prillon Prime, or in one of our battleship groups.”

      I didn’t know what to think. As a scientist, I was impressed. The technology he referenced was so far advanced from what could be done on Earth that my mind was thinking of that and not the ick factor I should consider.

      But that thought fled my mind when the doctor traded implements and said, “Lie back, put your feet on the edge of the table and part your legs.”

      He held up an object that looked like a dildo with a couple of things sticking off. I had a B.O.B, a battery operated boyfriend, in my bedside drawer. What single woman didn’t? That didn’t mean I wanted to have one used on me under the guise of medical science. With a lover, sure. If Maxim or Ryston had said the same command, I might have actually done their bidding just to see what kind of kinky fun might happen next, but not with the damn doctor.

      I did exactly the opposite, squeezing my knees together. “I don’t think so.”

      The doctor repeated his words.

      “From your testing, you probably discovered that my hearing and brain function is fine,” I countered. “The answer is still no.”

      His lips thinned into a line and he glanced at Maxim and Ryston.

      “They may be my mates, but they don’t have any say. My body, my choice.”

      “Is that Earth terminology?” he countered.

      “Explain to me, in Prillon terminology, why you need to stick that probe in me.”

      “The sensors will help determine that your nervous system is functioning at optimal levels and that you are healthy and fertile for breeding.”

      My mouth fell open and I realized he was being serious. Actually, I realized the man—no, the Prillon—was always serious. So I glanced at Maxim and Ryston, who remained silent.

      “I’m a scientist. I have a PhD. I am not naive enough to think that my vagina is where you test a human’s nervous system. As for the rest, no fucking way.”

      I hopped off the table, tugged the blanket around me.

      “Rachel—”

      “Breed?” That word made me see red and I whirled around on my mates. “I’m not a dog and this isn’t a puppy mill.” I saw red, literally, swaying for a moment as I was sure my blood pressure spiked. “No. Take me back. I’m not playing this game with you. With any of you.”

      When the men frowned in obvious confusion, I continued. “I’ll explain myself in terms you might understand. At the bride testing center you were worried about your contaminated flesh making you deficient in my eyes. And now you want to test me for fertility? What if I’m not fertile? What if I can’t have a baby? Will you find me deficient? Lacking? I thought we were matched because we were perfect for each other. Not based on whether or not I could get pregnant.”

      “You will let your mate speak to you this way?” the doctor asked Maxim. His voice was harsh and held some surprise.

      These guys needed a swift kick in the balls. Seriously. This place needed more women to bring them into some semblance of the 21st century. “And I thought you guys were an advanced race. What a joke.” I walked toward what I assumed was a door. It looked like a door, a big, gray sliding door that I hoped would open when I got close. I’d find my way back to the stupid transport room and chalk this up to a stupid, naïve moment of weakness.

      I was thirty-two, not twenty-two. I knew better than to believe in fairy tales.

      The door didn’t open and I gathered my will to demand to be released. I turned to find Maxim watching me intently. The doctor mumbled under his breath, but I didn’t want nor care to know what he said. Ryston stood by, waiting.

      God, what kind of planet was this? People weren’t allowed to speak up for themselves? If the answer was no and I’d done something horribly wrong within five minutes of arrival, what was he going to do about it?

      “Yes, my mate will always be free to speak her mind to me,” Maxim finally said. “And she’s right.”

      I exhaled, not realizing I had been holding my breath.

      “You can’t be serious,” the doctor countered. “The testing is a requirement of all Prillon—”

      Maxim lifted his hand to silence him. “I’m aware of the testing requirements, but my mate is also correct. I don’t care if she’s fertile or not. It’s irrelevant.”

      “But that was part of the reasoning for accepting mates from the Brides Program, to start families on The Colony. To grow.”

      This wasn’t Noah’s ark, for God’s sake, but I doubted they knew that story and doubted they’d be happy to hear it. I was just glad Maxim was agreeing with me.

      “It is not her sole responsibility to populate The Colony’s future generations, Doctor Surnen. Remember, the bond Ryston and I share with Rachel is stronger than regular Prillon mates. We have the collars and the bond that brings, but we also were matched by the Interstellar Brides Program’s matching protocol. We are doubly suited. I will not reject her, regardless of the results of your tests. Therefore, the testing is no longer necessary. She’s ours.”

      The corner of his mouth tipped up as he held out his hand. I looked at it, so big, the fingers blunt and long, then walked over and took it. His touch was surprisingly gentle for one of his size. All at once I felt his emotions, his power, roiling through him. He was angry, whether at the doctor for his meddling, or for another reason, I had no idea. I could only hope he wasn’t angry with me.

      “As governor, you need to lead by example,” the doctor added.

      “Yes, I do. But finding mates through the Brides Program is unprecedented.”

      “The very reason to ensure she is well.” The doctor was like a dog with a bone. Did he want to shove something in my vagina that badly?

      Maxim reached out, took the probe thing from the doctor’s hands and tossed it to Ryston.

      “Thank you for your professional opinions on this matter. We will see to our mate. Privately. If we’re going to put something in her pussy, it’s not going to be a probe.”

      Oh. My. God. The combination of Maxim’s command and his blatant innuendo had me dripping in eagerness for him. I imagined exactly what he was going to probe me with. Then I glanced at Ryston and imagined his probe. I gulped, then again when Ryston studied the medical device and placed it on the exam table before moving to stand beside me. I was flanked by two big, very serious Prillon warriors who said I belonged to them.

      The doctor nodded once. “As you wish, Governor. May I offer you the ATB? That is standard protocol for all new Prillon brides, and is meant to ensure her comfort and pleasure. She will experience extreme discomfort if not properly prepared for the claiming ceremony.”

      Properly prepared? What the hell was this doctor talking about? I had no idea, but Maxim nodded and the doctor went to a cabinet to retrieve a small metal box. The ATB was about the size of a lunchbox, although without a handle.

      Ryston stepped forward to take it as Maxim led me to the door, which slid open with a whooshing sound for him, just like in the sci-fi movies. What, was I not tall enough to activate the sensor or something? I searched the wall for a sensor, but could find nothing before Maxim led me into the corridor.

      “Doctor,” Maxim called over his shoulder.

      “Yes, Governor,” he replied.

      “The she you are referring to is my mate. She is Lady Rone to you.”

      “Yes, Governor,” he repeated, this time a little more contrite.

      Maxim’s satisfaction coursed through my veins, which distracted me temporarily from my situation. I stalled, making Maxim tug on my hand before he, too, stopped.

      “I do not know where we are going and I am walking around with just a blanket.” While I didn’t mind him stripping it from me, I wasn’t keen on that happening in this strange white-and-green hallway.

      I felt his annoyance through our joined hands.

      “If you are so frustrated and angry with me, then perhaps you would be happier with a new mate.”

      Maxim looked down at our interlocked fingers. I felt Ryston’s satisfaction through our connection. How could he be so content with the situation and Maxim so disappointed in me at the same time?

      “Ah, I see,” Maxim said, his voice losing all the harsh edges. For once, it was soft and smooth, quiet even.

      “See what?” I asked, a snap in my voice.

      “The collars share our feelings too well, don’t they?” Maxim asked, stroking his knuckles down my cheek, then sliding back and forth over the damn collar. I felt that, not just against my skin, but through my emotions. Maxim’s anger and rising lust. Ryston’s longing and envy at his touch.

      “Our bond, the connection between us, is very intense. It will take some time, but you will begin to filter our emotions. For now, know I am not angry or frustrated with you, mate. I am angry at the doctor’s strict adherence to the rules. I am angry at myself for being a hypocrite. I am also upset with myself for not taking care of you and your basic needs, such as providing you with clothing and comfort. Ryston.”

      He only said his second’s name, nothing more, and the man went ahead of us down the hall and around a corner out of sight.

      Maxim stared down into my eyes, his sincerity and desire to make me happy coming through the collar loud and clear. “Being a mate is new to me. I am sorry for my shortcomings. Ryston will have clothes ready for you in our suite of rooms. In the meantime—”

      He picked me up into his arms and carried me down the hall. I gripped his shoulders, afraid of falling, but I shouldn’t have bothered. I felt dwarfed in his hold, his firm embrace. He wasn’t going to let me fall. He wasn’t going to let anything happen to me. I sensed it in him. When I relaxed, I knew he sensed my trust and pleasure at his care as easily as I had sensed his frustration moments ago.

      “In the meantime, I’m to roam the base naked?”

      Maxim looked down at me with his dark eyes as he continued to walk. “While you can sense my feelings, do not doubt that I can sense yours. Arousal is pulsing from your collar to mine, and Ryston’s. Because of this, I feel I can be bold. You will remain naked when you are in bed with me.” Something shifted in his gaze and I felt a burst of heat, of longing through the collar. Yes, he was aroused too. I gasped at the quick flare, my clit pulsing. “Or against the wall, lying on the table with your legs spread wide, on your knees before me. Between me and Ryston. How would you like to be taken?”

      His voice shifted from dark command to rough need. Images of being between the two warriors made my nipples harden and my pussy grow wet. I wanted that. It made no sense. These two were strangers from a strange planet and yet I wanted them with a fierceness I’d never known before. Oh yes, I wanted them, and based on the desire coming from my mate, I’d have them. Soon.
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      Maxim

      

      Rachel was light as air in my arms, yet heat coursed through me everywhere our bodies touched. How something as soft and fragile as this female could hold such strength, implacable will, was a wonder I wasn’t not sure I would ever understand.

      Yet, when she rested her head against my shoulder and relaxed in my arms, I felt like a conqueror of worlds.

      The collars we all wore linked us together with an intimate telepathic bond I had heard about but could not have imagined. Such strong emotions coursed through me, and not just my own. My mate’s. Ryston’s. Their reactions to my feelings created a loop that rubbed me raw and made me vulnerable in a way I hadn’t felt since I was a very young boy.

      Rachel rested against me and I hurried my pace through the long, empty corridors. The dark green striping along the base of the wall and in the center of the floor gave way to a dark orange and that faded to a subtle cream once we reached the living quarters of the base. The suite of rooms I now entered was new to all three of us. Prior to my mating, I’d lived in a small, two-room area above Base 3’s command center so I could be close to the action if the need arose.

      But now I was grateful for the much larger living area. When the door slid open and I carried my mate inside for the first time, contentment settled over me. I set Rachel down on her feet and let her wander around the room, exploring the space.

      Our new home. For the first time since I’d been banished to The Colony, I felt like I had a home. A family.

      Her gaze flicked to mine, once, then again. Could she sense my feelings through her collar? The soft smile that she gave me as she glanced at me over her shoulder after peeking into the bedroom said she could. It was reassuring to know that she could understand me—as much as anyone could a governor of a banished group of warriors.

      Rachel’s hand smoothed over the back of a large brown sofa. There were two in the room, settled facing one another. A workspace and chair were near the comm screen that was nearly as tall as my bride. In the far corner of the room, the S-Gen unit sat, waiting to answer my mate’s every command, to create anything she desired. And if she wanted something that had not been programmed into our system, I would find a way to get it for her.

      Anything. I would give her anything.

      A small dining area was off to the side, but most took their meals in the common rooms and cafeterias, meals often the only time many interacted with others during their workday. And The Colony warriors did work. We ran some of the deepest, most dangerous mines in the solar system. We monitored Hive activity and fed intel on all member worlds back to Prillon. We were analysts and builders, programmers and battle-hardened commanders. We planned battle strategy and monitored the front lines for shifts in Hive strategy. And we had every scientist, doctor and engineer on the planet working on a way to get rid of the implants that scarred us. That made us unfit. That denied us brides. Families. Lives outside this forsaken world.

      But now, with my mate walking around our new home with curious eyes, everything inside me shifted.

      When I first put the collar on when I heard I’d been officially matched, I’d felt no change. Only the physical symbol of a match occurring was heavy about my neck. When Ryston donned his, I sensed his pride in being my second, at the collar’s confirmation and permanence of the decision. He was eager to meet our mate as well. I’d been able to filter his feelings and emotions from mine. They weren’t a heavy burden to carry along with my own. Perhaps it was because we were both male, or that we were warriors together, or even that we were Prillon. A similar history, a similar sense of tradition, rules and custom.

      When Rachel affixed the collar about her neck in the processing center on Earth, accepting both of us as her matched mates, was something else entirely. It was as if I was being held down by the Hive, my emotions, my feelings, hell, my brain being tugged and pulled on.

      The sensation of absorbing a mate’s wants and desires, her fears and disappointments was powerful and had my cock turning rock hard in an instant. The need to sink balls deep into her had been immediate and intense.

      But that had been dampened when every bit of her frustration at her incarceration, her innocence and her need to prove it hit me next. That was followed by her indecisiveness of becoming our mate and leaving Earth.

      What the fuck? I’d known she had refused the match, but she’d been in a prison, with bars. No freedom. I would save her from that as I’d saved Ryston and others from the Hive’s captivity.

      It was all there, her emotions and anger, in my head, bombarding me and knocking on my defenses.

      As governor, I was responsible for a large group of men, or rejects, on The Colony. They weren’t easy to rule, to organize into a peaceful society. Who could blame them for their defiance after what they’d been through? What we’d all been through? I’d built walls to keep my personal opinions at bay in order to rule without bias and to remain mindful of what was best for all.

      Now? Hell, now I wanted to track down those who’d framed Rachel on Earth and rip their heads off. They were mere earthlings. It would be an easy task to eliminate any who made her feel…feel anything but joy.

      But I hadn’t considered that my feelings would bombard her. I hadn’t considered that my own anger and frustration would be oppressive for her, or that she would misconstrue it as directed at her. Even if I hid my feelings to all that looked at me, she would know the truth beneath the façade. She would sense it. Feel it all as strongly as me.

      And Ryston’s emotions as well. He was as much a warrior as I, therefore she had to handle both of us. How she wasn’t curled up in a ball on the floor with all the intensity hammering at her, I didn’t know.

      She was not weak-willed. No, she was strong. Brave. Defiant. Beautiful.

      I’d known the second I saw her behind those fucking prison bars that she was mine. I’d traveled ten light years for her and a row of weak metal bars was not going to keep me from her. While she had mere human strength, Ryston and I weren’t just Prillon warriors, but altered ones. We had the power of a Prillon plus the technology of the Hive. The bars were like twigs beneath our muscles.

      But Rachel? She didn’t break under our intense scrutiny, the condemnation of her justice system, even the fucking Prillon doctor. She had a spine of Hive steel to match her gorgeous dark hair and pale skin. The top of her head just reached my shoulder, yet she had lush, full-figured curves that were perfect for mine and Ryston’s large hands. I’d met Prince Nial’s Earth mate, Jessica, before and knew of their physical characteristics. I was not surprised at her coloring and how it differed so drastically from mine. I was surprised, however, by my attraction.

      Instant. Intense. So fucking powerful.

      I thought I would find her attractive. Appealing. Fuckable. But I was not prepared to feel this…desperation.

      I wanted to kiss her, to touch her, to taste her, to fuck her, but I wanted her to want that from me. From Ryston. From both of us together.

      Before we did anything with her—to her—I needed to ensure her concerns were met. Her objection to the doctor’s exam was absolute. I heard it from her lips. Felt it through the collar. Considered it not only from a governor’s ear, but from a mate’s heart.

      She would not be subjected to the doctor’s exam. Rachel had been correct. Her fertility was not relevant. Subjecting her to a test I sensed was humiliating for her was not acceptable. As I told the doctor, Ryston and I would be the only ones to put things in her pussy. Our cocks, our fingers, our toys.

      Her breathing sped and her gaze darted to mine then away once more and I realized she could feel my need. My lust. Yes, the collars worked quite well.

      But I was not an animal. I’d never felt desire this strong, but my mate’s needs came before my own. I would wait as long as it took for her to be ready. The last thing in the universe I wanted was to push her too hard and scare her away.

      Until she officially accepted me as her matched mate and allowed Ryston and me to take her in the claiming ceremony, she could walk away from us. She could choose another.

      The thought was like an axe buried between my shoulder blades and I realized I wouldn’t survive losing her. I could have lived without hope for the rest of my life. But to have her here, my matched mate, the one female in the universe that was mine, and lose her? To make her unhappy? Push her into the arms of another warrior and his second?

      I’d rather die.

      My cock would just have to stand down until she was ready to play. For now, we would talk to her and ease her concerns. I was determined to earn her trust and affection. I hoped, beyond reason, that she could one day learn to look past our Hive contamination and come to care for us.

      And where was Ryston with her damn clothes? Every step she took, the blanket dragged on the floor, playing the children’s game of peek-a-boo with the bare skin of her back and shoulder.

      If she would just drop her arms to her sides, the fabric would fall, and she would be gloriously naked before me.

      I remained near the door, afraid to test my resolve not to touch her by following her into the living area. Ryston would come, give her a gown to cover herself, and we would send her into the bedroom to dress.

      Soft and warm and so very naked beneath that blanket, she was too dangerous a temptation.

      Rachel wandered the room, touching everything. She lifted the pillows from the sofa and sniffed them. How odd.

      “I hope the suite is acceptable, mate. It’s your home now. Anything you want to do to change things, all you need to do is ask.”

      Her smile was a curious mix of nervousness and resignation, as were the emotions bombarding me through the collar.

      “It’s fine. For now.” She tossed the pillow back among the others on the sofa and took in the entire room in a glance. “It’s doesn’t smell like anything.”

      I took a step forward, studying her closely. “I don’t understand. Is that not acceptable?”

      “No. It’s not that.” She walked toward me slowly, covering the distance between us as I forgot to breathe. She was so small and yet she had me by the fucking balls. Aching, blue ones. “A home should smell like something, you know? Like cookies baking. Or fabric softener from the dryer. Maybe chicken noodle soup on the stove or a scented candle burning in the kitchen.” She stopped when she was within an arm’s length of me and looked up, way up, into my eyes. “But it doesn’t smell like anything. It’s like a model home the contractors build to try to sell you a house. It’s pretty, but no one actually lives there.”

      There was no anger behind her words, and I was not sure what she wanted or needed me to say. “I have no idea what you are talking about, mate. But if you want our home to smell like something in particular, I will instruct the base programmers to enter whatever you need into the S-Gen database for replication.”

      Her smile was more than worth my confusion. “I have no idea what you just said.”

      “That makes us even. I have not slept in this space yet. These are quarters for those with mates. It is as new for you as it is for me.”

      I expected her to step away, but she did not move, simply stood before me, studying my face as if I were a great puzzle she was trying to solve. “Mates. So, are you really mine?”

      The bold question shocked me, but the vulnerability I felt behind the words knocked the air from my lungs. She’d come so far, and while I worried she might reject us, I was home. This planet was new for her. Her worry at being rejected was a true concern, at least until she believed my words. “Yes.”

      Her teeth sank into her bottom lip, a lip I ached to kiss, but I held completely still as I felt her emotions settle, as if she’d reached some sort of decision. “Then what now?”

      I held out my hand and nearly leapt with joy when she didn’t hesitate to place her much smaller one in my own. Tugging gently, I drew her forward until she stood pressed to my body. I wrapped my arms around her and she turned, placing her cheek to my chest.

      “Now, we will get to know each other. I know you are wary, Rachel. But you are mine and I want no other. Ryston and I will take care of you. We will protect you, cherish you, and ensure your pleasure. When you grow heavy with child, we will treasure you both beyond anything you can imagine. You are hope and life and home for us, mate. You can’t understand what you mean to us. And we will wait. We will wait to claim you until you are ready.”

      Her arms snaked around my waist as a shudder passed through her body. “What if I don’t want to wait? What if I want you to fuck me now?”

      Desire unfurled within me and for the first time I realized I was not feeling my own body’s need, but hers. The longing to belong, to surrender, to feel wanted, rose within my mate like a storm.

      The door slid open behind me and Ryston entered the room.

      Where I was always controlled, deliberate in my choices, Ryston was wild and completely fearless.

      I turned to meet his gaze as he set aside a soft, flowing gown of deepest copper—the color of the Rone family—and the ATB he’d taken from the doctor. Inside that box were the anal toys we would need to make sure our mate was ready for the claiming ceremony, and I could not wait to begin their use. As to the gown, I approved of his choice. If her collar must remain black until her official claiming, we both wanted everyone on the planet to know exactly who she belonged to.

      Us.

      Ryston shoved the items aside as if they were of no consequence and closed the distance between us. I had to hope he felt her desire and need through his collar. His gaze darted from our mate to me. “By the gods, Maxim. You two are fucking killing me.”

      Yes, he felt it, too.

      Rachel gasped as Ryston’s almost frenzied need to fuck hit us both like a blast from an ion cannon.

      Without asking, he placed his hands on Rachel’s shoulders and spun her to face him.

      Her back to me, he pressed her forward until she was trapped between our hard bodies. I would have protested, but Rachel’s reaction stopped me. Raw, achy desire filled her as Ryston lowered his head to claim a kiss.

      To claim her. For the need was like a fire in his blood. Unapologetic. Dominant. Demanding.

      Our mate melted into me and I raised my hands to cup her breasts as Ryston pushed her back with the force of his kiss, her head nestled against my chest.

      He slid his hands to our mate’s hips. Grateful for her quiet moan of encouragement, I gave up the thought of going slow, learning her curves first over the blanket. Fuck that. I slid my hands beneath the bothersome layer to explore bare flesh, to cup the heavy softness of her breasts and roll her nipples between my fingers. Yes. Gods, she felt like heaven in my palms.

      She gasped and turned her head away, but Ryston shook his head and wrapped his hand gently around her throat, forcing her to meet his gaze. Forcing her head back once again. She was truly pinned between us.

      The rush of desire at his movement hit us both like fists squeezing my hard cock. She wasn’t shying away from his power. She wasn’t afraid. Nor shy. She liked his dominance. Loved it. Based on her emotions, she needed it.

      “Do you want us to stop?” Ryston asked, even though he knew she’d say no.

      She didn’t respond right away and I would swear my heart stopped beating as I waited for her answer. I didn’t want to stop, I wanted to bury my cock in her wet heat and pump her full of my seed. I wanted my child growing in her belly. As her Prime male, it was my right to take her first, to plant my seed in her womb. To make her mine. After she became pregnant with our first child, Ryston would have his turn. But until then, Rachel’s hot, wet pussy was all mine.

      Rachel kept her eyes fixed on Ryston—not that he gave her a choice to look anywhere else—and lifted her arms up high, wrapping her hands around my neck. She buried her fingers in my hair and arched her back, shoving her breasts into my hands, demanding more attention.

      “No. I don’t want to stop.”
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      Maxim

      

      “Thank the gods.” Ryston’s words were a fierce whisper as he lowered his head to claim her mouth once more and I used my position to shove the blanket covering our mate’s curves to the floor at our feet. Nothing was between us now, but her.

      “Fuck,” I murmured, taking in the beauty before me. Her skin was milky white…everywhere. Well, almost everywhere. Looking down, I could see her nipples were a pale pink and I imagined them turning a lush ruby red when played with. Seeing the black collar about her neck only made me harder, for she was ours and ours alone.

      The arousal rose and rose between us as they kissed. While their lips met, while their tongues tangled, I savored it just as sweetly.

      Ryston lifted his head, stepped back.

      “Hold her, Maxim.”

      Gladly. With my hands on her breasts, she wasn’t going anywhere.

      Not when I took her nipples between my fingers and tugged, pulled, pinched. The slight bite of pain was a test. When she whimpered, I pinched a little harder. When she cried out my name in abandon, I knew just how much she could take.

      Ryston returned with the ATB the doctor had given us and lifted the lid.

      “You get Maxim’s cock in that sweet pussy, Rachel, but you also get one of these.”

      I released my hold of her nipples, just gently held her breasts, stroked them. She needed to be able to see and think, at least for a minute or two. After that, no thoughts, only feeling.

      “Are those—”

      “Plugs for your ass,” Ryston confirmed. He glanced up from the box. While I couldn’t see her face, I saw the intensity of my second’s gaze, knew he was focused solely on her. She was first for him and always would be.

      Rolling heat came over me. Awareness lit Ryston’s eyes. “You like ass play?”

      “Play? Yes, but I’ve never… I mean, I’ve never been fucked there.”

      “With a cock, you mean?” I murmured into her ear.

      She nodded against my chest.

      “Do you like a finger pressing against you as you’re fucked?” I asked.

      She nodded again.

      I lowered my voice to a near growl and pushed my hard cock into her back, so she’d know just how much I wanted her. “What about a finger deep inside, fucking your ass as a cock fucks your pussy?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      “What about plugs? Like having one in, being fucked with one in?”

      She whimpered, stared intently at the box and the varied sized plugs.

      “I… I haven’t…god, this is so intense. It’s… I can feel your desire along with mine.”

      “Yes,” Ryston said, pinning her with a knowing look. “And we both know you want us to play with your ass, prepare that virgin hole for my cock.”

      “Yes. Yes, please.”

      Ryston, looked through the box, picked out a plug that was narrow and small. By looking at it, Rachel wouldn’t know that it vibrated, but she’d learn that soon enough when it was deep inside her.

      Hooking a hand behind her neck, Ryston gently pulled her to him, took her mouth with his. The kiss was wilder this time, raw and out of control, just like he was. There was no holding back with him. I was a thorough lover, powerful, lusty, but I didn’t have the reckless urgency of Ryston. He would push our mate, push us both, and count on me to rein him in when he went too far, as I did with all things.

      There was a reason I was governor of the base, and he our most notorious fighter pilot. Ryston lived for the next rush of danger to race through his blood. He was wild and untamed where I was the solid foundation, the unflappable center. I was the pivot point for the entire base, the anchor. Cautious and deliberate.

      Ryston pushed the edge. And I’d never been so sure of my choice as second as I was when he lifted his head and held up the plug. “This is yours, mate. Take it. Feel it. Know that I will soon work it deep inside you.”

      Her reaction hit me like a punch in my gut. I knew, even before her knees collapsed, that mine and Ryston’s lust was overwhelming her. I shifted my hold and held her in place as she steadied and regained her feet.

      Ryston set the box aside and held out his hand with a devilish and eager grin on his face. When she placed her hand in his, I released her and he led her to the bedroom. I followed, content watching the sway of her gorgeous bare backside, knowing it would soon be Ryston’s personal playground while she rode my cock.

      She paused, looked down. “I’m bare.”

      Ryston walked to the bed, turned, looked down at her pussy. I hadn’t seen it yet and fuck, did I want to.

      I moved to stand beside him, allowing Rachel to look her fill. We were much larger than she, and dressed in full armor, I had to wonder that she wasn’t running with terror. I couldn’t help but study her as well. For one so small, her legs were long and shapely, her hips flared and full, her waist narrow, her breasts pert and upturned nipples tightly furled.

      Her pussy lips, peeking from between her legs, were also a pink, but a dusky color. There was no hair to hide her desire, for they glistened with her obvious arousal.

      “Yes, we love a bare pussy. You will, too,” I said. “Especially when you come all over my face.”

      Rachel rubbed her legs together. As if that would ease the ache. Nothing would ease the need in any of us except a good hard fucking.

      “Are we different than Earth men?” Ryston asked, noticing she was staring at us with curiosity and eagerness.

      I hadn’t considered our differences from males of her planet. Thank fuck for having a second. I’d make a mess of the match without him asking and saying the right things.

      She smiled, then shrugged. “I don’t see very much of you for comparison.”

      “Are you saying you want to see us, mate?” I asked. “All of us?”

      She nodded, bit her lip. “Every naked inch.”

      As we shucked our boots and armor, she continued. “I’ve heard that space aliens have huge cocks. That you can fuck for hours.”

      “Is this a rumor you’ve heard about us, or a personal fantasy?” Ryston asked, pushing down his pants so his cock sprang free.

      I stripped quickly, then gripped the base of my cock and slowly stroked it, allowing her to stare at us. Wide eyed and very, very eager. Pulses of heat and need came from her.

      I wasn’t modest, not in the slightest. If she, our mate, wanted to ogle us, watch us come as we stood before her, I didn’t mind. I would be deep inside her pussy, so I had no reason to stop Ryston in his play.

      “Neither. I’m hoping it’s reality.”

      Stepping up to us, she boldly took a cock in each small hand.

      “I can’t even close my fist around you.” Her voice held awe. She dropped to her knees before us, one hand wrapped around each of our cocks, and pulled us none too gently toward her, suddenly the aggressor. She ran the pink tip of her tongue over her bottom lip. “Come here. If these cocks are mine, I want to taste them.”

      Ryston threw his head back and growled as her mouth closed over him. She squeezed the top of my cock as she worked him and I couldn’t tear my gaze away, for in seconds, that hot, sweet mouth would be mine.
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      Rachel

      

      Holy. Fucking. Hell.

      They were huge. Their heads and faces were a bit bigger than a human’s, and their slightly angular features made them look like fierce, alien predators.

      The way they were watching me, and the raw lust consuming me through our link with these high-tech, magical freaking collars, I couldn’t think. All I could do was want.

      No artist could have imagined more perfect bodies than of the two standing before me. Their chests were thick with muscle, every ripple and ridge clearly defined from their bulging deltoids to the eight-pack abs I couldn’t wait to explore. Their cocks were huge, so large I worried about whether I could do much more than lick them. Their bodies were powerful, from thick fingers I wanted inside my pussy to the massive thighs that rooted them to the floor like tanks.

      With Ryston’s pale golden perfection and Maxim’s dark, rust and mocha skin, my eyes couldn’t adjust to the perfection before me.

      No man should be this perfect. And I had two.

      Maxim’s left arm, from his deltoid to his elbow, was covered in the strange silver circuits that Ryston had on the side of his face. On his darker skin, the marks of his captivity, of the Hive, stood out, like silver ink, defining every line of his muscle, the massive size of his arms.

      I knew how strong he was, how he’d pulled apart my prison bars like they were warm wax. And that strength, so brutal and powerful, on both my men, made my body quiver in anticipation. Such strength, so much control.

      I wanted to test that control. I wanted to push them. I wanted them so desperate to get their cocks inside me that they couldn’t think. Ryston’s face. Maxim’s arm. It wasn’t much, but the shimmering silver only made them more exotic. Sexy as fuck.

      God, I’d always felt like a bit of a naughty girl, but these two, and their lust, made me feel like I was in heat. And I liked it.

      This was going to be so much better than my own fingers under the darkness of the prison blanket. I wanted them both. I wanted them skin to skin, surrounding me. I wanted to be the cream filling in a Prillon cookie.

      The rug was soft beneath my knees as I pulled them toward me…with their cocks. The gentlest pressure and they moved where I wanted them. These hulking males, with all their strength, they were mine.

      I’d never felt so feminine, so powerful. So hot for sex I couldn’t breathe.

      Who needed air when she could master a man’s body with one swirl of the tongue?

      Leaning forward, I worked Maxim with my right hand while I took Ryston in my mouth, eager to know his taste.

      He threw back his head and growled. Pleasure, intense and hot, rushed through the collars and Maxim jerked in my hand, feeling Ryston’s reaction just as I did. My pussy was already hot and wet, but the ache spread to my breasts where they hung too full, too hot and heavy and starving for touch as my core pulsed, closing around nothing. Empty.

      I worked Ryston for a few moments before releasing him from my mouth to conquer Maxim, his darker flesh an erotic sight I was all too eager to sample.

      With Ryston’s hard, damp flesh in my left hand, I took Maxim in my mouth in one fast, smooth stroke until the top of his cock bumped the back of my throat.

      He remained stoic and unmoving, silent, but the flare of heat from him through the collar curled my toes and made me moan around his hard length.

      “Gods.” Ryston moaned for all three of us and stepped forward to bury his fist in my hair. “Suck him hard, Rachel. Break him.”

      The words were rough and demanding, and something primitive and needy rose within me in response to both his tone and the fist in my hair. I’d always preferred a man who took charge in bed, but this. I’d thought it would be Maxim who would take charge. He was the fucking Governor of Base 3. He had “take command” in his blood. But he was the stoic one, reserved. Ryston would dominate, but I wasn’t going to forget Maxim could be just as demanding if he wanted.

      Shit. The more Ryston growled, the wetter I got.

      I twisted my hand around Ryston’s cock, a little too hard, and he shoved forward into my rough touch as I pulled my head back and took Maxim deep over and over as fast as I could go, stroking the sensitive underside of his cock with my tongue.

      They tasted different, hot and musky. They felt different in my mouth, the crown of Maxim’s head was broader, yet Ryston’s length was much thicker.

      “Wrap me up, mate.” I squeezed and stroked. “Yes! Suck harder. Take him deeper.” Ryston’s dirty talk spurred me on until my breasts were bouncing with the back-and-forth motion of my body as I fucked Maxim with my mouth. He was a mountain of stone, a rock in the storm that was taking me and Ryston into a dangerous frenzy.

      “Enough.” Maxim spoke. One word and I pulled back, freeing him with a loud slurp. I waited there, on my knees before him, unable to deny him, my body no longer my own, but his. My breath was ragged, my lips swollen, my nipples rock hard.

      Maxim reached down and pulled me to my feet to claim my mouth in a kiss as tender and controlled as Ryston’s had been wild. With my breasts crushed to his chest, Maxim lifted me off my feet and held me in the air as he took his sweet time exploring my mouth with a thoroughness that left me breathless.

      Just because he was quiet didn’t mean he wasn’t thorough. Demanding.

      As Maxim kissed me, Ryston moved up behind me, his hands running over my back and legs, cupping and squeezing my ass as his lips trailed over my back and shoulders. “I want to eat her pussy,” he growled.

      Maxim broke the kiss and shook his head. “No. You kissed her first. Her pussy is mine.”

      “Hard-ass.”

      Maxim nibbled on my lips as Ryston spoke from behind me. “Lift her legs around your hips so I can fill her ass with a plug. Then we can fuck her.”

      So damn crude, but my body listened with a mind of its own as Ryston’s hand drifted low to cup my pussy from behind.

      “Oh yes, Maxim. She likes that idea. Her pussy is so wet we could take her now.”

      Maxim backed up and sat down on the bed. Reclining, he leaned back and pulled me forward on top of him, my knees settling on either side of his hips so I straddled him. His arm settled like a steel band over my back, positioning me so my ass was up for Ryston.

      He lifted one hand to the base of my neck and wrapped my long hair around his fingers until it was tight, the sting making my body jerk in response to his control. I met his dark gaze. Yes, he was not one to be underestimated. He was just as dominant in bed as his second.

      “Do it, Ryston.”

      I didn’t have time to protest as Maxim pulled my mouth down to his and claimed me with a searing kiss. His rock-hard cock was trapped between us as I felt Ryston’s hand explore my bottom gently, then slip something very small inside my back entrance. I wiggled as something warm and wet filled me, as if he was squeezing lube into me for preparation. Maxim’s mouth and Ryston’s soothing words settled me and I surrendered to them both, to whatever they wanted or needed from me in the moment.

      I needed to be enough for them. I needed to make them feel happy. Complete. Satisfied.

      “Hold still, mate.” Ryston took away the bottle of lube, then his finger slid over and around my tight hole, spreading the warm liquid that felt like oil. “This ass is mine.”

      The nerves there flared to life, making my body heat and perspiration coat my skin. It was dark and intense, so different, and I loved it. I sensed they wanted it too, and it allowed me to let go of any last inhibitions. I’d been bold to start and I would be bold still.

      Maxim plunged his tongue deep in my mouth as Ryston slid a finger into both my ass and my pussy at the same time. A third finger moved forward over my clit and I tried to break away from Maxim’s kiss, a keen cry of need escaped my throat. Ryston, while gentle, demanded everything from me. They didn’t coax, they pushed right into bliss.

      Maxim held me down and drank each of my cries of pleasure as if he owned them.

      Ryston finger fucked me, carefully yet diligently, as Maxim held me down. In. Out. His fingers were long and thick and became a little rough as he felt the tension coil in my body.

      “Our little mate is going to come all over my fingers.”

      I tried to move, to shift my body forward and back, to make Ryston’s fingers plunge in and out of me at the pace I wanted. Needed.

      But no. He set the pace.

      An orgasm rose, so hot and tight and—

      Ryston pulled away, leaving me empty and desperate to be filled.

      I cried out, whimpered with need.

      Once more, I tried to lift my head, but Maxim held me down, locked to him, his mouth on mine, his tongue inside me and damn if that didn’t make me hotter. Wetter.

      Fuck.

      “Our mate likes that, doesn’t she?” Ryston’s satisfied chuckle was followed by the sharp sting of his palm on my bare bottom.

      I jerked as fire spread through my bottom, the heat going straight to my clit. I moaned and sucked on Maxim’s tongue, pulling him into me the way I wanted his cock.

      Smack!

      Smack!

      Smack!

      Fire. Heat. My pussy quivering and pulsing with need.

      I whimpered and Maxim tore his firm lips from mine. “Enough.”

      Ryston chuckled, but his fingers settled on my ass and I felt the blunt, hard head of the anal plug from the box press forward gently. “So fucking bossy, isn’t he?”

      Head buried in Maxim’s neck, I couldn’t help the panting breaths that left me as Ryston worked the plug into my body. It wasn’t big, not as big as his cock would be, but I felt full and stretched and so very, very naughty.

      God, it felt good to be a bad girl. If I’d known it would be like this, I would have tried a bit of ménage back on Earth.

      The plug slid deep inside with a pop and I bit down on Maxim’s shoulder with a groan. So good. But not enough. Even filled as I was, I felt empty. Desperate. Needy.

      Tears welled in my eyes when I couldn’t contain the emotions, the desperation, the need.

      Maxim lifted me and pivoted so that his head was near the edge of the bed. There was just enough room for my knees to rest as he settled my pussy over his mouth.

      His tongue laved my clit for a few seconds and I dropped my head back on my shoulders as Ryston moved to stand in front of me, his cock right where I needed it to be to take him in my mouth.

      Eager to push them both, I tilted my hips and ground my clit down on Maxim as I took Ryston’s huge cock in both hands and twisted gently, taking the head into my mouth and sucking hard, as hard as I wanted Maxim to work his magic on me.

      He tasted so good, dark and slightly musky, yet potent. The feel of him, thick and almost pulsing, had me sucking in my cheeks, trying to pull the seed from him. A salty burst of pre-cum coated my tongue and I moaned at the flavor.

      Maxim’s arms came up and pulled my pussy lips apart, holding me open as his tongue stabbed deep, mimicking what I hoped his cock would do soon, only so much deeper. His enjoyment of the task came through the collars in a fury of pleasure and I wiggled on his face, not caring if he could breathe. I needed him. I needed him so deep and so hard I’d never get him out.

      With a moan of his own, Maxim lifted me off his mouth. Forced to let go of Ryston’s cock, Ryston pulled me up into his arms for a kiss. Maxim moved to sit on the edge of the bed. When Ryston settled me back down, it was to place me in Maxim’s lap as if I were being settled into a chair.

      Maxim’s arms came around me to cup my breasts and his deep, gravelly voice made me squirm. “I’m going to fuck you now and fill you with my seed. And you’re going to suck Ryston’s cock, swallowing every drop of his.”

      My gaze darted to Ryston and his eyes were filled with lust and desire and so much longing I could deny him nothing. “Yes.”

      “Ryston.” At Maxim’s command, Ryston stepped forward and lifted me slightly so Maxim could position his cock at the entrance of my pussy. The plug in my ass had stretched me open, but also made my pussy tight, so damn tight.

      Hands on my hips, and with some kind of unspoken communication between my mates, they lifted me up and down just enough to work my wet core over Maxim’s cock, taking me deeper and deeper each time.

      “I…you’re too big,” I moaned, when it was too much. I was too stretched, he was going so deep. He was just too big.

      “Shh,” Maxim crooned in my ear. With a gentle hand on my back, he said, “Lean forward. Yes, like that.”

      “Oh,” I gasped, the shift in position had me sinking down on him all the way. The soft hairs on his strong thighs tickled the backs of my legs. With the plug in my ass, it was so tight. How was I ever going to fuck them both at the same time? I blinked, saw Ryston standing before me, stroking his cock and watching me take his friend, his governor.

      A bead of fluid seeped from the tip and my mouth watered to taste him again.

      Shifting my hips a little, I breathed and tried to relax, to allow my inner walls time to adjust to Maxim.

      “That’s it. Good girl. Feel better?” Ryston asked. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are? I just watched that perfect pussy swallow Maxim’s cock. Just knowing it’s buried deep inside you has me close to coming. And the plug, God, I’m fucking jealous of a butt plug. Soon, mate. Soon. But first, suck my cock and we’ll all come together.”

      The idea pleased both warriors. I felt it through my collar, the idea that we would find pleasure in each other’s bodies. The fact that we could be like this, so open, so wild, so feral, after just meeting.

      We were perfect for each other and yet I realized I was what connected us all. When I leaned forward even farther, took Ryston’s cock in my mouth as I cupped his balls in my hand, rolled them gently, I began to lift and lower on Maxim’s cock. With his hands on my hips, he helped, fucking me on himself as he wanted.

      The pleasure swirled between us. A slide of a cock, a lick, a suck. A groan, a plea. It was too much for me to take. My fingers were tingling, my skin heated, my breath coming in pants. My ass full, my pussy crammed. My mouth opened so wide.

      I was a dirty girl. I was wild. This was everything I’d ever wanted but never knew I needed.

      When Maxim’s hand reached around and flicked my clit, hard and swollen, I came. My screams were muffled by Ryston’s cock, but my pleasure pushed him over and hot jets of cum splashed my tongue. The salty essence I swallowed, again and again, taking in his own pleasure and merging it with mine. It was too much for Maxim and he gripped my hips, pulled me down and came with a harsh groan.

      The feel of his seed hot and deep inside me set me off again. Without Ryston’s cock—he’d pulled it out and stroked my cheek—I cried out both their names, one after the other. I didn’t know who to say first, for while Ryston was Maxim’s second, they were both mine.

      Equally. Yet when I felt their pleasure through the collars, it was even. We were all sated. Satisfied. Very well fucked.
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      Ryston, three days later

      

      “I have changed my mind. I don’t see a good reason to go. We don’t need to leave the suite,” Maxim grumbled.

      It was humorous to see the warrior who led the entire base moping about going to a formal dinner, one of the first on The Colony, the first on Base 3. And the first time The Colony would host the Prime of our home world. Before Prince Nial, his second and his mate, no one from Prillon Prime had set foot on The Colony in decades. The citizens of the home planet were too afraid of the contaminated warriors banished to live out their lives here. Even with the new Prime, and the change in our laws, the old prejudices, the old stigmas and superstitions, remained.

      “Prime Nial and his family will not wish to eat S-Gen-created food in the base cafeteria while we fuck our beautiful mate in another room.” I laughed, well pleased with our mate and the prospects for our future. She was eager and passionate in bed play, and surrendered so sweetly to my wild urges. Her body had become my obsession. I found myself spending hours thinking about what I could do to her, what she might allow me to do—what she might not. I wanted to push her, test her limits. I wanted to know what made her desperate for us to take her. I wanted her begging and writhing with need. I wanted her so hot for her mates that she couldn’t hold a coherent thought in her lovely head.

      And I wanted to claim her forever, take her virgin ass while Maxim fucked her sweet pussy. I wanted that so badly that if I thought about it for too long, I could barely breathe.

      “Gods, Ryston. Stop that, or we’ll never make it to the dining room.”

      “Sorry, Maxim. I can’t stop thinking about how fucking lucky we are.” I rubbed my hand through my hair as Maxim pulled on his boots, for once awkward in my silence. I knew what I needed to say, but forcing the words past my throat was rough, like vomiting nails. I wasn’t worthy of the honor Maxim bestowed upon me in choosing me as his second. There were other warriors living on The Colony who were bigger, stronger, higher ranked. Men who had fought on the front lines longer than I. I wasn’t worthy, but I could not give her up, not now that I’d tasted paradise. “Thank you for choosing me, Maxim. I know there are others—”

      Maxim scowled and stood in one smooth motion, a strange emotion I could not quite grasp hitting me through the collar. Being linked to our mate was divine, but the shocking flow of nearly violent emotions from Maxim was throwing me off my rhythm. Maxim was Maxim. Governor. Leader. Face of granite and will stronger than steel. Outwardly, he was the same man I’d followed into battle countless times, the same warrior I’d relied on to see us through the darkest times, when we were captured and tortured by the Hive. His strength had pulled the entire unit through the desolation of survival and banishment.

      And through it all, Maxim had been an unreadable constant, a leader I respected and admired, and the complete opposite of my need to push the boundaries, to start fights and race, headlong, into battle.

      But, thanks to our bond with Rachel, I now had a glimpse behind the mask, and the formidable swings in his emotions stunned me, their ferocity often choking me.

      But the emotion coming from him now settled into contentment, a strange and wonderful feeling neither had experienced much prior to her.

      “There is no other I would choose as second, Ryston. And you proved the wisdom of my choice our very first night with our mate.” Maxim walked toward me and clapped his hand on my shoulder. “You knew just how far to push her. In my caution, I would have left her unsatisfied, her needs unmet. I would have failed her. You were the right choice. She needs you.”

      His words soaked into my bones like a thousand insects crawling inside me. I was not used to this type of conversation and I shifted on my feet, eager to put some distance between us.

      Fuck. I needed to go shoot something.

      “Male bonding.” Rachel swept into the room wearing the copper-colored gown I generated for her that first night. It was the first time in three days she’d been allowed to dress, her appetite for sex as fierce as our own. “How cute. You guys are adorable.”

      Maxim leapt back the same moment as I, and Rachel laughed. Her brown eyes sparkled with happiness and her smile made my heart lurch in my chest. She looked happy. Content. As a mate should.

      And that dress clung to every curve, lingering and shimmering over her breasts and hips like a lover’s caress. Breasts and hips I’d tasted. Touched. Licked.

      My cock began to rise as Maxim crossed his arms over his chest, inspecting her.

      “Every warrior in the base will want to challenge for you.” Maxim’s sigh was both pleased that we had such a beautiful mate, and resigned to the inevitable. There were very few females on The Colony. And with Rachel’s collar still black, and the formal mating ceremony not yet complete, there might be a warrior or two fool enough to try to lure her away from us, to convince her to change her mind and choose them instead.

      “I’ll kill them.” The vow was made before I thought to censor my reaction.

      For a heartbeat of time, I thought I might have offended or frightened our mate, but she laughed and the sound was a light in the darkness of my prior existence. There was no laughter without her. No joy. No hope.

      I looked to Maxim then assessing the dangers of this formal dinner with new insight. Maxim was correct. Every male would want Rachel. Every. Single. One. “You’re right. I don’t think we should leave the suite.”

      “We’re going. I’m going to meet Jessica. She’s from Earth and I want to talk to her.” Our mate patted her hair, the complex twist of her hair piled on top of her head outlined her face in a soft cascade of color and left her neck bare, and ready for my mouth.

      “I tried to tell you, Ryston.” Maxim walked to our mate and lifted his hand to her cheek. Everything in me stilled at the tender interaction as she leaned into his touch and closed her eyes, her body practically purring with bliss. “Now that the Prime is here. It’s too late to cancel.”

      Raising her hand to cup Maxim’s cheek, Rachel smiled. “You’re not canceling anything. We’re going. Now.”

      Rachel had prepared herself in the bathing room, hiding until she was ready. We had waited for more than an hour, Maxim settled on the sofa, his body unmoving but his emotions racing around and around inside his head like a beast chasing its own tail. I had spent the hour pacing, door to bed, fighting the urge to strip and climb in the hot water with her when we heard the sounds of her soaping and rinsing her naked body. The way Maxim had adjusted himself in his formal pants led me to believe he’d been thinking the same thing.

      I’d spent the better part of the last hour imagining her skin turning a pretty shade of pink, her hair curling softly in the steam, her nipples plumping in the warmth as she bathed.

      I knew firsthand the effects of the hot bath on her pale flesh since we’d taken her in the bath twice already.

      I couldn’t fuck her pussy, not until Maxim’s seed took, and since her ass wasn’t ready yet to take a cock, I’d had to make do with eating her out as she leaned back against the edge of the bathing pool. It had been far from a burden, especially when I stroked my cock to completion, my seed spurting on her damp belly and breasts, forcing me to wash her all over again.

      Rachel sucked in a breath and turned to glare at me, her nipples clearly standing at attention beneath the gown. “You, stop that, right now.”

      “You’re irresistible, mate. I can’t stop wanting you.”

      Rachel arched her brow as she returned to the bathing room to do whatever mysterious things a woman might do to prepare. I noticed her feet were bare, and realized she had most likely gone back for her shoes.

      Maxim watched her go and ran his hand through his hair in a rare outward display of the unease I could feel through the collar. “The Prime is a newly mated warrior. He’ll understand our need to fuck Rachel. Hell, we only have thirty days, no twenty-seven, to sway her to accept us.” He ran his hand through his darker hair again. “We should not have scheduled this dinner until after the claiming ceremony.”

      I leaned on the edge of the sofa and crossed my arms. Maxim and I were both ready to go. We had nothing to occupy us now but to wait for our mate. I’d never been so happy to do nothing. “Lady Deston wants to help. She’s from Earth and should help Rachel to feel welcome here. She’s even invited an Earth warrior who lives here, on Base 3. If Rachel can find others who are like her, with similar customs, she may adjust more quickly, find happiness here. We will fight for her and protect her, Maxim, but Rachel is intelligent and passionate about life. Unfortunately, fucking won’t be enough to make her happy here.”

      By the look Maxim gave me, he didn’t like my answer, but since he didn’t respond, knew I was right.

      Rachel came out of the bathing chamber then and I shamelessly inspected every inch of her. The dress I’d brought when she first arrived had been draped over the chair until today. Now the soft flowing gown only made our possession of her more complete. The cut was perfect for her, showing off her delectable curves, a hint of cleavage, the teasing glimpse of her smooth legs as she walked. The color fell to her ankles. The dark copper was a sign of Maxim’s claim as her primary male, the color representative of the Rone family. Everyone who saw her would know she belonged to us. Even though her collar was still black, a sign she was not fully claimed, the dress would protect her. No one dared to approach a female wearing another warrior’s colors.

      At least, that was how things had been on Prillon Prime. Here, with so many unmated males and so few women? I had to hope honor and chivalry would hold the others in check until they could be processed for their own mates.

      Hope for a matched mate of their own would likely keep many from approaching her. And yet, her very presence was the reason they had any hope at all.

      “You’re both staring.” She glanced down at herself. “Is something wrong? The dress was a little confusing to put on, but it’s not like my hem is stuck in my underwear, since I’m not wearing any.”

      She glared at Maxim then and he grinned in reply.

      “There is no need for you to cover your pussy. Only your mates will know you’re bare.”

      “I’d be bare beneath some panties, too,” she countered.

      Maxim went over to her, put his hand on the long length of the dress and started to pull it up. I watched as the smooth line of her pale leg appeared.

      “Yes, but then I wouldn’t be able to cup you, like this.” Her eyes fell closed as his hand settled over her. “Or slip my finger into your pussy, like this.”

      When he leaned in and murmured in her ear, her eyes fell closed. “Anytime I want.”

      She moaned when he slipped his fingers free and allowed the dress to slide back to the floor. Keeping her gaze, Maxim slipped his glistening fingers into his mouth and licked them clean.

      I had to press my palm against my cock, the damn thing throbbed knowing she was hot and wet for us. “Fuck, we have to go before we never leave.”

      Maxim held out his hand and Rachel took it, although the flush of her cheeks and her blurry gaze made me think she’d rather just stay in our suite as well.
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      Ryston

      

      “Thank you, Governor Rone, for inviting us to dine with you and your new mate. We are honored to be here.” Prime Nial’s voice broke through all the various conversations around the large square table. The table seated forty guests, ten on each side. While there were governors chosen by challenge and combat to rule the various bases on the planet, a square table meant everyone seated was an equal, which was how it was to be on The Colony. Equal respect for all who had served, and sacrificed so much, to protect the citizens of the Coalition planets.

      As leader of all Prillons, whether they be on Prillon Prime, stationed on one of the many battleships, or here on The Colony, the Prime would have been seated at the head of the table. But he didn’t seem to mind his even placement with everyone else. His mate, Jessica, sat on his right and his second, Ander, on her right, protecting her between them. As it should be.

      Jessica, like Rachel, was a human female from Earth, but that was where their similarities ended. Rachel was small and curvy, with rich brown hair and soft brown eyes. Her skin a soft, smooth cream with just a hint of brown.

      Jessica, or Queen Deston, as I was honored to address her, was taller than my mate and golden like me. Her hair was a shining gold that fell past her shoulders and her eyes were blue, like glaciers on Earth, startling above full pink lips and skin so pale I could trace the lines of her veins in her wrists. She was a beauty, to be sure, and both of her mates, Prime Nial and the gigantic warrior he’d chosen as his second, Ander, never left her side. In fact, they rarely took their eyes from their mate, and I understood their obsession.

      I could not stop staring at Rachel, at her creamy skin, her soft curves, her expressive eyes. Every emotion I felt from her through the collar turned my head, making me desperate to see her face, to learn the contours of her eyes when she was happy, or angry or aroused.

      The last I’d learned well, and couldn’t wait to see on her face once more.

      As my cock rose beneath the table, Rachel squirmed in her seat between me and Maxim. With a soft laugh, she hit my thigh under the table. “Stop that. I have to eat.”

      Maxim chuckled but didn’t say a word. He didn’t need to. I’d started things, my lusty thoughts of Rachel’s mouth stretched wide over my cock had made her pussy grow wet. I could smell it, and the sweet scent of her arousal did nothing to rein in my thoughts. Apparently, Maxim was all too aware of her body’s reaction, for seconds later, his own lust blasted through the collars.

      “You two are such a pain. Seriously.” Rachel leaned forward and lifted her cup half full of Atlan wine to her lips. “Knock it off. I can’t think.”

      Three other governors had transported to join the meal, as well as an Earth warrior who lived on Base 3. His name was Captain Brooks. I had run into him a few times since his arrival at The Colony. The warriors from Earth had only recently joined the war with the Hive, and even fewer survived the enemy once captured. Captain Brooks was one of no more than a couple-dozen humans to survive. And despite Earth’s claims of advancement, they had not wanted their Hive-contaminated warriors back any more than Prillon, or Atlan, or any of the other worlds.

      We were all lost souls here. Lost, until first Jessica, and now Rachel, had chosen contaminated mates. Accepted us.

      Their presence was a beacon for every warrior on the planet.

      Rachel had insisted on finding Brooks immediately upon arrival for dinner. She seemed relieved by his presence, as well as by the Queen’s. While I’d left Prillon Prime for battle and never returned because of banishment, I had always been surrounded by my brothers, other Prillon warriors.

      Rachel was the only matched mate assigned to The Colony from the Brides Program. There were a few female warriors banished to The Colony because of their Hive integrations, but they had been claimed quickly, mated and settled. Rachel, though, was different. She was from Earth, knew nothing of our ways, of the ways of any of the other planets’ warriors who lived on The Colony. Nor did she know what it was like to be contaminated. She was the only untainted one among us living on The Colony. She was the alien here.

      I tried to imagine the courage it would take for her to leap into her new life, and found myself in awe of our lovely bride once more. She laughed and talked and smiled, no matter the oddity or deformity left by the Hive, from strange silver eyes with no color, to completely artificial limbs made of metal, or bald heads coated with neural wiring, she treated all with generosity and respect.

      She made me proud and shocked that I was lucky enough to be one of her chosen warriors. I realized earlier, as I watched her reach out and touch a male’s metallic arm without flinching, saw the shocked wonder in the Atlan warrior’s eyes, that she wasn’t mine.

      I was hers.

      Three days, and she owned me.

      Then there was the Earth warrior. I should rip his head from his shoulders for the interest our mate had in him. But it was not lust, but keen interest in seeing a somewhat familiar face, or at least familiar facial features. He’d brought a smile to her pursed lips and eased the tenseness of her shoulders. Maxim or I could have fucked her to soothe her, but her need to find someone similar, with similar customs and backgrounds, would not have been appeased. We were not from Earth.

      And so, albeit grudgingly, we let her near Captain Brooks. They spoke of strange things such as burritos and something called a TV with a familiarity I envied.

      Prime Nial rose and we all turned to listen as he lifted his glass in a salute. “We wish to hear about our newest—and only—Colony mate.”

      A shiver raced over Rachel’s skin and her anxiety at being the center of attention hit me hard, right in the chest.

      Beneath the table, I placed my hand on her thigh, a sign that her mates were here with her. Her gaze lifted to mine, then Maxim’s, and finally to Prime Nial. I followed suit, turning to look at the new Prime of our home world. He was average height for a Prillon warrior, but his left eye was completely silver, as was a good portion of the left side of his face. He was clearly contaminated with Hive technology, and I’d heard rumors that much of the left side of his body was silver as well.

      He was frightening to look upon, but by some miracle, by the grace and love of the woman seated next to him, he had challenged for leadership of our world and changed things, for all of us.

      Rachel licked her lips and I turned to find her gaze had drifted from Prime Nial to his second, Ander. Ander was not contaminated, not by Prillon standards. He did not have Hive implants. But he was huge, even for a Prillon warrior. His face was scarred, a blade clearly having nearly cut his eye from the socket, the deep, wide scar running from mid-forehead, through his brow, along the outside of his eye where the gash continued from cheek to chest.

      I wondered how he’d survived. And, perhaps even more miraculously, how such a beauty as Queen Deston could love a silver-eyed contaminate and a scarred monster.

      Their combined presence was like a drug to every Colony warrior. The Prime was contaminated far beyond most of the warriors here, myself included. If there was hope for him, and for ugly fucking bastards like Ander, there was hope for all of us.

      Prime Nial tilted his head at my mate and raised his brow in an obvious command for her to respond. I squeezed her thigh again and Maxim settled his hand at the base of her neck. We surrounded her with strength and she took a deep breath to answer her new leader, for she was one of us now. I wasn’t going to let her go.

      “I am…well, I was…a biochemist. I got my PhD last year and was in charge of research and development at a drug company on Earth called GloboPharma.”

      Queen Deston, Jessica, leaned forward, her expression pleased. “You’re a doctor? That’s so cool. What were you working on?”

      “Not a medical doctor, but a doctor of science,” Rachel clarified. “I worked in a research lab on a cure for cancer.” Rachel shook her head, her smile sad. “But we killed more people than we helped. The CEO falsified my reports with the FDA to get the drug approved. When it hit the market things went bad, people died, and they hung the whole thing on my head and walked away with a slap on the wrist and some fines.”

      I didn’t know what the abbreviations meant but I knew she’d been falsely accused and found guilty.

      “That stinks. But why were you in jail? They don’t usually put people away for stuff like that, do they?” Queen Deston took a sip of her dark purple wine and looked at my mate over the rim of the glass. “Or did you volunteer for the Brides Program?”

      Rachel looked down at the food on her plate, took a deep breath. “I was convicted of fraud, conspiracy, forgery, lying under oath, and facing so many civil lawsuits I’d never get out from under them.”

      Prime Nial’s dark brows winged up. “How many innocents died?”

      “At least four hundred.” Shame, dark and ugly wormed its way into Rachel’s heart at the confession and I longed to take her into my arms almost as much as I wanted to punch Prime Nial in the face for upsetting her.

      “Four hundred dead. That is, indeed, a serious accusation.”

      Queen Deston jumped to Rachel’s defense. “But she didn’t do it.” The woman lifted her glass to my mate in a gesture of solidarity and respect. “I totally believe you.”

      Rachel’s cheeks turned an interesting shade of pink. “Thank you.”

      “And it’s not all bad. You ended up here, the sweet cream filling between two hard Prillon Oreos.”

      Rachel nearly choked on her wine. Captain Brooks coughed, loudly, and I suspected he hid his own laughter behind the gesture when Rachel’s cheeks went from pink to bright red. I didn’t know what an Oreo was, but it was blatant Earth innuendo, I was sure. Queen Deston’s laughter rang out around the room as her second, her monster of a warrior, Ander, scowled at her. “Behave yourself, mate.”

      But Queen Deston simply laughed harder and lifted her hand to his cheek, placing a quick kiss on his lips that effectively silenced his protests.

      I understood his dazed but resigned look well.

      When Rachel touched me with such tenderness, I could deny her nothing. That did not mean I would not discover what an Oreo was once we were alone in our suite.

      Maxim cleared his throat and the laughter faded. “I do not care about her past. She is my matched mate. I have chosen Captain Ryston Rayall as my second. And we are here to celebrate the arrival of a new era on The Colony.”

      Prime Nial nodded. “How many of your warriors have submitted to the Brides Program testing?”

      “Doctor Surnen?” Maxim turned to the Base 3 doctor and Rachel’s anxiety at being on display, at being watched by so many strangers, morphed to a quiet, simmering hatred.

      So, my mate had not yet forgiven us the mistake of taking her to the examination room upon her arrival. I rubbed her leg gently, renewing my determination to fuck that anger out of her later.

      The doctor cleared his throat. “Prior to Lady Rone’s arrival, less than ten percent of Base 3’s warriors had submitted to the testing. But since then, the testing rates have tripled. Every warrior on Base 3 will be processed in the next six weeks.”

      Prime Nial nodded and addressed Governor Bryck of Base 2. “And your warriors, Bryck?”

      The large man nodded with a grin. “I confess, I myself have not yet been tested. However,” he paused, glancing from Queen Deston to Rachel with a look close to hunger in his eyes, “I will correct that immediately once I return.”

      “Excellent news.” Prime Nial congratulated us as cheers went up around the table. “The gods blessed you, Governor Rone. Ryston.”

      “Indeed.” I could not help but agree as I looked at my beautiful mate.
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      Rachel

      

      I met Jessica’s mischievous gaze across the table and nearly burst out laughing.

      The cream filling in the middle of a Prillon Oreo?

      Really?

      Of course, she would know. And her mates were even bigger than mine. The Prime was scary, with his strange silver eye. But the other one just looked mean. The scar that ran down the side of his face gave me a shiver as I wondered what it would be like to be bossed around by him in bed.

      Hot. That’s what. Really fucking hot. Not that I had any complaints. My mates kept me well occupied, and they hadn’t even taken me together, not yet. I’d heard that Jessica let her mates claim her on a live broadcast to billions of people, after some kind of gladiator-style battle, in the middle of a freaking arena. With thousands of real people watching, in person, cheering her on.

      Sex as a spectator sport. The woman had balls of steel. Seriously.

      Holy crap. Jessica was awesome, like a sister already, and the queen of an entire freaking planet. Captain Brooks was a Chicago Cubs fan, loved crime thrillers and super-hero movies, and swore he could make the best apple pie on The Colony, thanks to his favorite grandmother’s secret family recipe.

      Here I was, sitting between two alien warriors, eating with a table full of aliens from at least five different worlds, and it felt like home.

      God, life was weird. And unpredictable. And sometimes, totally amazing. Three days here and I already knew I couldn’t go back to the life I had before.

      Some die-hard rebel I’d turned out to be. Blow my mind with a couple of aggressive lovers with huge cocks, make me scream from a few orgasms, make me feel beautiful and cherished and wanted…long story short—I was a goner. Suddenly, all the political bullshit on Earth didn’t matter quite as much.

      But still. People had died. And they’d covered it up so they could pull the same crap again.

      Unless I stopped them. Somehow. From halfway across the universe. I knew I was on a different planet, but it suddenly struck me that I had absolutely no idea where I was relative to anything else. Earth. The sun. Everyone and everything I’d known my entire life.

      All I’d cared about for the last three days was hot, bend-me-over-and-make-me-yours sex. Being with Maxim and Ryston was so good, so consuming, that I’d completely lost myself in them, in their emotions and their physical dominance. In the pleasure I found between them. I’d always prided myself on being a smart, educated, independent woman. But they made me feel like—more. And less. And my brain was having a serious argument with my heart about the whole damn mess.

      Guilt assailed me and I took another sip of the wine they’d transported in from a planet called Atlan. It was quite good, but not strong enough to wipe away my desire to make sure GloboPharma’s CEO couldn’t hurt more people back home.

      I would have to find a way to contact my attorney, John, and make sure something was done. I might be on another planet, but that didn’t mean I had to let it go.

      I lifted my gaze to discover Jessica’s huge second mate, a warrior named Ander, watching me closely. “Like my mate, you were innocent of your crime?”

      I was rather proud of myself for not fidgeting under his scrutiny. “Yes.”

      “Just as our Jessica was innocent. It seems your Earth judicial system is somewhat defective.”

      Jessica leaned over and rested her head on his shoulder as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Ander responded immediately, wrapping his arm around her and rubbing her back in a gentle gesture completely at odds with his massive size and frightening face.

      “Yes, it is. I followed the letter of the law. When I learned the truth of the crimes, about all the people being hurt or dying, I shared it.”

      “People don’t want the truth, Rachel. We are the truth, the truth about Earth’s new enemy, and yet they hide us here,” Captain Brooks’ voice was resigned and filled with bitterness. “I can’t go home, any more than you can.”

      All eyes turned to him.

      “No longer,” Prime Nial raised his voice to make sure it would carry to the far corners of the room. Yet there was no need. The captain’s words created a vacuum of sound, as if none dared speak the words themselves, but waited to hear the Prime’s response. “My mate has been quite insistent, telling everyone who will listen of your bravery, veteran. Prillon laws are not Earth’s laws. You are free to leave, to return to your home planet where you will be lauded for your service.”

      The captain glanced at Lady Jessica. “You’re from Earth. From the United States. Do you think I’d be lauded for my bravery looking like this?”

      The captain rose from his seat and lifted his armor off over his head. None moved to stop him and I stared, shocked at the sight of his bare chest. More than half of his torso was covered in the strange silver circuitry that was identical to what covered Ryston’s temple. The lower half of his left arm was completely silver, so much so that I wondered how I had not noticed the dark glove he wore earlier, when he’d shaken my hand. I’d been so happy to have someone from home to talk to, that I hadn’t paid it any attention. His right arm, from the elbow down, looked like a robotic attachment, with not an ounce of human skin in sight. Odd black markings, like veins, streaked in bizarre patterns within his remaining human flesh, starting at the edge of the implants where man met machine. He was like Inspector Gadget meets the Terminator.

      “There is more. On my back, down my left leg.” He bowed at the waist, first to Jessica, then to me. “Lauded, ladies? Or feared? I thank you for the pretty dreams, Prime Nial, but Earth is not so advanced as you might believe.” He held Jessica’s gaze, demanding an answer. “Well? This is our reality now, my lady. There is no going home. Not for any of us.”

      Jessica stood and every eye in the room followed the movement. “I was a soldier on Earth. I spent eight years in active duty military, in the Army. My mate, the Prime of your world, carries the marks of his time with the Hive. I love him. The silver in his eye, the marks on his flesh, mean nothing to me. He is mine. Lady Rone is the first bride matched to The Colony, and from the way she looks at her mates, I do not doubt she feels the same way about her warriors. Go through the testing, gentlemen. Have a little faith. If you don’t believe you can return home, to a normal life, then make a new life here with your matched mate. A new normal. Live. Don’t allow fear to stop you. The Brides Program will not send you a mate who can’t love you for who and what you are. Rachel? Am I wrong?”

      The silence lingered and Jessica turned to me. Both of my mates watched me with rapt attention and I knew they, too, awaited my answer.
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      Rachel

      

      These warriors on The Colony planet were hurting and lost. I didn’t understand when Warden Egara had tried to tell me how important the Interstellar Brides Program was. I didn’t get it. But seeing Captain Brooks bare himself to all, vulnerable and ashamed, was like a knife to my heart. He was human, a former special ops soldier. Tough as nails, reduced to shaming himself in public and defying me to reject him.

      I stood slowly, feeling the weight of every word before I spoke it. “Meeting a matched mate for the first time goes far deeper than anything you can imagine. I knew as soon as I saw them. I felt the connection. I can’t describe what happened to me when I first glimpsed Maxim, when I heard his voice, or the first time Ryston kissed me, but had one of them been like you, Captain Brooks, nothing I see now would stop me from wanting them.”

      Maxim’s hand settled on the back of my thigh, Ryston’s reached for mine and entwined our fingers as a cheer went up in the room.

      Hope was like a drug, and now it appeared every warrior in the room was drunk with it.

      The rest of the meal passed in a blur. Captain Brooks put his shirt back on and we ate a feast of fresh fruit that burst on my tongue like half-melted orange sherbet and blueberries with lime. The main course served to the men was some strange type of meat nearly two inches thick. Ready to groan in protest, I was delighted when a plate of fresh lasagna loaded with marinara and cheese was placed before me.

      Happy, I looked to Jessica, who grinned at me like a coconspirator. I noticed that Captain Brooks, too, had been served the Earth dish. It seemed that conformity on The Colony was to not conform. No one had the same Cyborg integrations. Everyone was different. Different planets, different experiences, even different tastes in food.

      As the meal progressed, so did Maxim’s hand, moving from my shoulder to my back, then to my knee. That lasted a few minutes before his hand tugged on my right knee and Ryston’s on my left, pulling my legs apart beneath the skirted table.

      I really should have protested, but the lust and pride, the raw desire and tenderness bombarding me from my mates made me helpless to resist them as they teased me, their fingers so very close to my center, but never quite touching.

      Not that I was a horny teenager, and I knew this wasn’t the place, but their hot, heavy hands so close to my pussy kept me on edge, a constant reminder that they were mine.

      Several times I glanced at Captain Brooks to find him watching me with a strange look in his eye.

      Once dinner was done, I swatted my mates’ hands away and rose. “I want to go talk to Captain Brooks.”

      “I will go with you,” Ryston offered at once, and I was glad of the company. I liked the captain, but being in a room full of strange men, all of them capable of literally ripping my body in half with their enhanced cyborg strength, did make me a little nervous.

      Maxim nodded as we passed. He had been pulled into a conversation with Governor Bryck seated on his right, a giant brute of a man, an Atlan Beast, Ryston told me, who ruled Base 2. I thought my Prillon warriors were big, but an Atlan…

      I approached the captain slowly. His plate of food barely half eaten. He looked a little off, as if ill.

      My hand was on his shoulder before Ryston could stop me. “Are you all right, Captain? You look a little green. And not because you’re a frog man.”

      He’d told me earlier that he was a Navy SEAL and had volunteered to fight in the Coalition Fleet with his older brother two days after the first Prillon ships made contact with Earth. His brother was still out there somewhere. Still fighting, as I knew Brooks wished he could be.

      He raised his head to look at me and I gasped. The black streaks I’d noticed earlier on his chest and shoulder had spread up his neck onto his cheek, like infection spreading out from a wound. “No. Something isn’t right. I can’t—my head—it hurts.”

      Shit. Shit. Shit. He toppled over and I tried to hold him up, but he was a lot bigger than I was, and dead weight.

      Ryston’s arms grabbed him from behind and kept him from pushing me down with him. My mate shouted over his shoulder. “Get the doctor. Now!”

      Everyone scrambled and the doctor, the asshole I still hadn’t quite forgiven for that almost “exam” he’d wanted to give me, rushed forward with his little wand as Ryston lowered Captain Brooks to the floor.

      “What are those black streaks?” Prime Nial’s voice broke through the silence.

      The doctor answered, but did not look up from his patient. “We don’t know. They started showing up a few weeks ago. Nothing shows on the ReGen scans. After a few days, they fade. I assumed it was a new virus or other antigen native to The Colony. We are still discovering new things about this world every day.”

      “That doesn’t look like it faded, Doctor,” Ryston added.

      “He’s the first human to be infected. Their immune system and physiology is different.” The doctor looked into the captain’s eyes, checked his pulse, looked at his little wand thing again as I held Captain Brooks head in my lap. Brooks was still breathing, barely, and I didn’t want him to feel like he was alone, just in case. I ran my hand through his hair, over and over, just holding him, soothing him as much as I could.

      “He’s got trace amounts of Quell in his system.” The doctor’s words made Ryston stiffen beside me and I ran my fingers along the captain’s brow, hoping he could feel my touch even as I wondered what the hell was going on. Was some kind of infection spreading through him?

      “Quell? Are you sure?” Maxim asked.

      “Yes.” The doctor answered without looking up.

      What was Quell? Why was Maxim’s rage so strong that my throat tightened and I had to fight not to vomit lasagna all over the floor? And was it true, Captain Brooks was the first human affected? Did they not understand human physiology? Didn’t Earth give the Coalition doctors data on human physiology before we sent our soldiers, and our brides, out into space?

      Three stuttering breaths and the captain went into convulsions.

      Ryston yanked me back, out of the way, as four huge warriors came to hold Brooks down. It seemed to go on forever and I held onto Ryston for dear life. Maxim joined us, placing his body between me and the sight of the captain shuddering and shaking on the floor.

      When it was finally over, the doctor shook his head.

      “He’s dead.”
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      Maxim

      

      A warrior had just died before us all. During the celebration meal with the Prime in attendance. It didn’t bode well for The Colony, and especially Base 3. But that was all secondary to my mate. I worried for her most of all. Had she seen someone die before? Everyone in the room, aside from Lady Jessica, had fought the Hive, been captured and tortured. They knew what it was like to endure, to face death and choose. Cling to life, fight and claw back from the brink, or turn away and allow death to take you. From my own personal hell at the hands of the Hive, I had often wondered if I’d made the right choice. Before Rachel, I sometimes imagined death to be a better choice than survival.

      For up until a few days ago when I was matched to Rachel, that was all I’d been doing. Surviving. My brother still served, mated to a human female, a doctor from Earth. Both my brother and his mate, Doctor Rone, served on Battleship Brekk. He had a reason to keep on fighting.

      Even that had been taken from me. Until now. Until Rachel.

      Just as Prime Nial had said before all fucking hell broke loose, it was time to live.

      But now, fuck. Now our mate had witnessed the cruel death of one of her own. She was in my arms, stiff and unyielding. She wouldn’t give over to my embrace, to the protective shield of my arms. My body couldn’t shelter nor soothe her. She didn’t allow me to comfort her, or shelter her from what happened. No, she fought to be released, to return to Captain Brooks’ side.

      My mate was a warrior in her own way. Perhaps she did not carry a weapon, but her mind was sharp as a blade, and I could feel her emotions clearly through the collar. She was not afraid. She was angry. Determined. Stubborn. And so damn beautiful, her fierce resolve only made me want her more.

      “It was Quell. Without doubt. Clearly, he was weak,” Doctor Surnen’s voice was filled with disgust and Rachel stiffened at his tone. Her contempt for the doctor blasted me through the collar like poison in my mind. Obviously, the doctor had not made a good first impression. And my mate had neither forgiven nor forgotten their first encounter.

      Rachel pushed out of my hold and spun on her heel, her dress swirling around her. “I have no idea what the hell this Quell is, but he wasn’t weak. He was a SEAL, Doctor. Have some respect.” Her words were clipped and full of disdain.

      I didn’t like Doctor Surnen, never had, but he knew what he was doing. He was brilliant, and had saved more than one warrior’s life since I’d known him. Many citizens of The Colony arrived immediately after their rescue from Hive captivity, broken and barely recognizable. The doctor always managed to bring them back. Always. He saved what no one else thought could be saved. For that, if nothing else, he’d earned my respect.

      “My lady.” Doctor Surnen lifted his head to look at my mate. “I meant no offense to you. Quell is a chemical substance well known on The Colony. It alters the chemicals in the brain to make a user feel happy, to soften the agony of their new life. The Hive Integration Units adapt the biosynthetics of our systems to manufacture and release trace amounts. When we are cut off from the Hive frequencies, those command functions are lost and the cyborg cells stop manufacturing the drug. Many can’t adapt. They become dependent.”

      “So it’s a drug? Is it legal here?”

      “No.” I answered before the doctor could upset her further. “The Hive uses it to speed up the metabolism and weaken the minds of their captives during the integration process. After that, it’s kept at a constant level in our bloodstreams to weaken our minds and make sure we are—biddable.”

      She looked down at the captain, her eyes narrowed with thought. “So, it’s a mind-altering high, like Ecstasy back home. Makes you feel happy? Content?”

      The doctor raised a brow. “I am not familiar with the term ecstasy outside of a sexual context. But, Quell is often misused by our warriors trying to cope with the dark reality of their new status.”

      “Status?” Rachel stepped closer to the doctor, standing over him like a shadow.

      “As less. Contaminated. Outcasts.” The doctor ignored my mate, waving the ReGen wand over Captain Brooks’ corpse from head to toe. I didn’t like the way he worded that. The warriors present did not need to hear such dark words from our healer. Our cyborg implants were a cruel reminder of how we’d fought and survived.

      “You’re an asshole.” Queen Deston pushed to the front to stand next to my mate and the two women shared a look I had no hope of deciphering without the connection I shared with Rachel. Agreement. Accord. Friendship. “And Rachel is right. If he was a SEAL, he was tough. I don’t believe he would rip his shirt off at dinner, challenge us like that, and then curl into a ball and drop dead from a drug overdose. No way.”

      Rachel nodded. “I want to run some tests.”

      The Earth women were not happy about what had happened to one of their own.

      Queen Deston tilted her head as Ander and Prime Nial flanked her, two of the scariest bastards I’d ever had the pleasure to meet. The Queen lifted her hand to Rachel’s shoulder. “Okay, Miss PhD in BioChem. Figure out what the hell really happened. He’s a veteran. He’s ours. I want answers, because this is bullshit.”

      He’s a veteran. He’s ours.

      The words silenced the entire room as every warrior present absorbed the two women’s reactions. We’d all been labeled outcasts. Less. But veteran was a term of respect offered by our Queen. We’d protected our people and survived the worst hell imaginable. Her acceptance and support was a balm, but it also hurt, like ripping the edges of a freshly healed wound. But it was a pain I welcomed.

      “There is no doubt some on The Colony abuse Quell, but not everyone,” I countered.

      Doctor Surnen rose to his feet and acquiesced with a nod. “I do not mean to offend, Lady Rone, but based on these test results, Captain Brooks was one of them.”

      Rachel looked down at the captain, still on the floor. “I just spoke to him not long ago. He submitted to the brides testing protocol yesterday, seemed eager to be matched. A warrior drowning himself in illegal drugs to ease his agony, wouldn’t have gotten tested,” she countered. Yes, she’d picked up on the doctor’s ill-chosen word.

      “You are new to The Colony and do not know the mental anguish we face,” the doctor countered. “You saw how upset he was by having the Hive integrations.”

      “That is true,” Rachel replied, clearly thinking of the man stripping off his shirt during a dinner with the Prime. Would that have been appropriate behavior at an Earth function? “But I know Earth men. And I know human physiology and how our bodies react to drugs. That was my job.”

      “Yes, and you poisoned and killed hundreds of people.”

      I snarled, taking a step toward the doctor, Ryston beside me.

      “Careful,” I growled, my hands clenching into fists.

      Prime Nial stepped between us. “You will apologize to Lady Rone. You know nothing of her time on Earth, or her past. I believe in her innocence, as do her mates. By baldly stating otherwise, you disrespect their match, the governor of your base, as well as me, the leader of all Prillon people.”

      The doctor looked contrite, but only for being called out by the Prime, not because he felt mistaken for his words.

      He pursed his lips, bowed his head. “I apologize, Prime Nial. Governor.”

      “Fuck this. Don’t apologize to us. Apologize to Lady Rone,” I bit out through clenched teeth.

      “My deepest apologies, Lady Rone.”

      Rachel waved her hand in the air as if none of the men in the room were of any consequence and spoke to the Queen. “Quell in the captain’s system means nothing. It doesn’t indicate how it got into his system. Maybe he took the drug himself. Maybe not. Maybe, he was poisoned with it. Has that drug ever caused that effect before, the black streaks in his skin?”

      “No.”

      She was right. I’d never seen anything like that before today. While I sensed my mate’s anger and frustration at the doctor, I was also proud of her and amazed to catch a glimpse of her scientific brain at work. There was no time to waste. We needed to learn the truth about the captain’s death. If the cause was nefarious, then we needed to gather the evidence now. Any vague guessing by the doctor or anyone else would only hinder the investigation. And doom more warriors to the same fate.

      And if I was in danger, if my people were in danger, I needed to know. Now. I no longer had the luxury of patience. I returned my attention to the doctor.

      “Any death on The Colony is to be investigated. A quick pass with the ReGen wand is not sufficient, Doctor. Take him to the medical station for testing. The truth must be discovered.” I turned and faced Rachel, cupped her cheek. “No matter what it is.”

      She blinked her dark eyes. We both knew that sometimes the truth wasn’t what we wanted to hear. And no matter what the truth might turn out to be, I had complete faith in her ability to remain objective. The rest of us, the doctor included, I did not trust in this regard. We all had too much bias, too much at stake. We had all accepted the easy answer, the expected answer, too readily. Quell. It had been a problem for several years, and no sooner had we chased one supplier from the planet, another always seemed to rise to take his place.

      I looked to Rachel briefly, then glanced at Prime Nial. I saw his mind at work as my mate’s words sank in. I didn’t sense any doubt in her statements, only steadfast objectivity. Looking to Ryston, I saw the second his mind understood what she was suggesting.

      The Prime was not a man to mince words. “You’re suggesting something more sinister is going on here? That this was murder?”

      Rachel shrugged, but looked our leader in the eye. “I don’t know. The doctor’s initial test may be correct. Captain Brooks could have simply overdosed on Quell. Initial indications with your…wand thing, I’m sure, are accurate to a certain degree. But they do not provide all the details. I only knew him a short time, but he did not strike me as a drug addict. He was smart and had a wicked sense of humor. We should not limit our focus. If something truly is happening here, then that kind of assumption is exactly what your enemies would want you to do.”

      “What enemies?” the Prime asked.

      Rachel shrugged. “I am new here and don’t know the politics.” She glanced at me. I knew politics and if Rachel was considering the possibility of murder, then we were in trouble.

      A med team came into the room bearing a stretcher. They swiftly scooped up the captain’s body and covered him with a sheet.

      “Take him to the morgue, but I want a guard on him until we arrive. Pull all the samples needed for testing, but I want the body to remain until Rachel is finished with her examination.” The warriors carrying the captain nodded and left the room as the doctor’s face turned a dark shade of orange.

      “Me?” Rachel asked.

      “Yes. You. Your expertise will be needed as well.”

      The look she gave me then was…well, there was no word for it. It wasn’t love. It wasn’t hope. It wasn’t surprise. It hurt a little, the fact that she hadn’t expected me to include her, to have her think I didn’t consider her smart enough, that her education and experience didn’t warrant her participation just because she was…what? A female? From Earth? Just a mate?

      Hell, The Colony was a place where everyone felt left out, felt useless, unnecessary. Defective in the head just because an eye had an optical implant, or the muscles in the arm had been contaminated with biosynthetic Hive technology. I knew, as all the warriors on The Colony did, exactly what it felt like to be cast aside. Worthless. Weak.

      I wouldn’t do that to Rachel. Not only because she was my mate, but because she was her. No one on The Colony would want her to feel inept or incompetent. My mate was much more than a female to fuck. Her mind was like a computer, already working through possible answers. Thinking. Asking questions we hadn’t thought to ask. She was an outsider and a scientist who may have discovered a veiled problem on our planet. She was perfect. Strong. And so damn beautiful my heart hurt just looking at her.

      “I am perfectly capable of performing an autopsy, Governor.” Doctor Surnen crossed his large arms over his chest and scowled.

      Speaking of fucking politics. “I know, Doctor. I do not doubt your abilities. But Rachel is a stranger here, and a doctor on her world. She studied human bodies and how they work. I ask you to allow her to assist, to look for something that we, as Prillons, might miss.”

      “Excellent idea,” Prime Deston agreed. “Never underestimate a woman, Doctor. She is human. Allow her to honor her fallen friend.”

      The doctor glanced from me to my mate and his shoulders slumped. “Of course. Lady Rone, you are welcome in my lab.”

      “Thank you.” Rachel’s soft voice carried and it seemed like a spell had been broken. Everyone who had been frozen with shock suddenly seemed to reanimate at double speed. Dishes clattered as the tables were cleared. Voices rose in volume as speculation ran rampant through the room and those who had witnessed the captain’s collapse spread the word. Soon, the entire planet would know what had happened here. And we needed to be able to give them answers.

      “Doctor, gather your team and determine the exact cause of death. If Captain Brooks has a hair out of place, anything suspicious or out of the ordinary, I want to know about it.”

      The doctor inclined his chin, turned on his heel and walked away. When I stood with Rachel tucked into my side, Ryston beside her and the Prime, Ander and Queen Deston in a small circle, the Prime’s frown made my skin crawl.

      “You know what this means, Governor. I’m sorry.”

      Fuck. I was afraid this would happen. “Let’s not make the announcement right away. I don’t want the men to lose hope, not when the taste is so fresh on their tongues.”

      Rachel’s hand slid down my arm and her small fingers wrapped around my wrist. “What is he talking about? What announcement?”

      Prime Deston looked down at my mate, his eyes clouded with regret. “No more brides.”

      “What? Why?” Rachel’s hand tightened like a vice.

      “It’s too dangerous,” I answered.

      She shook her head as I continued.

      “We can’t bring brides here, Rachel, not until we know exactly what’s happening to us.”

      “It’s one man. Just one.”

      “No, love. I’m afraid it’s not.” I looked at Ryston, who nodded his head and I shook my arm free of Rachel’s hold and rolled the sleeve of my dress tunic up far enough to expose the Hive implants. The Queen’s soft cry assured me I’d made my point even before Rachel’s fingertips traced the silver lines of the implants, and the black maze that spread like a web from shoulder to wrist just below the surface of my skin.

      “What? When did this happen?” She lifted her gaze to mine, her eyes glassy with unshed tears. “You didn’t have this last night when you were…”

      Naked and buried balls deep? Making her whimper and shiver and beg for release? No. A few hours ago, I’d had nothing to worry about. And now, I had the precursor of death spreading in my flesh.
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      My mates escorted me down the color-coordinated hallways to our suite. They remained silent. I could sense their anger and hostility, but I was deep in thought. Sadness. Captain Brooks had not died from an overdose. While he had been upset at what the Hive had done to his body, he was a fighter. I refused to believe he would submit to the Brides Program’s testing, and then drown himself in drugs. And right before a formal dinner?

      No way. I knew pain. I’d witnessed countless people fighting for every last ounce of breath as cancer ate them away from the inside. I knew what defeat looked like. And Captain Brooks had not looked defeated. He’d looked mad as hell, bitter but proud, ready to give this life a chance.

      Submitting to the Brides Program testing was the first step, and he’d taken it. All of the warriors on The Colony had the same anguish at being changed by the enemy, but they were not alone. Everyone had the same horrible things happen to them. But they survived and were building new lives, a new planet.

      Perhaps the captain had taken Quell. Perhaps he was using it to ease his mind. No doubt he had PTSD along with everyone else. That didn’t mean he died because of it. The black streaks, the duration it took for them to develop, it didn’t lead me to think it was an overdose. There was something else at play here. I wasn’t a clueless, eyes-on-the-microscope scientist any longer.

      Been there, done that. The naïve fool who’d trusted the company CEO to do what was right instead of what was profitable was long gone. I’d spent lengthy hours in my prison cell growing very familiar with how the bad guys worked, how they deceived.

      The door slid silently closed behind us. Ryston grabbed a weird-looking black thing, something like a TV remote from a table by the door and hurled it across the room.

      I jumped when it smashed into pieces, scattering on the floor in a shower of jagged shards. His rage was not quiet or controlled. It crushed him like he was a grape beneath a giant’s boot. His fear and anger were leaking from him as if he’d been torn in two.

      The image of Maxim’s arm haunted me even as I walked to the S-Gen unit and stepped onto the grid. “Medical uniform.”

      I gave the unit the order to create a medical uniform and stood quietly as the machine did its job, scanning my body and making my collar buzz as the connection was made to the S-Gen system. Once the buzzing stopped, I stepped back and waited as a dark green medical uniform appeared. I changed quickly, the dark green clothing felt thick and warm, comfortable and flexible, like scrubs back home. Soft, warm boots covered my feet, like forest-green suede with cotton lining. Comfortable. I could work in them for hours. Hours. Days. As long as it took to find answers.

      I smoothed my hand down over the fabric and took a deep breath. This was my armor. This was a battle I knew well, one I would win. Captain Brooks deserved justice, but that was not what drove me now. I was going to the medical station and I was going to figure this out. I would not lose my mate. I refused.

      “Maxim.” His name was barely more than a whisper, but he heard me. He closed the distance between us and pulled me into his arms as Ryston paced like a wild man at my back.

      Maxim was just as upset as Ryston, but he kept his feelings in check. Had I not known him well, I would assume it was because he was governor and that required some…diplomacy. But after spending three days with him, I knew calm, cool deliberation was simply his nature. But, that did not mean he was less affected. Ryston’s rage burst from him in a storm of destruction. Maxim’s rage was still bottled up inside, contained, an abyss of ice-cold fury eating him alive from the inside out. But his breathing and heart beat were steady. His hands did not shake. If not for the collar, I would not even know he was upset.

      “That doctor is an asshole,” Ryston bit out.

      He spun around and came over to me, his feelings hitting me like waves pounding the beach. I wanted to step back, but I didn’t. Instead, I turned to face him as he closed the distance between us. The aggression I felt through his collar wasn’t directed at me, but he sought something that only I could give him.

      Remarkably, it was a hug. His arms came around me and pulled me into him. My feet came off the floor and he lowered his face into the crook of my neck, just breathing me in.

      With the side of my head pressed against his chest, I could hear the steady beat of his heart, feel the warmth seep from him and into me.

      “I’m sorry, mate. I should not have lost my temper.”

      I shook my head, as much as his hold would allow, at his rough tone. “Don’t be. I want to throw something as well.”

      Maxim’s soft words made me shudder. “You believe there is something sinister going on. That we are being poisoned? Hunted like prey?”

      At Maxim’s words, Ryston released me, set me back on my feet. He turned me so my back was pressed against him, one of his big hands on my shoulder.

      “I don’t know,” I said. It was the truth. “As a scientist, I have no evidence to support it, at least not yet. If the doctor is correct, then Quell was the cause of Brooks’ death.” I walked to him and pushed at his sleeve. I needed to see his arm again, look at the web of death working its way through his skin. “But have you taken Quell?”

      “No. Never.”

      “Let me see.”

      Maxim complied by removing his shirt completely. Concerned as I was, I could not ignore the beauty of his heavily muscled chest and shoulders, the dark, creamy smoothness of his skin. I lifted my index finger and traced a single line of the black mark from biceps to shoulder. In the last few minutes, it had spread farther, moving at least two inches higher on his shoulder.

      “Son of a bitch.” I pushed at him and he complied, turning away so I could inspect the growing marks that now touched his back. “This is moving fast. We don’t have a lot of time.”

      Maxim turned, his hand closing over mine. I looked up at him and saw the whole freaking universe in his gaze. He believed in me. He was literally placing his life in my hands. “Rachel, you are a well-respected research scientist from your planet. You must find the answers we need.”

      “I’m not sure Doctor Surnen will cooperate.”

      A pulse of anger came at me from Ryston. “Fuck the doctor.”

      I turned to him. “What about you? Do you have creepy black stuff spreading through your flesh? I don’t want any more surprises.” I turned to frown at Maxim. “Or secrets.”

      Ryston turned to me, his right temple clearly on display. “I don’t know, mate. You tell me.”

      I leaned forward eagerly and pulled him into the light. With a sigh of relief, I turned his face and tugged him down for a quick kiss. “No. Thank God.”

      Knowing Maxim was in danger was terrifying. But if they’d both been in trouble, I wasn’t sure if I would have been able to cope.

      Lifting my hand to muss Ryston’s perfect golden hair, I pushed him away and reached for Maxim. “I’m going to figure this out.”

      “I have faith you will.”

      “You could die.” The words were barely more than a choked whisper.

      “If I do, you must vow to keep working, mate. Others will need your help.”

      I shook my head in denial, but he cupped my cheeks in his large hands and lifted my face to his. “Promise me. No matter what happens to me, you won’t give up. You’ll keep fighting, for Ryston, and for the others.”

      I could deny him nothing. “I promise.”

      He kissed me, hard and fast and all too briefly. “We don’t have a lot of time. We need answers. Captain Brooks was a good man. A human. You know more about your species than Doctor Surnen. I need you to figure out what is happening to my warriors.” He looked down at his arm. “And to me.”
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      Working in the medical station, I felt like a water skier handed a snowboard and shoved down the side of a mountain. Sure, in theory, skiing was skiing. Balance. Weight shifts. Dancing with gravity as you raced over the surface. But this lab was different than anything I’d ever seen before.

      A medical officer named Krael jumped to assist me the moment I’d walked in. The doctor ignored me, which was fine. But I didn’t like their instruments. I didn’t trust what I couldn’t see or measure myself. There was too much room for error in their gadgets. Who did the programming? How did I know whoever had calibrated the things even knew what they were doing? And were they designed to be used on a human being? Or were they full of alien physiology only?

      I frowned at the screen before me, populated with vitals and blood analysis done with the doctor’s handy little magic wand. “This doesn’t make sense. I need a biochemical analysis of his infected tissue only. Not this.” I waved my hands in the air. “This won’t work.”

      Krael leaned over my shoulder. “That is the complete chemical analysis, Lady Rone. I don’t understand.”

      “I don’t want to know what was in his entire body all at once, I only want to know what was in the tissue around his implants. Specifically, the black tissue. And the implants themselves.”

      He shook his head. “Why? Quell affects the mind.”

      I was going to strangle him. Where was a fucking punch biopsy, a simple slide kit and a basic microscope when I needed them? “Look. I don’t care what was in his head. I’ve seen your reports. The macrophage levels in the tissue surrounding the Hive implants are way too high. It’s like he just got the implants and his body is having a massive inflammatory reaction. I need to know what’s there. I need a microscope and slides. I need a complete blood count that I do myself.”

      “I do not know what you are asking for, my lady.”

      Doctor Surnen walked toward us, his nose buried in a tablet display screen. He hadn’t exactly been friendly, but he hadn’t gotten in my way either. “The human immune system is primitive, Krael. Primitive and highly aggressive. A human body will literally destroy itself trying to fight off a disease.” He raised his gaze to me and lifted his brows. “Or while attacking a foreign body.”

      Krael titled his head. “Such as the Hive implants.”

      “Yes.” I wanted to leap into the air. I’d been arguing with this guy for over an hour. “I need to look at the surface conformations of the absorbed proteins. I think his body was fighting the Hive implants. But there is too much activity. It’s like the implants were new. His inflammatory response would indicate an early phase cascade reaction instead of chronic. Please, can’t you guys conjure a basic microscope? Some glass slides? I’ll handle the blood counts and tissue samples myself.”

      Doctor Surnen nodded at the S-Gen unit in the corner of the medical station. “Try asking for one. Perhaps the system has your microscope in its database.”

      I nodded and walked to the S-Gen pad, placing my palm on the activation switch, as I’d been taught. We were in a large work area, away from the main treatment rooms. It felt like this room had been built to handle triage, or large-scale emergencies. Four surgical beds were spaced in the center of the room like statues, the bright lights, hovering wands and gadgets something I would work to understand later. Right now, I just wanted a fucking microscope. I needed to see the Hive implants. Krael told me the Hive technology was biosynthetic, engineered, living tissue that actually fused with the host’s cells. I needed to see what they looked like.

      Maybe the two cells weren’t getting along very well. Based on the white cell counts I’d seen coming from Captain Brooks’ blood work, his body had been in a full-scale war with something. And that something was attacking my mate right this moment, eating away at his flesh, waiting to kill him, just like it killed Brooks.

      Over my dead body.

      “Tilting LED microscope, cytology configuration, 3500 times magnification.” I had little hope that my request was going to work, but hopped up and down once when the piece of equipment materialized on the S-Gen pad. Krael explained that it was an adaptation of their current transport technology. S-Gen stood for Spontaneous Matter Generator, and anything that had been programmed into the system could be acquired with a basic verbal request, from food to clothing to…lab equipment.

      Now I had my microscope. Complete with the stupid power cord. I asked for glass slides and slide covers next. Picking up the end of the cord, I turned to the doctor. “Okay. Where can I plug this in?”
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      The green medical uniform I wore was comfortable and loose, but that was small relief as I walked back to the suite I shared with my mates. My mind actually ached, exhausted from hours of poring over chemical analysis, tissue slides and blood count results.

      But most of all, my entire body felt like I’d been beaten with a stick. Doctor Surnen was an uptight asshole. That was a fact. But he was brilliant. He’d given me exactly what I asked for and left me to my work. He’d watched me like a hawk every time I got near Captain Brooks’ body, every sample I took, every note I wrote down in the college-ruled spiral notebook I’d used the S-Gen to acquire.

      Yes, I could work on a computer for hours, but there was something about writing things down, putting pen to paper that often helped me see patterns I’d missed. My system worked, and I held the notebook to my chest like the prized possession it was. The answers were there. I knew it. My gut was twisting and churning, waiting for me to figure it out. There was something there, something I’d missed, a connection. A pattern. An answer.

      The whole situation made every internal warning system I had scream that something wasn’t right. I was missing some element, a vital piece of the puzzle. And the doctor’s bad attitude didn’t exactly help me relax and think. I needed space and time to absorb the data. I needed to get out of that makeshift morgue and away from the testosterone overload. Between the doctor’s scowling and Krael’s hovering, they’d about driven me out of my mind.

      I couldn’t decide if the doctor’s asshole factor was because I was a woman, an outsider, because he saw me as a threat, or because he had something to hide.

      Based on previous experience in the scientific community, and, for that matter, corporate America, the odds of him being a misogynistic asshat were high.

      Very high.

      Two huge warriors kept pace behind me as I was escorted back to the suite I shared with my mates. Maxim had Base business to take care of, and an emergency meeting with Prime Nial, the leader of their whole damn planet. So, I couldn’t exactly whine like a baby and insist one of them stand around and watch me work.

      I would have ignored them anyway, my mind occupied with biochemical reactions and tissue sample testing. Still, I’d been left to deal with the brunt of Doctor Surnen’s asshole attitude alone. It only made me realize just how dependent I’d become on my mates. A week ago, I could have worked circles around that stupid doctor, ignored his jabs, and not been bothered in the least. I was used to being strong.

      But now, I’d had not one, but two, big, tough, strong warriors at my back, warriors I knew would fight, die, even kill for me.

      Shocking how quickly I’d grown to depend on them. To lean on them and trust in their abilities to take care of me.

      Weak. I was weak now. And so worn out by fighting for personal space in the lab that I didn’t even argue when one of my guards stepped around me to place his hand on the scanner that would alert my mates that I was home.

      The door slid open immediately. Ryston took one look at me and pulled me into his arms. The door slid closed, leaving the guards in the hallway. I melted into Ryston’s heat. Behind him, I heard a woman’s voice, and Maxim’s.

      “I’m sorry. No,” he said.

      “Maxim, I’m your mother. Come home. Bring your new mate and Ryston with you. I want to meet my new daughter.”

      “Then you’ll have to come to The Colony,” he countered. “I can’t leave. The men need us here.”

      The argument continued, and as much as I tried to focus on the steady beat of Ryston’s heart, I couldn’t help but be curious as I tossed my notebook onto the floor. Later. I’d look at it later. Right now, Maxim was talking to his mother. Wouldn’t that make her my mother-in-law? Was she here? Oh god, I looked awful. I couldn’t meet her like this!

      I lifted my head and peeked around Ryston’s shoulder to view the screen mounted on the wall above the sofa. Filling the space, like a huge, wall-mounted TV back home, was a Prillon female, obviously much older than my mates.

      I sighed in relief. She wasn’t here. I wanted to meet her, but not right now. Not when I wasn’t at my best. I needed makeup, or at least a shower, before I met my mother-in-law.

      She was not as dark in coloring as Maxim, but not fair like Ryston either. Her hair was golden, like stained oak, and her eyes were like her son’s, a deep brown. Her hair, instead of being streaked with gray, like an older human’s, was streaked with strands so dark they were nearly black.

      Her face, however, was much like her son’s. The resemblance was undeniable, and I found myself wondering what his father looked like.

      “I’m not leaving The Colony, Mother. And there is no welcome on Prillon Prime waiting for Ryston. If you want to meet your new daughter, you will have to convince Father to pay for a transport.”

      “There is nothing for you there. And Prime Nial lifted the ban on all citizens of The Colony. You are free now. Free to come home.”

      Maxim ran a hand over the back of his neck, a clear indication that he was frustrated. That one small, outward indication of his upset was telling. From the short time I’d known him, he barely flinched during any confrontation. This was his mother and I knew family could be more troublesome and difficult to face than even the worst enemy.

      “I am Governor of Base 3. It is my role, as leader, to be here for the warriors. It is not a frivolous task. Ryston is here and so is Rachel. My life is here.”

      “I’m not suggesting you leave them behind,” she repeated. “I just want to see my grandchildren.”

      “We have yet to claim our mate.”

      She looked stunned. “What? Why?”

      “Because she is an Interstellar Bride. She has thirty days.”

      The woman humphed, clearly unsatisfied by that answer. “You allow her to control you? Have you become weak on that wild planet? Claim her whether she wants it or not. I want grandchildren. I want you home.”

      “If you arrange transport for a visit, let me know. Goodbye, Mother.”

      The screen went black. I felt both of my mates’ emotions through the collar. Frustration was black like sludge.

      “Have I done this to you?” I asked. “Am I making you unhappy?”

      Maxim turned at my words, saw us there. He closed his eyes briefly and I felt happiness and sadness mixed. It wasn’t like a scale where they balanced out. It was a sick mixture of emotions that warred within him.

      “Have I made you weak?”

      I didn’t want that. Not at all. Both men were strong and powerful, even without their roles on the planet. To be brought low by a female was emasculating on Earth. How they felt would be even worse.

      “Rachel, you have done no such thing,” Maxim said, coming up to us and brushing my hair back from my face. “You have dark circles beneath your eyes.”

      I didn’t need him to be worried about me now. Yes, I needed sleep, but that didn’t mean we couldn’t talk.

      “Is that why you won’t take me together, because we’re not officially mated?” I glanced over my shoulder at Ryston. I didn’t wait for him to answer, for I posed my next question at Maxim. “Are you considered less because I have yet to tell you to claim me? Does she think I am leading you around by the balls?”

      Maxim laughed then, a rare occurrence. “Mate, you definitely have me by the balls.”

      He must have felt the shift in my mood, for he took my hand, placed it on his chest.

      “When you see me and Ryston, what are your first thoughts?”

      I frowned, but replied, “Big. Powerful. Commanding.”

      He nodded once. “Yes, we are all those things.”

      Ryston’s hands went to my shoulders, his touch warm.

      “But if you deny us? If your heart does not belong to us, then what will we be?” He put a finger over my lips. “The answer is nothing. Without you, we are nothing. I know you have your thirty days, but you must know that while we will be bossy brutes outside the bedroom and dominate you in bed, you are the one with all the power.”

      I didn’t really understand.

      “You can have your mate and make your mother happy,” Ryston said. “Take her home, Maxim.”

      Maxim looked over my shoulder at his second. “What the fuck are you saying?”

      The anger that had dissipated as he looked at me spiked once again.

      “You have a family that loves you and wants you back. You don’t need to make a new life here. You have your mate now. Your life is complete. Go home.”

      Maxim took a step back, then another. Slashed his hand through the air. This was the first time I’d seen him truly flustered.

      Turning, I looked up at Ryston. “What are you saying? You don’t want to be my mate? His second?”

      Ryston lifted his chin. His pale eyes somehow seemed darker, more intense. “If it will make Maxim happy. All we’ve ever wanted since we were banished to this planet was to be accepted, to return home. Now we can, thanks to the Prime. There’s nothing keeping Maxim here, especially now that he has you. He is a revered warrior, a veteran, who was blessed with a mate. He can return to Prillon Prime. Maxim, go home.”

      “What about you?” I asked, studying him.

      “I am not so lucky. Once my family saw how I’d been integrated by the Hive, they wished me well and informed me that they never wanted to hear from me again.” He put his hand up to his face where the metal glinted from the light in the room. “I might be a veteran, but I am not revered. No one on the home world will be happy if I return. There is nothing for me there. My life is on The Colony.”

      Ryston had been rejected because of the Hive parts? They thought less of him because his temple was a little silver and his eye had a bit of metallic glint in the right light? Were his family members out of their minds? “That’s ridiculous.”

      “It is the way of the war. There are things we can’t come back from.”

      “I don’t accept that.” Did their people have any idea what he’d done to protect their planet? All Coalition planets? He’d sacrificed and survived and he had been rejected? “Your mother?”

      He shook his head, his gaze full of resignation and acceptance. The pain he felt was old, like a thick scar on his heart.

      “If they don’t want you, then they’re a bunch of selfish idiots,” I said, wanting to pull up Ryston’s mother on the big TV and give her a piece of my mind.

      “Maxim’s mother may be a little wary of The Colony, but she’s only worried for her son.” Ryston looked at Maxim. “She loves you. Wants you home. She’ll do anything to have you back, even say things that hurt you.”

      “Your honor makes you stay,” Maxim said. Ryston nodded. “My honor keeps me from going.”

      I saw the understanding cross Ryston’s face. “I will not give up what we have. You are my family now.” Maxim waved a hand between us. “I won’t give this up for my mother. She will have to understand. This is what I want. The three of us. Here, on The Colony.”

      “But—”

      “When we claim Rachel, then we can return to Prillon Prime, but only for a short visit. And Ryston, you will come, too. I will not risk Rachel by traveling without my second to protect her. If my parents want to be a part of our lives, to watch their grandchildren grow, they will have to come to Base 3.”

      I flushed hotly at the idea of making babies with them, but I remembered it was the way of the Prillon. It wasn’t as if I was a baby-making machine to Maxim. It was expected of all Prillon mates to conceive quickly after mating. The bond was too strong for anything less than around-the-clock sex. And if I wanted Ryston’s cock in my pussy, I had to get those eggs moving.

      I imagined a little boy with Maxim’s dark scowl and warm eyes, a little girl with Ryston’s golden hair and fiery temper. It felt like a dream, something too perfect ever to be real. But I knew, if I stayed, I would have their children. And soon. We would become a family in truth. And I was shocked at how badly I wanted that future.

      Maxim was adamantly opposed to going to Prillon Prime without Ryston. Ryston was adamant that Maxim reconnect with his family. They were both so full of honor. So full of sacrifice.

      “You both give up so much for me,” I admitted, my voice soft.

      Ryston went to stand beside Maxim. They looked at each other, then nodded. Their little argument, it was over with just a simple nod? Men.

      “We may disagree on some things,” Ryston said. “But we will never disagree on you.”

      “That’s right,” Maxim continued. “The first moment we saw you in that prison, we knew. You are ours. You are what brings us together. And when you allow us to claim you, it will not be in words or thoughts only. But you will connect our bodies as well.”

      My body heated at the idea and I felt their arousal flood my system like melted caramel sliding through my bloodstream.

      “You mean when you fuck my pussy and Ryston fucks my ass.”

      “At the same time, yes,” Ryston added.

      “The claiming will be complete when we come in you, fill you with our seed. Your collar will change color, will no longer be black. You will be ours. Forever.”

      I heated at Maxim’s words. Not because they were arousing, they were, but because they filled a void in my heart, an emptiness I hadn’t known was there.

      “What if I want that now?” I asked, then bit my lip.

      Maxim’s shoulders went back. “Are you saying you accept my claim?”

      Was I? Did I want to reject them and be paired with a different set of mates on The Colony? The idea of two other men, strangers, left me feeling empty. But making it permanent, like really, really permanent, was scary.
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      “I… I want you. Both of you. I want it all. But today? Right now?” I shook my head. There was too much going on around us. I couldn’t think about happily ever after when a man I’d just met, a human, a new friend had literally just died in my arms. When the black sickness was spreading on Maxim’s body and I had no idea how to stop it. When the doctor was surly and watching me like I was the enemy. When the lab results didn’t add up.

      My brain was crunching data like a computer. I could feel it, churning, thinking, putting the pieces together. This was what I did. I absorbed data, looked at the facts, and then I let them simmer in my head until my brain literally ached, until I became consumed with the puzzle. Until I solved it.

      Ryston ran his fingers over the collar about my neck. “There are too many complications now. Too much chaos around us.”

      I opened my mouth to protest, to assure him that I did want him, did need him, but I should have known. The collars connected us. I felt his empathy for me as clearly as he must feel my anxious need to get back to work. Something was wrong, and that fact made me want to alternatively cry and pull my hair out. But right now, I was too tired for either.

      My mind, however, had no intention of allowing me to rest, and that was nearly as frustrating as the rest of it. On Earth, I’d often cheated my mind of its constant and insistent thinking with the use of a good sleeping pill. Here, I had nothing. I wouldn’t be able to rest. I knew it, and that was making me want to curl into a ball and whimper.

      I needed a break. God, did I need a break. After ten hours straight, taking tissue samples, learning their stupid equipment, arguing with the doctor, and designing my own tests, I was ready to crash. But my mind? It was still running at full speed. Thoughts flashing through my head and disappearing like fireworks in a dark sky.

      Ryston’s hand lifted to cup my cheek and I melted into him. I needed this. I needed to feel safe and surrounded by my mates, I’d never in my life felt more secure and protected.

      “Let us take care of you, Rachel. You have done all you can for now. Captain Brooks, the testing, the mystery, it is bothering us all.” Ryston’s thumb smoothed over my bottom lip and I sighed as Maxim stepped closer.

      “We have time. And we will not force you to choose before you are ready.” He moved behind me and placed his large hand at the small of my back, the heat like a brand and I wanted that heat on my bare skin. Standing between them, I let the stress of the day melt away as his deep voice whispered in my ear. “We will find out what is going on. And when you are ready, we will talk about the claiming ceremony.”

      They understood. God, they always seemed to understand exactly what I needed. Were they too honorable? Were they sacrificing what they’d wanted all their lives, to have a claimed mate, because I was too weak? Was I being selfish?

      “That doesn’t mean… I mean, I still want you,” I admitted.

      Maxim looked to Ryston. Something passed between them. While I didn’t know the words, I felt a powerful flare of heat and dominance through the collar.

      “And we want you. Remember, Rachel, to claim you, we must both fuck you at the same time, both fill you with our seed. You are not ready for that.”

      “Maybe I am,” I argued.

      Maxim turned my head and lifted my chin with a finger. “Yes, I sense you are ready to say yes, and it pleases me. Ryston, too. We can feel your desire. But your body is not ready. Ryston has been preparing your ass, stretching it, playing with it, but not enough. For now, we will take care of you. Your mind is like a storm. I can feel the tension in your body, see the way your eyes dart around. You need to let go, Rachel.” He lowered his head, placed the barest whisper of a kiss on my lips as Ryston’s hands dropped to my hips. “For now, we will take your mind off your troubles.”

      My nipples hardened at the thought. “How?” I had to know. I wanted to hear him say it in that deep growl of a voice.

      Maxim gave me a wicked grin. “You will ride my cock and Ryston will put a plug in your ass.”

      The idea of taking Maxim’s cock with a plug in my bottom made me hot. The last time it had felt so good. I came unbelievably hard. I had no idea I’d like the dark, carnal act and at first I’d been embarrassed. But neither man thought less of me for liking it. The opposite in fact. It was the way of it with Prillon warriors. To be claimed, I had to take both of them together. Double penetration. And because of the testing, the match, I already knew I would like it. No, love it.

      That reassured me just as much as how good Ryston’s play made me feel. And when it was time for his cock? I whimpered.

      “Yes, I see you like the idea.”

      “What about you?” I asked, looking to Ryston. “You need to come, too.”

      “Yes, you can help me with that.” As he spoke, he began to strip. “In your mouth? I love when you suck me off. Or your hand? So light and gentle. You don’t have to be. I could even fuck your tits. Ever done that before?”

      By the time he had tempted me with the possibilities, he was bare, his cock erect and dripping with pre-cum.

      “Right now, it’s just us. No drug overdose, no testing, no analysis, no meddling mothers. This is life. The bad and the good. We know we must take the good when we can get it.” Maxim’s words hit me hard.

      He was right. Even with death and destruction, sadness and heartbreak, even the frustration of being framed or wrongly accused, life moved on. We had to find happiness where we could.

      I’d only said yes to transport so I wouldn’t die in prison. But now, on The Colony, I’d accepted my new life. I’d accepted these warriors as mine. Claiming wasn’t today, but they were mine just as much as I was theirs. Whatever happened, we would find comfort, joy, pleasure in each other.

      Like right now. Grabbing the hem of my shirt, I lifted it up over my head. They watched me intently. It wasn’t a very sexy striptease, but I sensed they were pleased nonetheless. Ryston was stroking himself as he watched and Maxim took off all his clothes too, so we were all bare.

      Maxim reached out a hand, tugged me over to a plush chair. He sat, then pulled me down so I straddled him.

      “That wasn’t a very arousing conversation. Are you wet for me?” he asked. I saw the concern in his chocolate-colored gaze. They wouldn’t take me until I had my head in the right place.

      I smiled coyly and shrugged. “Maybe you should find out?”

      Maxim kept his gaze on mine as his hand slipped between my spread thighs, running gently over my bare pussy lips. One thing about the processing for The Colony I really liked was that I was bare. Permanently. I wasn’t sure how that was possible, but I’d never thought transporting like a Star Trek character was possible either. Having them touch me or lick me was so much more sensitive now that all my hair down there was gone. It could have been just them. Everything they did was so much better than any man before.

      “Mmm, she’s wet, Ryston, but not enough.”

      Ryston moved so I could see him and held up another plug from the box. This one was wider than the last, longer too. But it wasn’t as big as either of their cocks.

      Maxim grunted. “She just gripped my finger at the sight of it. Got wetter, too.” He met my eyes. “What will you do when he slips that inside? Drip all over my hand?”

      I leaned forward and rubbed my breasts against his bare chest. “With your finger in me, too? Probably come.”

      Maxim grinned. “Good girl. Let’s make that happen. Then I can fuck you.”

      He didn’t say anything more, just used that one finger inside me in amazing ways. Besides the fabulous act of just being finger fucked, his thick digit sliding in and out and mimicking what his cock would soon—hopefully—be doing, he also had a knack for finding my G-spot and pressing on it in such a way that had me crying out. It was like a magic button he pushed.

      And when I felt one of Ryston’s fingers press all slick and cold against my bottom, I groaned. The sounds they pulled from me were loud and they were nothing I could hold back. God, I was a screamer and I wasn’t even coming.

      “That’s it,” Ryston said. “Let me in. Just one finger, all nice and slick. Yes, good girl. Deeper now.”

      My eyes fell closed and I felt my nipples harden.

      “How does it feel to be finger fucked in both holes?” Maxim asked.

      I couldn’t respond, it felt so good.

      “Imagine what it will be like when it’s our cocks.”

      Oh god, it was going to wreck me.

      “Two fingers, mate,” Ryston said. Both men slipped free for a second and then each added a second finger. It was so much more.

      My hands went to Maxim’s shoulders, my fingers digging in, holding on for dear life.

      “Yes!” I cried. “More.”

      As Maxim continued to play, Ryston slipped from my back entrance and put the blunt tip of the plug there instead. He’d coated it in the lube thickly, for when he began to work it into me, it slid deep without much effort.

      I couldn’t help the groan that escaped. God, it was big. It was deep. I clenched down on the base, clenched down on Maxim’s fingers.

      “Ready to come, mate?” Maxim asked.

      I nodded, my hair falling in my face.

      It only took a simple brushing of his thumb over my clit. It was hard and swollen, eager for the touch. Once, twice on the left side—who knew that was the perfect spot?—and I came.

      My whole body shook from the pleasure, squeezing and clenching down on the plug and Maxim’s fingers. I felt myself get wetter, dripping onto his palm.

      My body tingled. My muscles went lax. Most of all, my brain went blank. I only felt the orgasm and my mates’ growing need.

      “More,” I begged when I was able to catch my breath.

      Carefully, Maxim slipped his fingers from me and lifted me up enough to turn me around. With his hands on my hips, I settled once again, straddling him, this time facing away.

      “Now I can fuck you and you can make Ryston come,” Maxim said, his hand stroking down my back. His fingers coated in my arousal left a streak of wetness along my spine.

      Ryston stepped in front of me, wiping his hands on a cloth, then tossing it on the floor. With one big palm, he cupped a breast, flicked a thumb across the nipple. His free hand went to his cock, gripped the base.

      “I want to fuck your mouth while Maxim fucks your pussy.”

      I could only nod and lick my lips. Yes, I wanted that. I wanted to please them both. While I didn’t have a problem with Ryston fucking me, fucking my pussy, Prillon rules didn’t allow it. Yet. I sensed how much he wanted to do so, but he didn’t seem bothered by the idea of coming in my mouth. It seemed all males, whether on Earth or a distant planet in space, liked to have their cock sucked.

      “Yes,” I said.

      With my approval, he stepped forward, but waited until Maxim lifted me up, aligned his cock with my opening and lowered me down. He was slow and careful about it, his cock big and the plug more than I’d ever handled before.

      When I was seated on Maxim’s lap once again, I squirmed, not having all of him in me. With a hand pushing forward, I leaned toward Ryston’s cock. That shift had me taking the rest of Maxim’s cock and I gasped. So full.

      Ryston put his cock right before me and I licked the pearly fluid at the tip, the taste of it salty on my tongue. I worked him like an ice cream cone until he tangled his fingers in my hair and pulled me gently toward him. He wanted in my mouth and I wasn’t going to refuse him.

      Only when my mouth was open wide around Ryston and I began to move up and down his length did Maxim begin to fuck me. When he lifted me up, I shifted closer to Ryston, then away when he pulled me back onto his lap. With every move of Maxim’s hands, he had me fucking Ryston’s cock with my mouth. So thick, so hard over silky-soft skin. I didn’t have to move, didn’t have to do anything but let them take me.

      No thinking was needed. Only feeling, and that was incredible. I sensed Ryston’s desperate pleasure at being sucked off. Maxim was proud to see me satisfying his second and taking him so well, especially with the plug.

      I understood now about his earlier comment. I held all the power. While Maxim was moving me as he wanted and Ryston was controlling my breathing by pushing deeper and deeper into my throat, I could say no. I could tell them to stop. I could tell them I wanted other mates. Our relationship, our match, relied completely on me. It was my decision.

      I had both of them by the balls and I wasn’t letting go.

      It was heady, knowing I had so much power over two virile, dominant males. In that, they made me stronger, knowing I was protected, sheltered, cherished. I could handle arrogant jerks like Dr. Surnen. I could handle whatever evil was hurting people on The Colony. With Maxim and Ryston, I could handle anything.

      And so could they.

      I gave over then. Held nothing back. I opened my body, my mind, my heart completely. With our emotions and desires swirling between us, it didn’t take long to come a second time. I couldn’t hold back, even if they demanded I do so. I sensed their need was just as great and yet they were waiting for me.

      I toppled over the edge, milking Maxim’s cock with a ruthlessness that had him gripping my hips tightly, pulling me down on him and burying himself deep.

      My scream was stifled by Ryston’s cock. Maxim groaned his pleasure and I felt the hot pulses of seed filling me. My pleasure brought on Maxim’s, which destroyed Ryston. Tugging on my hair, he pulled me onto his cock, and with a tight hold, he came, flooding my mouth with his essence.

      It was too much. They were too much. We were perfect. There was no question that when we worked through the troubles the Base faced they’d claim me. I’d let them, too. For while we hadn’t gone through the official claiming ceremony, and whatever that entailed, I was already theirs.
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      Maxim

      

      My mate slept between us. She was on her side and I wrapped my body around her like a protective blanket. Her chest pressed to Ryston’s side, their legs entwined and her hand rested on his neck, caressing him even in her sleep.

      I could not sleep. Pain, insistent and growing in strength, coursed from my Hive implants to my shoulder and down to the tips of my fingers. The ache had spread to my back and the base of my skull like hundreds of tiny, biting insects devoured me from within.

      Rachel was exhausted, yet even in sleep I felt her mind working, her energy a constant buzzing awareness through the collar.

      Unwilling to disturb my family, I gently untangled myself from our bed and rose. I would put on my uniform and search out Doctor Surnen. Perhaps he would have some answers. I knew Rachel would be angry with me for leaving her behind, but both Ryston and I had sensed her complete and total exhaustion. A few hours’ rest would do her good. I would wait, for I doubted there was anything she could do in the moment to ease my pain.

      I was already dressed and halfway to the doorway when she bolted straight up in bed. “They were moving.”

      Turning, I returned to the bed and sat on the edge. “Hush, love. Go back to sleep.”

      Her eyes were wide, her dark hair a tumble of soft temptation around her shoulders. Gods, she was too beautiful to be real, to be mine.

      “They were moving. They shifted position. They aren’t supposed to be moving, right?”

      Ryston groaned and rolled onto his side, wrapping an arm around her waist from behind. “Rachel. Go to sleep. You’re too tired. Your exhaustion is beating inside my head like a drum.”

      Rachel wrapped her hands around his forearm and stared into space. I wasn’t sure if she was awake, asleep, dreaming, or out of her mind with fatigue. “Rachel?”

      Not looking at me, she shoved Ryston’s hand from her body and scurried to the edge of the bed. “They shouldn’t be moving. What were they doing? How old were those implants? He said they were neutralized. But they were doing something. It was on the right. And when I looked again, it was on the left. That wasn’t me. Why were they moving? How are they moving?”

      “Rachel?” Ryston sat now and we both stared as she tugged on her forgotten medical uniform and boots, still rambling.

      “I need a sample.” Rachel’s eyes finally focused on us, leaping from Ryston to me and back again. “Get dressed. I need you both to come with me to the lab. Right now.”

      “Why?” I asked even as Ryston rolled out of bed with a groan. If I was expecting an answer, I would have been sorely disappointed, for Rachel left us behind, winding her hair up into some kind of twist. She lifted her writing utensil from her book near the door and shoved it through the mess as an anchor. “Maxim’s infected. Ryston’s not. The Quell in Brooks’ system wasn’t normal. It wasn’t normal. And it wasn’t black market. The chemical composition was slightly off. They’re making it. They’re alive, and they’re making it.”

      She paced in front of the door, her emotions locked away completely. Where my kind, caring mate’s emotions normally washed through me like a warm, comfortable blanket, or a hot, raging lust, all I felt from her now was satisfaction. Completion. Curiosity. Fear. “Rachel?”

      I stood before her and Ryston joined me. At the sound of her name, she looked up, her eyes focusing on us briefly before she turned away with a nod. “Good. Good. Come on. We gotta go. I need samples.”

      Ryston shrugged when I met his gaze and we followed our mumbling mate all the way to the medical station like two pets on a leash. Not that I minded. I’d seen sex-crazed Rachel. I’d seen her kindness and trust. I’d seen her angry and defiant. But this new side of her was equally fascinating.

      “What is she doing?” Ryston paced beside me and I smiled. I couldn’t stop the reaction.

      “Being Rachel.”

      The door to the medical station slid open and she led us into the dark, mostly abandoned research area. Built for emergency triage and to deal with battle wounds or mining accidents with equal efficiency, we’d modeled the station after the medical areas on board the Prillon battleships. Thank the gods, we’d never had a need to utilize the space.

      The area was dark except for one station, where Doctor Surnen sat, his eyes glued to an odd-looking contraption I’d never seen before. He lifted his gaze when we entered. “Governor.”

      “Doctor.”

      I didn’t need to ask what he was doing. Nor did I comment on the obvious fatigue lining his face, nor the exhausted slump of his shoulders. But his gaze held intense focus, a driving desire to solve the puzzle. I recognized that look, for I’d seen it in Rachel’s eyes not long ago.

      When Rachel walked up next to him, she set her writing pages, a thing she called a notebook, down on the table next to the doctor, who finally turned his attention to her. “This is a fascinating device.”

      She smiled at him, a real smile, and I took a step forward before I could rein in the bastard inside me who didn’t want that smile directed at anyone else. “Isn’t it? Your ReGen wands are great, don’t get me wrong. But sometimes, you have to be able to see something to understand it.”

      The doctor slid a tiny slip of glass off the device and replaced it with another from a tray. He locked it in place with small metal clasps and lowered his eyes to the viewing lenses. “I know our scientists have studied this technology in great detail. I’ve read all the reports. I’ve even done some analysis and research myself, but I’ve never looked at them like this.”

      Rachel left the doctor to his device and walked to a small tray set up near one of the surgical beds. She waved her hand to the bed and lifted her gaze to us. “Sit. I need a sample from each of you.”

      Ryston sat first and I followed. It was uncanny, the way Rachel didn’t look at us, but through us, as if we were not hers. Not real. Not even here. Her mind was far, far from here.

      I longed to pull her into my arms and kiss her senseless, to remind her who she belonged to and bring her back to the here and now, to us. But I knew that would be a huge mistake. Whatever she was working on in her mind was important for us all. As much as I wanted her softness to comfort me, I needed her like this, too. Strong. Strong enough to save all of us.

      She lifted a tissue slicer from the tray and pulled Ryston’s head down, twisting it so she could place the device on the contaminated tissue of his temple. With a smooth, controlled cut, she shaved a layer of the tissue from Ryston’s flesh and placed it on one of the small glass pieces before handing it to the doctor.

      “Doctor. Did you watch me earlier? Do you know how to do a wet mount?”

      “Yes. I was watching you.”

      “I knew it.” She placed the slide next to him on the counter and turned away. “Good. Wet mount. Write an R on the side with that black marker so we don’t get them mixed up.”

      Fascinated, I watched the doctor do exactly what she ordered as she brought one of the glass slides and the tissue cutter toward me. “Your turn, Maxim. I want something close to the implant.”

      I pulled my tunic off over my head and dropped it onto the table beside me. Ryston cursed and Rachel paused, her eyes flaring as she took in the advancement of my condition. “Holy shit.”

      “Don’t lose focus now, mate. Finish this.” I held out my arm and remained perfectly still as she took her sample. She looked up at me when it was done. “I want a couple more, one on the outer edge and one from the Hive bit. Is that okay?”

      I lifted her chin and placed a soft kiss on her lips. “You, mate, can have anything you need.”

      Her cheeks turned an adorable shade of pink, but she nodded and returned to her task, handing the doctor slides, instructing him to mount them and label them with M-1, M-2 and M-3.

      With an absent wave, she moved to the doctor’s side. “You can put your shirt back on, baby.”

      Baby?

      The one word held me paralyzed until Ryston bumped my shoulder with a chuckle. “Baby, huh? Bastard. Why didn’t I get a love name?”

      I did not bother to respond as we both watched the doctor surrender the slides and the odd-looking machine to our mate. She switched them multiple times, taking notes in her little book as the pain ratcheted tighter and sharper inside me until it burst.

      Lifting my hand to my head with a moan, I felt myself fall. Felt Ryston’s arms catch me before I hit the floor. Heard Rachel shout, and everything went black.
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      Rachel

      

      The answer was here, in these slides.

      The Hive cells in Maxim’s body had been reactivated somehow. They were moving, multiplying, and, without doubt, causing a massive inflammatory response. If the same process had been going on in Captain Brooks’ body, the Hive implants would have begun releasing Quell into his system as well.

      Looking at the crawling infestation of living Hive implants, I had no doubt that if we took Maxim’s blood right now, he’d look like a junkie as well.

      But Ryston’s implants looked as the doctor had told me they were supposed to, as all warriors on The Colony should, this far away from the Hive collective frequencies. The Colony was deep in Coalition-controlled space, the distance meant to be a protection from reactivation of their implants.

      “Maxim?” Ryston’s alarm cut through my thoughts like a hot knife through butter and I turned in my seat to see my mate topple to the floor.

      “Oh, god. No.” No. No. No. I was so close. I almost had this figured out.

      Ryston laid him down on the floor and I leaned over him. “Maxim? Baby? Hang on, okay? I’ve got this.” I kissed his forehead and settled him back on the flooring. “I’ve got this. I’ve got this.”

      Doctor Surnen rushed to Maxim’s side with his ReGen wand, but I ignored him. I had to figure this out. Now. Right fucking now.

      It felt like a dream, a nightmare in slow motion that I couldn’t wake up from. I sat on the stool and opened the notebook, staring at my drawings, my data, thinking about the dormant, unmoving condition of Ryston’s implant cells versus the active, toxic, going-to-kill-my-mate-if-I-couldn’t-figure-this-out, Hive cells.

      “Doctor?”

      “Yes.” He was on his knees next to Maxim, but I didn’t need his body, just his brain.

      “You said the Hive implants were controlled by a specific broadcast frequency used by the Hive for all their biosynthetic soldiers?”

      “Yes.”

      “So, why aren’t you guys still in the Hive mind, or whatever? How did you turn it off?”

      The doctor twisted at the waist and looked up at me over his shoulder. “The Colony is deep in Coalition space. None of the Hive broadcast frequencies, so far, have been able to penetrate this deep into our territory. Also, this planet was chosen because it has an extraordinarily strong magnetic sphere. We use specialized satellite relay systems for communications and transport. Without them, the planet’s natural magnetic field would disrupt everything.”

      I bit my lip and thought of the little cyborg cells swimming around like fucking tadpoles on the slide I’d taken from Maxim’s back. “So, if someone could get a Hive frequency to broadcast down here, what would happen?”

      He shook his head, but it was Ryston who answered. “That’s impossible.”

      “Why? Do you monitor for it? Would you even know?”

      Ryston’s gaze narrowed. “No. I’m on the security team, Rachel. We don’t scan for that. In sixty years, there has never been a Hive broadcast down here. They can’t get through.”

      I glanced at the slides, then back to my second mate. “Well, something is getting through. Your implants are still dead. Stuck on that slide like sludge. But Maxim? And the captain? Their implant cells are alive. They’re moving around, dividing, spreading. Something turned them back on.”

      “Gods, no.” The doctor swayed, as if I spoke a terrible horror. But Ryston rose like an avenging angel, fearless and filled with rage. God, he was magnificent.

      “Can you find it? Someone is broadcasting. If you don’t shut it down, it will kill all of you.”

      “They might be trying to kill us or possibly enslave us,” the doctor added. “We just don't know.”

      I hadn’t considered that. “They want you back?”

      Ryston walked to a communication station near the door. “Of course. We have an entire planet of integrated soldiers for their war. Biological material already processed and controlled. It’s why we were never allowed to go home. This was everyone’s greatest fear, that they’d somehow figure out how to turn us back on, take control of our bodies and our minds. Make us kill for them.”

      Ryston lifted his hand and called someone on his security team. “Do a sweep for all known Hive broadcast frequencies.”

      Less than a minute later, a string of loud cursing filled the room via the speaker. “Captain. We found something. Sending a team to investigate.”

      “Where?” Ryston demanded.

      “Medical.”

      I turned to the doctor, to my mate. Puzzle solved. I couldn’t find their broadcast thing, and I couldn’t track Hive gadgets. I’d done my job. “Doctor. How do you turn that crap off? There’s got to be a way to turn if off before it kills him.”

      “Of course. Of course.” As if in a daze, the doctor rushed to a drawer that slid out from the smooth, green-and-cream-striped wall. He lifted another wand-looking gadget from the hidden space and hurried back to Maxim. I knelt on the floor and lifted my mate’s head into my lap. “Stay with me, baby. Just hold on. I’m right here. Don’t leave me.”

      The doctor turned on the device and a bright light flickered from red to blue as the doctor moved it over Maxim’s body. “What are you doing?”

      “This creates a highly charged magnetic field. It will wipe the programming from the Hive implants at a cellular level, rendering them innate.”

      Three giant men burst into the room, with Ryston waiting for them. He held out his hand and one of the security officers placed a scanner of some sort into his palm. Ryston turned it on and the four immediately disappeared into an adjoining room.

      Not two minutes later they were back, something no larger than a golf ball in Ryston’s palm. “I’m going to rip his cock from his body and shove it down his throat.”

      “Who, Captain?”

      The doctor lifted his gaze from treating Maxim to sigh. “That belongs to Krael. My top medical officer.”

      I blinked, slowly. Was he serious? The helpless, worthless idiot who’d shadowed me for hours? “Krael?”

      “I’m afraid so.”

      Ryston looked to his team. “Go get him. I want him alive.”

      “Yes, sir.” They left at once and a cold, completely illogical shiver ran through me when I thought Ryston would leave as well. I recognized the feeling, had felt it often in the prison. Terror. Lonely, helpless terror.

      I needed my mates. Both of them. They were fierce and protective and stronger than I could ever be. I’d grown accustomed to having them beside me. The thought of Ryston walking away with Maxim hurt, leaving me to deal with it alone?

      I felt like a weak fool, but the idea of him not being with me nearly made my heart stop beating. I wanted him to stay. I needed him. But I wouldn’t ask. I couldn’t ask. Not if he had a job to do. I wouldn’t stop him. Wouldn’t stand in his way. “Ryston.”

      Ryston walked to where I sat on the cold, hard floor with the doctor and crouched beside me. His big, warm hand settled on my shoulder and just like that, I settled. “I’m not leaving your side, Rachel. I’ll never walk away when you need me.”

      The tears came automatically, a silent river down my cheeks. I ignored them. Let them fall. I wouldn’t stop touching Maxim to wipe them away.

      Ryston addressed the doctor. “Is he going to make it?”

      The doctor nodded and just like that I could breathe again. “Yes. He’ll need a full cycle in the ReGen pod, but now that we’ve stopped the reactivation process, he’ll survive.” The doctor’s gaze shifted to me. “Thanks to you, Lady Rone.”

      I lifted my gaze to Ryston, my body burning with equal parts relief and love. Soul-searing, all-consuming love for my second mate, with his temper and his passion. Maxim was my hearth, my home, but Ryston was my fire. I needed them both. “I love you.”

      His hand dropped to my collar, the look in his eyes one I’d never seen before. “I know, love. I know.”
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      Maxim, three days later

      

      “I am ready to be claimed,” Rachel said.

      Those words stopped me. My legs, my mind. But it stirred my cock. Every Prillon male waited to hear a female say those words. I am ready to be claimed.

      By doing so, Rachel would be ours, forever. Her collar would change color from black to copper. Match Ryston’s and mine. It would be a signal to everyone that she was Lady Rone officially, that she’d accepted us, wanted us. No, fuck, needed us and never wanted to let us go.

      Ryston must have had the same thoughts. While I felt his surprise and blatant eagerness through the collar, his words confirmed it. “What do you mean, Rachel? Claim? To become ours permanently? To be fucked by both of us, to take our seed deep inside you? To connect us as one? We must be sure.”

      She bit her lip, then nodded. “Yes. Claim me.”

      I sensed her nerves, however beneath that was an unwavering confidence. “You are unsure about something.”

      Her fingers went to the black collar about her neck. I longed for the moment when it would turn the color of copper fire, the color of my family. Mine.

      “I want to be yours. Both of yours. I even want you to both fuck me at the same time. But I’m nervous about it. I mean…you’re both so big.”

      A deep breath escaped and so did all my worries. I’d spent a full day in a ReGen pod and another day resting. Ryston and Rachel had been careful with me, but today, Rachel seemed to be done with her coddling. I was well again, no traces of the activated tissue remained. She’d saved me. While Krael had gotten away, slipped off before the truth was discovered, he’d transported off planet. We knew of the plot now, knew the evil existed and we’d watch for it. For now though, peace had returned to The Colony. And my mate wanted to be claimed. Who was I to deny her?

      “You do not need to flatter us, mate. We are already yours.”

      She rolled her eyes and grinned, then bit her lip again. “What if I can’t do it? Take you both, I mean.”

      Ryston moved to stand before her, to stroke a finger down her cheek. “I have prepared you well, have I not? The plugs, my fingers? You can take Maxim’s cock and the biggest plug in the set at the same time.”

      She glanced down at Ryston, as if she could see his cock through his armor. “But you are much bigger.”

      Ryston grinned. “I am. You will have to trust us in this.”

      Her earnest dark gaze met my second’s.

      “Do you trust your mates to take care of you? In all things—including your pleasure?”

      She looked to me and I saw the wariness clear away. All that was left was eagerness and arousal. “I do.”

      I nodded once and my cock throbbed. She wanted us. Needed us. Trusted us.

      “Then I will see to the ceremony,” Ryston said, stepping away and leaving the suite. The door slid silently closed behind him.

      “Ceremony?” she asked, then pointed to the bedroom. “Can’t we just go in there and, well, get it on?”

      I laughed then. While there hadn’t been much that held humor since her arrival on The Colony, she lightened my mood, eased my emotions. Settled me. Saved me.

      “When a Prillon warrior claims his mate with his second, the ceremony is a public event.”

      “A public event?” she repeated, her voice rising with each word.

      “It is witnessed by those honored to be chosen by the warriors, trusted friends who will bless and protect their union. But for us, there will be no privacy, for I am Governor of this base. As leader, my bonding ceremony must be open to all. I must take the acceptance and blessing of all who would offer it.”

      “The collar will change color.” She brushed her fingers over it. “Isn’t that enough for everyone to know I’ve been claimed?”

      I shook my head. “It is the right of all Prillon citizens to witness our mating, to see the strength of our bond and trust that both my mate and my second are worthy. Worthy to lead this base, to help rule The Colony.”

      “Yes, but they don’t need to see me taking you…Ryston, I mean, it’s private!”

      Yes, having my cock sink deep into her dripping pussy while Ryston claimed her virgin ass for the first time was private. But it was also the ultimate act of our bond, her surrender an important part of the ritual, public proclamation that she belonged to us. That out of all the females in the universe, she was ours. Spilling our seed in her only told everyone on The Colony that she was taken, that no one could ever come between us. No one would doubt our union. Ever.

      “Perhaps your Earth customs have made you think this way. As Prillon, I am not exposing you to them to shame you. I am showing everyone my mate, that I am proud to claim you with Ryston, that you belong to me, to us. I am proud of you, Rachel of Earth. You are mine and I want everyone to know it. To be envious of me. To covet you as much as I do.”

      She stepped away, walked in a circle, then again. I sensed her thoughts, her wariness of the claiming ceremony. I wanted her to be proud to share the bond between us with everyone on Base 3. I wanted her to step up to the ceremonial bed eager to prove the closeness of our bond, that she wanted us and no others. Fucking us while being watched left no doubt that she was ours. Never would there be a doubt.

      As soon as those thoughts settled in my mind she stopped, turning to me.

      “Yes. All right.”

      Tipping up her chin, she met my gaze. “I understand. I admit, I am thankful for the collars. They should be on Earth because without them, I doubt I would ever understand the depths of your male mind. So complex and yet, simple. You aren’t giving me to everyone like a cheap gift. You are treasuring me and showing the people what I mean to you.”

      I sighed. “Yes, mate. Exactly. It is not law and you can refuse.” I angled my chin toward the bedroom. “Ryston can return and we will claim you privately. Trust me, we will enjoy it immensely.”

      Shaking her head, she said, “No. This is important to you, to all of us. I trust you to keep me safe.”

      “Then let’s get you prepared.”

      She frowned. “What does that involve?”

      My cock grew impossibly thicker and my balls ached, full of my seed that was just for her. “Strip, mate.”
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      Rachel

      

      Ryston had been quick in arranging the claiming ceremony. To say I was nervous was a complete understatement. The idea of finally taking both my men, and at the same time, was so damn hot that it almost made me forget I was going to be doing it with a whole bunch of people watching. Almost.

      But I trusted my mates. Sensed their need for this. Maxim had been correct, my upbringing had me put a certain spin on the act. It felt as if they wanted to have their friends get off at my expense, to see them take me, fuck me in such a dark and dirty way. Earth people would consider me a slut and think the act cheap. I was a whore to be put on display.

      On The Colony, with Prillon warriors? It was nothing of the sort. I’d learned immediately that I was not to be devalued. In fact, my mates elevated me, made me more respected, more revered here on The Colony than I’d ever been on Earth.

      I was wanted, not only for my body—my mates had told me again and again how much they desired me—but for my mind as well. I was an asset here. I wasn’t going to be framed for a crime I didn’t commit. I wasn’t going to have my ideas stolen. All of the warriors, while extremely alpha and dominant—I swear they’d all been born in caves—were also the least chauvinistic bunch. Yes, they were chivalrous, but in a way that endeared me to all of them.

      If they knew what was happening with women on Earth, I had no doubt they’d be the first to wave signs in protest.

      But this wasn’t Earth. This was The Colony and my men wanted me. I wanted them. I wanted them to claim me. Finally. There was no backing out. No changing my mind. I wanted my collar to be copper like theirs. I wanted both of them to fuck me at the same time.

      Maxim groaned at that last thought. I wasn’t sure if I would ever get used to them feeling my thoughts. But it did help. They knew while I was nervous about this all, I wanted it, too.

      I wanted the men to show me off, to show off the bond between us.

      “She is ready,” Ryston said, coming up to me.

      After I’d stripped as Maxim requested, he’d wrapped a heavy robe about my shoulders, covering me completely, leading me down the hall and to a big room. Yes, this was a claiming room, all right. It was like a theater with the stage in the center, seats in a full circle all the way around. But in the center was not a stage, but a bed. A big bed with black sheets, silky and soft. The room was warm, which was good since I had a feeling I would soon be completely naked. I glanced at the warriors who were quietly watching from the seats. Waiting.

      Ryston took hold of my chin, forced his eyes to meet mine. “There is no one else here. Only us.”

      Maxim took his hands from my shoulders and came around to stand next to his second. Their large bodies blocked out everything, although the soft murmuring continued. I could hear the voices joining together in a whispered chorus of Claim her. Claim her. Claim her.

      “We can do this in private,” Maxim offered again. “No one will think less of you.”

      They were so generous. This was important to them. Sharing this ceremony, proudly making me theirs. They’d done so much for me, this would be something I could easily do for them. It wasn’t going to be painful. Quite the opposite, in fact.

      “No. I want this.” I looked from one mate to the other. “I want both of you.”

      I sensed their pleasure in those words and knew this was right.

      Maxim’s shoulders went back as he took my hand. “Do you accept my claim, mate?” His voice was loud so everyone in the room could hear. Silence descended. “Do you give yourself to me and my second freely, or do you wish to choose another primary male?”

      I expected the first questions, but not the last. The idea made me worry.

      “I do not wish another,” I said quickly. When I realized it was just formality, I took a deep breath, spoke loudly. And with pride. “I give myself to you and your second. I accept your claim.”

      The chanting returned and I had to hope it was all part of the tradition. Was I going to have to fuck to that?

      “Then we claim you in the rite of naming. You are mine and I shall kill any other warrior who dares to touch you.”

      I loved that possessiveness. It made me hot. Wet.

      “Here.” Ryston held up a piece of black cloth. “For your eyes.”

      They wanted to blindfold me? The idea was petrifying and really hot at the same time.

      “Trust us,” Maxim said, his voice just for me. His dark gaze met mine.

      I nodded once, then closed my eyes as Ryston put the soft fabric over my eyes, secured it.

      “Not too tight?” he asked when finished.

      I couldn’t see anything, not even a hint of light from the bottom. Not the warriors who watched. It was snug, but not uncomfortable.

      “No.”

      I felt one of them walk around behind me, reach around and undo the clasp on the robe. The material slipped off my body and pooled around my feet.

      I would have lifted my hands to cover myself, but they began to touch me, their palms stroking up and down my arms, over my hips, waist, bottom. They were gentle, soothing. I had no idea how long they continued, but when I relaxed my muscles, gave over to their touches, I was lifted and placed gently on the bed.

      One of them joined me, the length of his body pressing into mine.

      “Give over to us, mate,” Maxim whispered. “Let go of your thoughts. Only feel. Feel through our hands, our mouths, our cocks. The collar. You are beautiful, you are precious. You are ours.”

      That was more of a claim than the words spoken for everyone to hear.

      I relaxed then, even more, not realizing how tense I’d been.

      “Good girl.”

      He kissed me, dark and carnal. It was as if my final acceptance of this unleashed the need in him. He’d held back until now. For me.

      “Yes,” I murmured against his lips. “Please.”

      He rolled us so I was lying on top of him, pushed me up so I straddled his hips, his cock nestled between my parted pussy lips. Rough hands cupped my breasts, played with the nipples. I gasped when I felt more hands on me. Ryston.

      He settled behind me, one of his hands reaching around and cupping my pussy.

      “She’s dripping.”

      Maxim growled as he continued to tweak and tug my nipples. “I know. It’s all over my cock.”

      I couldn’t remain still, had to rock my hips into Ryston’s agile fingers. They worked me to the brink of orgasm, my skin coated in sweat, my cries covering the observers’ chants.

      When I was just about to come, they pulled away, left me sitting atop Maxim. Adrift.

      “No,” I cried.

      “Shh,” Ryston soothed, his voice close to my ear. “We will come together. As it should be.”

      I whimpered, knowing they would not change their minds.

      “It’s time,” Maxim growled.

      Hands gripped my waist, lifted me up. I felt the broad head of Maxim’s cock at my entrance. “Yes.”

      I took over then, wiggling my hips, eager to lower myself on him, to feel him slide over my inner walls, to make them ripple around him. He opened me wide, slid in, inch my inch, stretching me. God, I loved the feel of him inside me. I clenched down, wanting to take him deeper.

      I’d learned I had to lean forward to take all of him and when I did, Maxim groaned, his hands cupping my breasts. I knew it was him, for Ryston’s hand cupped my bottom, parted me. A slick finger slid over my back entrance, again and again, working into me. The fingertip slipped free and then I felt something firm there, followed by a slight gush of fluid. Lube. He’d squeezed lube into me. His finger returned, pressed in with ease. The lube was worked deep inside with one finger, then two, all the while Maxim slowly lifted and lowered me, fucking me.

      I was secure on his cock and with his hands on my breasts. But I felt sheltered and safe when Ryston’s bare chest pressed against my back.

      I hadn’t thought until now when the’d gotten naked. They’d been clothed when they slipped the blindfold on. Maxim had been right, I’d shut my mind off just as he wanted. I had to wonder what the warriors were thinking as they—

      “Oh god,” I groaned. It wasn’t Ryston’s fingers anymore, but the blunt head of his cock pressing in. There was no flared tip like the plug, but a wide cock nudging against me. He would get in. I felt the need, the eagerness for it.

      “Relax. Shh. Push back. Good girl,” Ryston crooned, all the while pressing, then pulling back, then pressing again.

      Maxim stilled, allowing Ryston to open me up a little at a time until all at once, his cock head popped in.

      He hissed out a breath and I knew he felt how tight it was. We all did. I had both cocks in me. Not all the way yet, but…wow.

      I was so full. God, I’d never felt this before. It was dark and carnal and dirty and wicked. And wonderful.

      I was panting, trying to relax, thankful now for all of their preparations. A hand stroked down my back as I felt Ryston’s chest press against me a little more. As soon as he shifted, he moved in a little farther.

      “I…oh. It’s—”

      “We know,” Maxim growled. “Let Ryston in all the way and then we’ll fuck you.”

      At his rough voice, I knew he was holding back, and it was costing him. I felt his hips buck slightly, but he held himself in check.

      Ryston whispered to me as he began to fuck into me, then back, a little bit at a time. Such a good girl. You feel so good. I can feel Maxim’s cock so deep in you. You can take us. We’re going to claim you, mark you with our seed. Yes. Gods, yes.

      And then he was in to the hilt. They both were. It hurt a little, burned, but the delicious feel of it was incredible. The collars fed me my mates’ pleasure, and I knew they wanted this more than anything. I knew now what this ceremony meant to them, that they needed this, to share me. To show the planet how I connected us all.

      Ryston slowly pulled back until the flared head caught inside me. Maxim thrust deeper. Then they switched.

      My eyes opened behind the blindfold and I realized I had to see them. I ripped it off and blinked as they continued to move. In. Out. Alternating.

      I looked down at Maxim. He was so close, his eyes, usually dark, were now black. His jaw was clenched tight, sweat a light sheen on his skin.

      I felt his satisfaction at me uncovering my eyes. I wanted to see them and he wanted to see me. The observers be damned.

      The corner of his mouth tipped up. “Now I can watch you come, see the pleasure in your eyes. Feel it when you grip my cock and pull me in so deep. Sense it through the collar. Watch it as it changes to copper.”

      “Yes,” I breathed.

      “So beautiful,” Ryston murmured. “So perfect.”

      I looked over my shoulder at him and he leaned in for a kiss. His tongue delved in just as his cock thrust deep.

      The sounds of our wet fucking filled the room. I didn’t hear the chanting, if there was any. I only heard my mates’ breathing, felt the thrusts of their hips, the stroking of their cocks.

      Our need rose and swirled, circling higher and higher. Now I knew why Ryston was adamant that we come together. Our desire fed each other. It wouldn’t just be coming, it was claiming.

      “Please. Now,” I begged.

      Ryston stroked into me once, then twice. Held himself still.

      Maxim thrust his hips up off the bed and impaled me.

      I screamed. They groaned. The pleasure blinding.

      Hands gripped me, centering me, holding me down as I felt their seed shoot into me, pulse after hot pulse, filling me deep. I felt the claim, sensed it. While I couldn’t see the collar, I knew the color changed. I felt changed. I heard, although not with words, but through the connection between us. “Mine. Mine.”

      The pleasure was so great, I fell on Maxim’s chest and darkness descended.
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      Rachel, 3 months later

      

      “The CEO was taken away in handcuffs.” Warden Egara’s voice came through the comm while footage of the man being arrested appeared on our screen. Walking beside him, head low with shame, was the president of the company. The same woman whose office I’d called, demanding action. The one I’d trusted to do the right thing.

      We stood in the command center with a connection to the Brides Processing Center on Earth. While I was well and truly claimed—I felt owned, conquered, claimed in so many places—but I still needed this closure at home.

      No. Earth wasn’t home any longer. Home was where Maxim and Ryston were. Home was The Colony.

      “John shared the evidence you collected with the right people, people who weren’t being paid off. He leaked it to the web and multiple news organizations. I know a lot of people died, Rachel, but thanks to you and John, others will now be saved. That poison pill is officially off the market. And, hopefully, the next time the people in charge will choose to do what’s right.”

      I felt satisfaction, vindication even, at the warden’s words. I’d been right. The truth had come out, but at a great cost.

      “What of our mate’s name? Her honor?” Maxim asked.

      “She has been cleared of all charges, her record expunged.”

      Ryston pulled me into his arms and I reveled in the hold. My mates were just as pleased as I, if not more, for my good name to be returned to me. Honor was crucial to them.

      “The truth is being spread. In fact, it is going viral—if you’ll excuse the pun.” The warden smiled and I couldn’t help but laugh.

      “You are happy, Rachel?” she asked. I saw a hint of wistfulness in her eyes. I knew she’d been mated to two Prillon warriors, just as I had. But mine were alive and one was holding me close.

      Maxim came over and kissed the top of my head, sensing my sadness for the other woman.

      “I am. You were right. Being mated to Prillon warriors is…the best.”

      “I am pleased, and so is the Interstellar Brides Program.”

      I knew she tacked the last on to sound more official, but I knew she was happy for me on a very personal level. Happy, and sad, too. I couldn’t imagine the hell of losing both of my mates as she had.

      “Has Prime Nial contacted you Warden?” Maxim asked.

      “Yes, Governor. The processing ban has been lifted. Colony warriors who have been processed have been added back into the database effective immediately.”

      “Excellent.” Maxim grinned, and he never grinned. The sight made my irrationally happy. He cared deeply for the warriors banished to this planet, and now, so did I.

      “Thank you, Warden. Send me some girlfriends, please,” I added.

      “Of course, Rachel. I wish you all every happiness.” Warden Egara nodded at us with a smile and the comm went black.

      “You are vindicated, mate.” Ryston’s whisper wiped away months of stress and worry like a cool refreshing breeze. I felt cleaner, somehow. Renewed. Hopeful. Optimistic. All things I’d thought lost to me forever.

      “Governor.” A voice came through Maxim’s comm unit.

      “Speak.”

      “You have a visitor in the transport room.”

      I glanced up at Maxim, saw on his face that he wasn’t expecting anyone. Sensed it too. God, it was going to take time to adjust to the power of the collars.

      “Let’s go see,” I told him.

      He led me through the maze of corridors to the transport room. When the door slid open, he saw the woman standing there, but didn’t enter. The door was about to close, but I stepped through it. I took his hand, tugged. Ryston was right behind.

      The collar helped me now. I felt so much. Love, anger, betrayal, frustration, coldness, joy. It was overwhelming.

      “Mother,” Maxim said.

      This woman was Maxim’s mother? Yes, now that I looked closely, I recognized her from her call to our suite. She looked quite like her son.

      Her eyes were on Maxim momentarily, but rested on me. I felt her scrutiny. I didn’t need the collar for that. I was the female her son mated and surely she would be critical.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked, pulling me into his side. He wouldn’t have me harmed or intimidated, not even by his own mother. Love flooded me, love for this strong, protective warrior, and I made sure he felt it like a blast of heat through our collars.

      “You were right, when we spoke last. Your life is here. I did not wish you to remain on The Colony simply because you were banished. The moment the decree changed that, I wanted you home. But I realized your home is here now.”

      Maxim pulled me in closer. “My home is here with Rachel. And Ryston.”

      She glanced at Ryston over my shoulder. He came and put his hand at the curve of my neck.

      “Yes. It is. What I’ve heard of The Colony, your base in particular, you are a very good leader.”

      “Thank you.”

      His words were monotone, but I felt his relief, a slight thaw in Maxim’s demeanor.

      “I also realized the transport center works both ways. You can return to Prillon Prime, but I can come here. I wanted to meet your mate, and soon, your children.”

      When Maxim didn’t speak, I saw a vulnerability in her eyes.

      “Is that all right?”

      “Yes, Mother. That would be perfect.”

      She smiled then and I saw how lovely she was. She wasn’t cold, she’d been hurt by the Hive as only a mother of a veteran could. Combined with the banishment, things had been harsh for them. They had a chance now to be a family again. All of us.

      I felt Ryston’s grip on my neck tighten, a hint of jealousy flaring bright and hot.

      “I did not come alone,” she added. Turning her head, she looked to the corner where another Prillon female stood.

      Ryston’s hand dropped from me and I felt his panic.

      I swung about to look at the female full-on, placing myself between her and my second mate. Whoever she was, she’d hurt Ryston. Deeply.

      He cleared his throat. “Mother.”

      Oh god. This was the woman who’d abandoned him. Given up on him.

      Tears streamed down her face.

      “Look at you,” she whispered, taking a step toward him and holding out a hand.

      I stepped away and Maxim pulled me back into his side, leaving Ryston to face his mother on his own. We were nearby, but this was a confrontation they had to do on their own. No matter the outcome, Maxim and I would be waiting.

      “So big, so brave.” She cleared her throat, looked at the floor. “I’m sorry.”

      I felt the tear in Ryston’s wall around that part of his heart. It ached and throbbed, and I clung to Maxim.

      “I have no excuse. None. Maxim’s mother came to me. She practically beat me on the head to see sense. I should have had it on my own, but sometimes we need help from others.”

      “Yes. I found that with Rachel,” Ryston said, his voice almost rusty sounding.

      “I do not wish to remain on Prillon Prime, but with you, my son.”

      “What?” he asked, stunned. “What about Father?”

      Her eyes met his, the same pale color. “He will come, too, but I…I needed to see you. To know if I would be rejected or not.”

      “We are the rejected ones here on The Colony. We would never do that to others,” Ryston countered.

      “If you will have me, us, then we will come. My family is with you. Wherever you are. If there is room?”

      I ached for the woman, for Ryston. Circumstance tore them apart. Just as the cruel accusations on Earth destroyed my life. And yet that ruin brought about my life here. Joy. Mates. Love. It could be the same for them as well.

      “Yes. There’s room. For Father as well. For everyone.”

      They closed the distance and Ryston took his mother’s small form into his tight embrace.

      Yes, there was enough room for all of us. A family, lives intertwined. Different than I’d imagined, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.
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"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
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"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
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PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
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TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
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DISCLAIMER
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