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Chapter 1 

 

The request to switch to a military frequency was never a good sign. Larik Armada watched the screen to his left and saw the dots get larger and align themselves in an unmistakable formation. The pilot glanced over, his mouth set in a grim line. “I think someone forgot to mention to me being escorted in by six fighters. They’re directing us to a lock beam for docking. Last I knew my orders were to deliver a couple of engineers to help repair an energy station. What the hell is going on?” 

“I don’t know.” Larik frowned and rubbed his jaw, apprehension crawling up his spine. Rapt One had a reputation as a peaceful colony as far as he’d been briefed, prosperous and powerful, and his assignment had sounded simple enough. “I suppose it could be standard but it does seem a bit excessive.” 

“Excessive?” Trey York handled the controls with effortless expertise, slowing the craft to comply with the signals flashing on the response screen. 

“See the glowing red? They’ve armed their weapons.” 

“It doesn’t make any sense. They know who we are.” 

“Maybe the lieutenant knows something we don’t.” 

“I think I’ll go ask.” Larik slid out of his seat and made his way toward the back of the small craft. He was puzzled by the show of aggression from a colony that had close ties to Minoa and requested him specifically to deal with a massive generator that according to the report provided power for 
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millions of colonists. The governor had written the authorization himself. Apparently he feared the actual design was the trouble for the constant failures, and had asked the Council for an expert outside assessment. The lieutenant sat in the galley at a small table, a cup at her elbow and her gaze fastened on a small reading device in her hand. She glanced up as he entered, her fine brows drawing together as she registered his expression. 

“Something wrong, Armada?” 

As usual, even with apparently six hostile craft hovering with weapons pointed, he found it hard not to stare. She wore regulation dress uniform for their arrival, the fitted tunic and trousers showing off nice curves beneath the no nonsense style, and her glossy ebony hair pinned into a neat chignon. Eyes of deep violet framed with lush dark lashes stared at him in question from an oval face and her soft mouth—a delectable perfect pink color—

parted under his intense regard. 

He’d fantasized about her mouth lately, he had to admit. Actually, ever since he’d met the engineer the military assigned to assist him, he’d had an erection half the time, especially in the past two weeks since they’d left the main ship and been on the transport in such close quarters. It was damned uncomfortable and he would be glad when they didn’t have to spend so much time together. She treated him with cool, professional indifference so it didn’t seem like he ever would get to test out his fantasies firsthand and the frustration wasn’t his idea of fun. 

He jerked his attention back to the present. “Any idea why our welcome to Rapt One is a bit less than friendly? They’re not letting us dock but taking us in themselves. To make sure we cooperate, they are making quite a statement.” 

Aspen Thorne looked puzzled and shook her head. “No briefing to any problem came through.” 

Even as she spoke the transport lurched and shuddered as the lock beam caught it. It was a little eerie to hear the pilot kill the thrusters so the small craft could be drawn in. The lieutenant swore and grabbed her cup as it slid to the edge of the table, narrowly missing getting the contents in her lap. “I guess you aren’t kidding about the lock beam. I wonder what’s up.” 

His cock, Larik thought in cynical amusement, but some of it wasn’t just the gorgeous lieutenant but also the journey from Minoa. Abstinence had some drawbacks and he was more than ready to land on Rapt One and find a 
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willing female. All planets with military based colonies had a ready supply and he needed one. 

“I suppose we’ll find out soon enough,” he commented as she rose. “I think we’d better go prepare to dock. We’re supposed to meet with the governor as soon as we disembark.” 

She nodded and followed him back toward the passenger seats, strapping in next to him. Moments later they were stationary, and before long the silent swoosh of the doors lifting signaled their arrival. 

“Armada, Lieutenant Thorne, do you see what I do?” York stood at the door nearest the cockpit of the craft, his tall, lean body unnaturally rigid. He glanced back as they moved forward and his mouth quirked in a mirthless grin. “Our welcome seems less than enthusiastic.” 

Larik peered past him and also stiffened. Three figures stood waiting, their attire obviously full anti-contamination gear, from the huge helmets and breathing apparatus to the all-body suits. That was bizarre enough, but the loaded weapons pointed their way with unmistakable menace made him wonder just what hell might be going on. 

One of them signaled for them to exit the transport. The dark-haired young pilot muttered, “I don’t know about you two, but all that gear makes me wonder if it’s a great idea to step outside. What do they not want to be exposed to that is fine for us?” 

“I have no idea but they’re the ones with the weapons and from what I’ve seen so far, they seem to mean business.” Larik stepped past him and went down the ramp, slightly lifting his hands in a universal signal of surrender. Lieutenant Thorne went next, and Trey York followed along. Their three escorts led them through the first lift gate and down a long hallway through a door. Each were handed a bundle and pointed in the direction of a series of what looked like small cubicles. 

“They want us to change our clothes?” Aspen Thorne didn’t look too enthusiastic about the lightweight garments, a simple pullover shirt and loose fitting pants. “I’m beginning to really want an explanation over all of this.” 

“I’m going to guess by the stance of our not so friendly and not at all talkative guards here, they aren’t going to give it.” Larik eyed one of the figures, the man’s face obscured by not just the helmet but the breathing mask over his mouth and nose. “I can’t really see we have a choice.” 
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Inside the cubicle instructions printed on a small plaque on the wall stood out. Complying, Larik removed every item of clothing and then slipped on the simple shirt and pants, leaving everything, including his boots, in the bin provided. 

Lieutenant Thorne emerged last, the tight set of her mouth showing her displeasure and he could see why at once. The shirt provided left very little to the imagination, the thin material molding to her full breasts and even giving a pretty good idea of the dusky color of her nipples. As he suspected, the lady had very nice tits. Under his breath, York said, “I always wanted a better look at her set, but this isn’t quite how I imagined it. The guys with the face masks kind of take away from the moment.” 

Larik stifled a laugh. 

One of the guards lifted his weapon, pointing it at her head. Both Larik and York stepped forward at once in involuntary protective protest and the other two escorts intercepted them. Shoved back, there was little they could do. 

Lieutenant Thorne went a little pale but lifted her chin and stared at the threatening soldier. “What?” 

“I think he wants you to take down your hair.” Larik realized the unspoken request with a rush of relief. “Give him the clip. I don’t think we’re supposed to have anything we arrived with on us.” 

“Oh.” She quickly slipped it free and handed it over. Shining dark hair tumbled over her shoulders and down her back and she looked very different at once, not the neat military engineer with a business-like manner and cool, aloof poise, but like a woman with tumbled tresses and that to die for body. Only he really wasn’t interested in dying, Larik decided, eyeing the arsenal around him. 

Not in the least. 

 

* * * * 

 

A small suite of utilitarian rooms with a main area, several places to sit, and a functional galley awaited them. At the back, sleeping quarters with narrow bunks lined up the walls, enough to sleep six individuals, plus an extra larger bed in the corner. There was also a cleansing room, modern and 
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sterile. The impersonal feel of it wasn’t exactly heartening and Aspen Thorne wondered how long they would have to wait around before someone bothered to explain their less than auspicious introduction to Rapt One. Larik Armada dropped into a chair, his long legs carelessly extended, a frown on his face. Like all S-species males, he was very tall and gifted with an almost extraordinary handsomeness, his features symmetrical and masculine, his thick blond hair rumpled where he’d run his hand through it.. Vivid sapphire blue eyes reflected his emotions with startling clarity, including his sometimes less than reverent sense of humor. As a civilian he tended to take the military rules more as casual guidelines and his lax attitude toward protocol could be a bit of a problem now and then. Which was exactly why she was included on this mission. Armada’s brilliant intellect had no equal and there was nothing he couldn’t do with the energy station all on his own. Aspen was along for the ride ostensibly to assist him, but mostly to make sure he followed procedure as much as possible. 

If they ever got to the damn project. The ice cold reception wasn’t exactly encouraging. 

Trey York, the young pilot who’d been assigned to bring them over, paced restlessly over to the door, checked the scanning system for the second time, and shook his head. “We’re fucking locked in.” He registered his speech and glanced over. “Excuse me, Lieutenant.” 

“No problem.” She agreed wholeheartedly with the sentiment, if not the choice of words. “I’ve heard it before. The question is  why are we locked in?” 

“They’re worried we’re carrying something, at a guess.” Armada looked thoughtful, his lean body clad in the same generic tan pants and shirt, the nondescript color and fit doing nothing to lessen his almost overwhelming masculinity. 

Actually, between the two of them, she felt overwhelmed in general. York was also a gorgeous S-species male, dark-haired and clean featured, with a whipcord athletic body and a vitality that was almost visible. She was twenty-five and she guessed the pilot might be her age or maybe a year or two younger and knew Armada wasn’t yet thirty. The space felt way too small to share with two males who exuded hormones and virility like most S-species. As a half-breed, she was stuck in 
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a way between the Superhumans—or S-species—who dominated the known universe, and the humans from which they evolved, now considered inferior. Long ago genetic alterations—to make it easier for human beings to acclimate to different environments as Earth became too crowded and colonies were needed—resulted in a change that backfired for humans. Their counterparts grew more powerful, both physically and intellectually, and as a result, earth now existed under the thumb of the S-species in every way. Aspen’s mother was a human female, and her father an S-species highranking soldier. Often, the breeding intermixed to make sure genetic mutations did not begin to occur and she was the result of one of those precautions. 

York argued, “I’ve been through decontamination before after landing on more planets than I can remember. This is different.” 

“I agree.” Aspen thought about sitting in the chair next to Armada, decided it was too close to both of them, and chose to lean against the wall. 

“Whatever has happened, they are keeping it low profile.” 

As if in answer, one of several screens on the wall flickered to life. 

“Very astute, Lieutenant Thorne. Low profile is correct. May I welcome all of you to Rapt One.” 

The image of the colony governor appeared. Though she’d seen his picture before, Aspen recognized the difference. Normally he was presented as an affable, good-looking administrator, a former admiral now in control of a prosperous colony, precise, agreeable, and competent. With dismay she registered the obvious signs of strain in the lines around his mouth and the weariness in his expression. 

As liaison it was her job to respond, so she said neutrally, “Good afternoon, Governor. Forgive our speculation, but I doubt you can blame us.” 

It looked like he was seated in some sort of conference room and someone spoke off camera. He nodded and glanced at a small screen to his left and then back up. “I’m sorry for the inconvenience but please understand it is necessary. A recent biological attack on the colony could have killed thousands, maybe even everyone. We’re doing our best at damage control at this point, and that means prevention.” 

Well, that explained the confiscation of their clothing and personal items at least. She frowned. “Has Minoa responded?” 

 

 The Covenant: The Starlight Chronicles 2 

11 

“I’ve spoken to Governor Kartel, naturally. All the colonies are going on full military alert. He is as harried and concerned as I am, maybe more, since he sits on the Universal Council. He sends his greetings, Armada.” 

Aspen hadn’t realized Larik was such close friends with one of the most powerful men in interstellar politics. She interjected, “Have there been other incidents?” 

“It was the consensus after the first near disaster we would keep our precautions quiet for as long as possible. We’d like to be able to discern who is behind the terrorism so we can retaliate and eliminate the threat. Obviously word will spread soon enough of the required quarantine when entering the colony, but until then, we hope to not only prevent another attack, but if other infected arrivals are detected, maybe we can pinpoint the source.” 

“I can assure you we are not contaminated.” 

“No, you can’t, Lieutenant. The previous individuals had no idea. As much as we need help with the defunct power station from Mr. Armada and yourself, you will have to wait out the quarantine like everyone else. We can go on with rationing power as before, but I cannot ration life.” 

The finality in his tone made her straighten a little, but it was Trey York who asked in a terse voice, “How long?” 

“Eight weeks.” 

He stared, and his eyes, a light crystalline blue, glittered. “Did you just say  eight weeks, sir?” 

“We’re being very careful.” The governor’s voice held an implacable edge. “The quarters you now occupy will hold you until the end of specified allotment. You’ll find sufficient food and anything else you might require for your stay. At any time, you can communicate with us, but I’m afraid should any of you fall ill, no medical assistance will be given. The first physical contact you’ll have will be the day you are released.” 

 Sixty days?  Aspen felt dismay roll over her like a wave and she saw the two men in the room exchange a swift glance, as if an unspoken communication passed between them. Armada spoke up. “May I request, sir, that Lieutenant Thorne be moved to separate quarters.” He added in a bland tone, “We were out for months prior to our arrival.” 

In other words, for an S-species male, with their high sex drive, that was a long time. She’d noticed in the two weeks on the transport their 
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restlessness and careful avoidance of contact with her if possible. They were already on the edge. If things had gone as expected, she had no doubt both of them would have sought female company for the night. The governor shook his head. “The other quarters are all occupied and all have males. Besides, if we were going to introduce a new individual, their quarantine would have to begin again. I’m sure you understand this is difficult for everyone. We are in an official state of emergency on Rapt One and technically, you three are prisoners of war until it is proven you are safe. I am sure Lieutenant Thorne remembers her military training when it comes to certain situations. The 051 regulations were put in place for a purpose, and I’m afraid this is just one of those instances.” 

Aspen stared at the screen. “Sir, I—” 

He cut her off ruthlessly. “I look forward to welcoming you to Rapt One in person in two months.” 

The screen abruptly went blank. The resulting silence seemed heavy and Aspen could feel from the heat in her face and neck she was flushed. No one spoke for a moment until Armada elevated a dark blond brow in a graceful arch. “Okay, I’ll ask. Since I’m non-military, I’m not familiar with regulation zero-whatever. Mind filling me in?” 

Already York looked at her differently. She could almost feel the change in assessment from respectful subordinate to predatory male. He said with deceptive casualness, “Regulation 051 states that in case of prolonged close contact between female personnel with males who have no other alternative for sexual release, it is part of their duties to assist in the welfare of their counterparts by providing them access to sexual intercourse. Believe me, during initial training, every new male soldier memorizes that one.” 

“Yeah, I would guess he would.” Armada’s sapphire eyes darkened a little. 

“I’m going to venture a guess that’s what the extra bed in the bunkroom is for. The sleepers aren’t big enough for more than one individual.” York sounded nonchalant but there was nothing casual about the way he looked at her. 

He was right, she realized. Most big ships had a similar set up. Practicality dictated to have a separate comfortable place provided for sexual purposes since the sleeping berths were narrow by necessity to save space. 
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It was time for her to say something and take charge of the situation, she just had no idea what it should be. Aspen cleared her throat. “The regulation is more for combat instances than something like this.” 

“It seems to me the governor just told us we were prisoners of war.” 

York gave her a cheeky grin. It lit his already disturbingly handsome face and she felt her flush deepen. 

“Watch it, Pilot.” Her voice should have sounded crisp and heavy with authority. Instead it came off with a small wobble. He didn’t look impressed with the warning, propping himself with one broad shoulder against the opposite wall, that teasing smile lingering. “I’ve been watching, ma’am, since the moment I met you. I like what I see, too, if I have permission to say so. How about you, Armada?” 

“Oh yeah.” The agreement was said in a low sexy drawl. “But I have a feeling the lieutenant already knows that.” 

She’d known they were both aware of her as a female, but they had been deferent and polite since they’d left the ship together for Rapt One. As a military pilot, York wasn’t exactly under her command and carried no rank but was instead classed by experience and ability, for pilots were a separate division entirely. The same thing could be said for Armada, since he was civilian. 

The 051 regulation also clearly stated no female was ever required to sleep with a male if she outranked him. Unfortunately for her, the rule did not apply here. Besides, essentially the governor had given them permission to expect her cooperation. 

Four months of abstinence is a stretch for any S-species male. It seemed she had two on her hands and there was never a time in her career, even through the rigorous training required to get to where she was and rise in rank, she had felt so intimidated. 

Would it be best to confess the truth? It put her at a disadvantage, but she was there anyway. 

With as much dignity as possible, she said, “I’m a virgin.” 
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Chapter 2 

 

What the fuck? Trey York blinked, not sure he’d heard correctly. Anyone that looked like Thorne had to be sexually experienced. Except she had lost some of her usual icy reserve and the set of her mouth was vulnerable as she stood there. If she could find anywhere to run, she would, Trey guessed. Chin lifted, her striking violet eyes flashing challenge, she looked composed but her soft lips trembled just a fraction in betrayal of her uncertainty. The cascade of her glossy dark hair fell almost to her waist, which really aroused him. He couldn’t wait to see her naked because she was exactly his type, slender but curvaceous, her beauty delicate and feminine. He doubted she was full S-species because she wasn’t as tall as most females of their kind, which was another nice bonus if he was stuck in such close quarters for two damned months. Human females were small and tight and it added to the pleasure of taking them to bed. His cock started to stiffen just thinking about it. 

Trey repeated like an idiot, “You’ve never had sex?” 

“That’s what a virgin is last I checked.” Her tone was caustic and she lifted one arched ebony brow. 

“Pretty hard to believe.” Armada looked just as surprised. “Males must pursue you all the time, Lieutenant.” 

“It doesn’t mean I have to say yes.” 

“Until now,” Trey pointed out. 

“I’m aware of the regulation, thank you.” To his amusement she shot him a lethal look. “I also get I’m outnumbered and at a pretty severe disadvantage size-wise.” 

“No one is going to force you to comply, Lieutenant, so relax on that point. Neither York or myself are that kind of male. We’ve flown together before so I can say that with confidence about Trey.” Armada walked toward the door into the galley and selected a bottle from one of the shelves. 
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He examined the label and shrugged. “We might get a little hard to live with, but it’s your choice. You’ve been an officer long enough I imagine you understand how long abstinence affects males.” 

How true. One of the drawbacks to the enhanced sex drive genetically engineered into their physiology was aggression if not satisfied on a regular basis. Many ships on long voyages carried human female slaves to service the males but the two month trip from Minoa considered just on the inside limit of endurance and none had been provided. Had the voyage been any longer, neither of them would be so on the edge because there would have been relief available on the ship. 

The current situation was just plain damned inconvenient. Two more months would start to take its toll. Two more months with a gorgeous female companion spelled pure torture if they couldn’t touch her, especially someone as intriguing as Aspen Thorne. Manual release just wasn’t enough, not with a beautiful woman around fueling their libido. 

“I agree.” Trey dropped into a chair so maybe his height wouldn’t be so imposing and to hide his growing arousal. “The words force and sex don’t fit together in my opinion. However, to make an argument for our side, I’d like to point out you don’t know what you’ve been missing.” 

“And you are just the males to show me, I suppose.” She folded her arms across her chest, the body language as unmistakable as the sarcastic observation. 

“Let’s just say I’ve never had any complaints.” He gave her an irreverent wink. 

“I’m sure you’d find my inexperience boring.” 

“I’m sure I wouldn’t. I think you’re very beautiful, Lieutenant, if a little on the icy side. Thawed out a bit, I’d bet you’d make one hot female in bed. As for experience, no worries. Just lie back and spread your legs. We’ll take care of the rest.” 

Aspen Thorne didn’t seem to know how to respond to his blunt suggestion. She’d been blushing since the governor mentioned the regulation and the color in her smooth cheeks deepened even more. “That’s very romantic, Pilot.” 

“Are we talking about romance?” he asked mildly. “I thought we were talking about sex. It’s not the same thing.” 
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“I agree. Maybe that’s why I haven’t found a male yet I felt strongly enough about to share the experience.” 

So the lovely lady had a hidden sentimental streak under that practical cool exterior. Trey elevated his brows and got back to his feet, well aware of Larik watching in amusement as he poured a glass of wine from a tall, cool bottle. As Trey walked toward her, he registered the flare of panic in her eyes but Aspen stood her ground. He said softly, “I can be damned romantic, Lieutenant.” 

“Don’t put yourself out, York.” 

“It’s in a good cause, so no trouble, ma’am.” He reached for her and felt the tension in her slender body as he slowly pulled her into his arms but she didn’t resist. The soft feminine feel of her next to him sent his nerve-endings on full alert. His cock, already stiff and high, pulsed. Hell yes, he was going to make her want it. He didn’t care much about the regulation or her sense of obligation to follow the rules. The truth was, the minute he saw her he’d wanted her and his determination to fulfill that goal was pretty high now that it was actually within his reach. He stared into her eyes and then let his lashes drift down as he lowered his head. She didn’t fight it when he took her mouth, but neither did she participate when he kissed her with every bit of finesse learned from years of experience with a variety of different females. At least she didn’t participate  at first. He stroked his tongue into her mouth and felt the first shiver of response with a sense of easy triumph, keeping the kiss tender and gentle. One of her hands came up to rest on his chest, palm flat, as if she would push him away, but she didn’t. He splayed his fingers on the graceful curve at the base of her spine and nestled her against his rampant erection. He tangled the other hand in her silky hair. The stiffening of her body told him she felt every hard inch of his erect cock. Briefly he broke the kiss, sliding his mouth along her cheek to whisper in her ear. “You have all the power here, Lieutenant. Feel my need?” 

“It’s a little hard to miss, Pilot.” The reply was tart, but she didn’t try and pull away. 

“Hard is the operative word.” He gave a muffled laugh and kissed her again, with the same care and patience, a slow dance of tongue to tongue, of exploration and persuasion. 
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When he lifted his head they were both out of breath and he thought he might ejaculate just from holding her close. He wondered if Armada was having fun watching, and glanced over. The engineer stood negligibly by the small counter in the galley, sipping a glass of wine, but his brilliant blue gaze was fastened on them and the bulge at his crotch showed a definite enthusiasm for Trey’s efforts with their gorgeous roommate. They’d shared females before, so this wasn’t a new game, though normally they were willing women, eager for sex, not a virginal military officer with an obvious reluctance to let go of that reserve she used like a shield. 

“This is where you tell me to go sit back down. Otherwise, we take this to the next level.” It took Trey a great deal of effort to make the offer and he didn’t let her go, gazing down at her face. 

“If I say no now, I still doubt my ability to keep you two at arm’s length for eight weeks. Let’s not forget you could report me for failure of duty.” 

An edge of resignation colored her voice. 

Was she looking for an excuse to give in? Trey had to wonder, feeling the erect tips of her breasts against his chest through the thin material of the garments provided. Her body responded, whether or not she liked the situation. He caressed the small of her back in a slow circle, keeping her loosely against him. In a way, he didn’t blame her for feeling pushed into a corner because the minute the governor brought up 051, it was like being issued an order. 

Still, if she said no, he’d back off. With the looming threat of two months of captivity staring him in the face however, he took her answer as an oblique yes. “Let’s move into the berth then,” he suggested, unable to keep the husky note out of his voice. “You’re going to like this, Lieutenant. My word on it.” 

 

* * * * 

 

Had she agreed? 

She wasn’t sure. Those tender kisses had thrown her completely off course. He  could be romantic, damn him, at least in a physical sense. Who would ever think a cocky military flyer could summon up that type of finesse. She’d met dozens and would never have anticipated it. 

“Look, Pilot—” 
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“Call me Trey.” His mouth swooped down and took hers again in one of those devastatingly hot kisses. 

This situation wasn’t the one she expected when she got the set of orders to accompany and assist Armada on Rapt One. Aspen was all too aware of the bed with some measure of apprehension, but it was tempered by York’s self-assurance and the persuasive way he kissed her. Larik Armada carried that same air of easy confidence and in the two weeks alone with them on the transport, she’d discovered she actually liked both males. They were intelligent, had a sense of humor, and before this, had been carefully respectful. 

What happened next would change the dynamics of their acquaintance beyond a shadow of a doubt. She couldn’t help but wonder how her father, with his strict sense of military discipline, would feel about her predicament. On the one hand, he would have every expectation she would fulfill her duties. On the other hand, he  was   her father and she somehow doubted he would enjoy the idea. 

Well, he was back on Minoa, serving the government there, and she was here. 

With effort, she leaned back, breathing erratically. Unfortunately, Trey knew exactly how he affected her from the faint, attractive smile on his talented mouth. 

His hands caressed her waist. “Since you haven’t done this before, let me start by telling you naked is better. Lift your arms.” 

The request, given in a low sexy tone, was accompanied by a tug that pulled the less than adequate shirt she wore upward. Aspen let York pull it over her head, trying to fight the embarrassment she felt over being both half-naked in front of them and that her breasts felt tight and full. Her nipples actually tingled. 

Warm hands cupped her flesh, lifting, weighing. “Very nice, Lieutenant.” Trey’s gaze was heavy as he fondled her, rubbing her nipples with palms, cradling her breasts with reverent care. “These are some spectacular tits.” 

“I’m glad you approve.” The sarcasm in her tone was offset by a breathless gasp as he rubbed a thumb over one taut crest. Sensation streaked down to center between her legs and she wasn’t prepared for the pleasurable rush of moisture. His long fingers looked dark against her paler skin. 
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“I think she likes that.” Larik Armada spoke in his usual amused drawl. He’d set aside his drink and she felt him move up behind her. Warm lips grazed her nape as he lifted her heavy hair and nuzzled the back of her neck. 

“Let’s get the rest off.” 

By the stars, there were two of them, one of her, and they both dwarfed her in size. Feeling outnumbered and out of her depth, Aspen was a little weak in the knees. York pulled loose the drawstring tie on the lightweight pants provided and eased the material down past her hips. It pooled on the floor and her whole body felt flushed as they both stared at her. 

“Oh, hell yes.” Trey York raked her bared body with a scorching glance. His crystalline eyes glittered. “That’s pretty much what I’ve been imagining.” 

“We both have, let’s face it. Let’s move to the bed.” Armada lifted her with what seemed like effortless ease, carried her into the sleeping chamber, and deposited her on the cool linens of the bed provided for just what they wanted from her. He leaned over, one arm braced on either side of her body, and his mouth brushed hers, lifted and then settled back in a long, leisurely kiss. Vaguely she was aware Trey took off his clothes, but her whole world seemed to be the seductive pressure of Larik’s mouth and the light, teasing sweep of his tongue. 

At twenty-five, even if she hadn’t been to bed with any of the dozens of men who tried to get her there, she’d been kissed often enough. Before now, she hadn’t really thought much of the process. These two seemed have a special talent or a hell of a lot of practice. Maybe both. There was no doubt she was beginning to feel strangely unafraid of what was going to happen, a languid sense of enjoyment replacing her trepidation. She felt pressure on her thighs, easing them apart. Trey’s palms were gentle but insistent. “Spread open, Lieutenant. I promise you’re really going to melt down over this. I’ve yet to meet a female who doesn’t.” 

She was innocent physically, but not uneducated. Men and women pleasured each other orally, but she had no idea of the exact sensation. Larik continued to kiss her, exploring her mouth, and one of his long-fingered hands stroked her bared breast, playing with the erect nipple. But at her jerk of reaction over the first warm lick across her labia, he chuckled and broke away. 
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His sapphire eyes held both fire and the usual teasing glint. “I don’t want to distract you. Just enjoy. If you’ve never climaxed, I’m glad I’m going to get to see your first time. Relax and let it happen.” 

Trey’s dark head nestled between her open legs, his mouth grazing her pussy. Aspen wasn’t sure if it shocked or aroused her. Both probably. His long fingers parted her folds and he made a low sound in his throat as he laved the sensitive exposed tissue. 

She thought for a moment she would go through the ceiling as he found a spot that made sweat prickle out over her skin. It felt…incredible. 

“Now this is one sweet pink little clit.” He opened her further and she could feel the coolness of the air on that vulnerable bundle of nerves. With a light exhale, he blew across it. 

Aspen fought an undignified moan. When he began to tease her clitoris with the tip of his tongue, the sound escaped anyway. Pleasure washed over in warm waves, like the thermal heated seas of Minoa, lapping, enveloping, consuming. 

She spread her legs wider and arched her back, panting as her whole body quivered. Trey continued the erotic assault, first licking until the room seemed to spin, and then moving downward to spear his tongue into her opening, invading her pussy with sexy, hot strokes before moving upward again to circle her clit. 

Something incredible happened. She could feel it in her breasts, in the tense coil in her stomach, and in the pulsing need between her legs. Two strong hands cupped her ass and lifted her hips and he pressed his mouth fully against her and suckled. 

Her world tore apart. The savage pleasure shot her into space and she shut her eyes at the power of it, her body shaking uncontrollably as something snapped and broke and she let out a primal, unrestrained scream of enjoyment. The contractions in her vagina rippled over and over and she fought for breath, the exquisite sensation so acute she could not believe it. A few moments later, limp and disbelieving at her uninhibited reaction, she felt Trey kiss her inner thigh. There was just the slightest smug note to his tone when he said, “I promised you would like it, Lieutenant.” 
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How mortifying to know that not only was he right, but she’d had quite an audience for her abandoned reaction to her climax. With reluctance, she lifted her lashes. 

 

* * * * 

 

Larik wasn’t sure what was more arousing, the sight of one of the most beautiful females he’d ever seen sprawled on the bed, legs still apart, her slim thighs streaked with moisture from her sexual fluids, or the almost dazed look on her flushed face in the aftermath of her first orgasmic experience. Any doubts he had over her acquiescence to their needs were banished by what he had just seen of her passionate side. He’d suspected it existed all along.. Outwardly she might seem like a cool female, but obviously she guarded that facet under the guise of an aloof, business-like professional. 

Yes, the military officer was part of her, but the woman was in there also, all wrapped up in one of the most delectable packages he’d ever seen. Long supple limbs, alabaster flawless skin, and all that long raven hair, right now spilled over the pale bed in a glossy pool. York was right, her breasts were spectacular, full, high and firm, the flesh quivering as she still fought for each convulsive breath, tipped by dusky rose nipples he couldn’t wait to taste. 

As if choreographed, he and Trey both climbed on the bed at the same time, one on each side. Larik reached out and touched her cheek, meeting her eyes, immersing himself in the unusual violet depths. “I want to be your first,” he said in a low voice, hearing the huskiness he couldn’t control with inner rueful amusement. “Trey gave you your first orgasm. Let me be the first male to mate with you.” 

He’d removed his clothing and she seemed to focus finally, her eyes widening as she took in the long length of his erect cock. “I’m half-human.” 

A chuckle came up from his chest, he couldn’t help it. “I know. That’ll make it even better for both of us. I’m sure you know that S-species males and human females enjoy each other in a unique way. Our larger size enhances it for you, and your tightness makes it even better for us.” 

“I don’t like being submissive to S-species simply because I’m halfbred.” She sat up, shaking back her tangled, gleaming hair. 
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That he’d already guessed. “No one expects you to be. I think you have a mistaken perception of sexual intercourse, Lieutenant. This is not something we  do to you, but something we can enjoy together.” 

York caught her shoulders and eased her back down. “He’s right. As you discover what you like, let us know. We’ll be more than happy to oblige. If there is something you don’t like, tell us that too. Not all females are the same by any means.” 

Larik eased over so he lay on top of her, guessing the most traditional position the best place to start. She didn’t resist as he used his knees to push her legs apart, but he did catch the flash of understandable apprehension in her lovely face. For reassurance, and because he liked her silky taste, he kissed her again, the pressure of his mouth on hers slow and deliberate, his tongue sliding in and out in a mimicry of what was about to happen. He stroked her hip and then slipped his hand between her open thighs, exploring her wet pussy, her recent orgasm leaving her soft, pliant, and slick. In other words, ready. 

Praise the stars and the moons, for he was heavy and aching, his balls so full he worried he might ejaculate the minute he got inside her. When he brushed her swollen clit she made a low soft sound he found immensely sexy, especially since he knew she wished to keep control of her reaction. With one finger, he penetrated her, and ascertained she spoke the truth if he couldn’t tell already from her reaction to each touch, each kiss. The heated tightness of her passage still had her barrier, the membrane of her hymen unbroken. 

He whispered against her lips, “I will be as gentle as I can, Aspen.” 

The use of her first name made her lashes drift up, but she didn’t say anything as he positioned his cock and just rubbed the tip at her moist entrance. Beneath him she shifted a little, and took a deep breath. 

“Relax your inner muscles,” Larik instructed, his control a mere thread. 

“Make your body let me in and don’t tighten against it. If you concentrate on staying open and accepting, there won’t be much discomfort, even this first time.” 

She closed her eyes and nodded, a swallow rippling the muscles in her slender throat as the engorged tip of his cock pressed against the small opening into her vagina, stretching it until the swollen head of his penis slid in. Larik worked his cock slowly into her with tiny thrusts and withdrawals, 
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doing his best to go slow, his muscles starting to shake as he fought for control, well aware of York watching them with a heavy-lidded gaze. She was small, hot, and like satin inside, her walls holding him in a perfect erotic embrace. “Am I hurting you?” he managed the question between his teeth. 

“No. Yes. I’m not sure.” She lifted her hips a telltale fraction that told him what her body wanted, even if her mind hadn’t firmly decided yet. It was his pleasure to slide in the fraction more it took to break through. He impaled her with his entire length, going deep against her womb. The beautiful lieutenant did little other than give an inarticulate cry and her hands flew up to grasp his shoulders. 

He brushed his mouth against her smooth cheek in reassurance. “That’s it.” 

“I hope not, Armada, or else the whole thing is overrated.” 

The challenge in her voice made him give a low dark laugh. “I meant as far as it being uncomfortable. As for the rest, well, no problem, I’ll be happy to show you.” 

He began to move, first a slow slide backward and then the hot-blooded surge forward, need running through his veins and prickling his nerveendings. She was exquisitely tight, just as he’d imagined all too often since their introduction, and the erotic friction of their joining sent pulses of pleasure through his entire body. 

By the third thrust Aspen had caught the rhythm with ease, her hips undulating to his movements, lifting to take him as deep as he could go, her beautiful eyes half-closed and her lips parted. Experienced enough with female arousal, he understood each nuance in the change in her breathing and soon small, almost inaudible pants turned into full-fledged uncontrolled moans. 

Her small hands, resting on his shoulders, signaled her need, the nails lightly scoring his flesh. 

 Fuck, yeah, sweetheart. Mark me. 

He could come at any moment. The restraint was for her. 

“Faster?” 

“Do something…oh…oh…” She gasped and he could feel her inner muscles start to tighten in a betraying clench as the first wave hit her. Now her nails drew blood. 
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It was like flipping a switch. One second he was in charge, holding off his orgasm, and then next her body took over and gave him no choice. As her spasms began to squeeze his surging cock, he lost it and the rush of his release so consuming lights flashed behind his eyes and it felt like a solar system had combusted. 

He was fairly certain he had never ejaculated so fiercely in his life. Shuddering, shaking, he emptied into her for what felt like an eternity and found himself barely cognizant enough to keep from collapsing on top of her. Instead he fell to the side, pulling her with him. She also trembled, her breath warm against his neck as she sprawled across his chest. York drawled in an amused, laconic voice, “Maybe two months doesn’t seem that bad after all. Come here, Lieutenant.” 

“I couldn’t possibly.” 

The words were mumbled against Larik’s damp skin and he grinned, obligingly easing away and transferring her lax form to Trey’s waiting arms. The lady might just surprise herself, he thought, her innate sexuality not a question in his mind. That luscious body represented not just a beautiful female, but a very responsive one. 

“We’ll take our time. No rush.” York’s long fingers drifted through her gleaming dark hair. “I don’t mind just touching you until you’re ready.” 

The soft words at odds with his rigid cock, Larik appreciated they were both on the same plane when it came to Aspen. Sexual pleasure was about sharing, not taking. It was good they both thought the same way. If he had to be trapped in close quarters with another male for so long, he was glad it was Trey. Not only was he a talented pilot, but since they’d flown together several times before, they were also good friends. Sharing a female without acrimony wasn’t always easy for a male, and it helped to like your partner. Besides, watching was almost as good as doing. Not quite, but close. His whole body still humming, he watched through half open eyes as Trey coaxed her with soft words and light kisses, playing with her beautiful breasts, sucking her nipples to rosy-tipped high points, stroking her inner thigh but not stimulating her clit, even when it started to become clear she was aroused again. 

“Show me what you want, Lieutenant.” He licked the side of one pale, perfect breast in a wicked sweep of his tongue, his grin impudent. The silk 
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of his dark hair brushed her skin, a superimposition of ebony and alabaster white. 

“I …thought…you were the one in such a hurry to get me here, Pilot.” 

Her response was thready and there was a hint of accusation in those magnificent violet eyes. She took in a shuddering breath as his fingertips just grazed her wet pussy, teasing her. 

“Call me Trey, remember? And for the record, I never hurry sex. I could play all day with a body like yours, so you’re just going to have to let me know when you want it.” Tall and dark, his body corded with muscle, he was a stark contrast to her delicate femininity. Larik stifled a chuckle at the lift of Aspen’s chin in stubborn refusal. If the stinging on his shoulders was any indication, the lady had enjoyed what just happened between them as much as he had, and that was saying a lot. Whatever her mind wanted, he had a feeling that very hot, sexy body was going to betray her. 

A few more calculated caresses later she spread her legs, catching York’s shoulders and urging him on top of her. The young pilot complied with alacrity, the bunched muscles in his shoulders indicating his selfcontrol wasn’t effortless. With impressive slow care, he pushed his rigid cock into her pussy until he was finally buried to his balls, his face reflecting his pleasure. 

“Jesus, that’s good. Tight and hot.” 

“Move, Pilot.” 

“Trey.” 

“Fine, Trey.” She shifted beneath him, all restless panting need. 

“Yes, ma’am.” 

He began to move in long slow thrusts, male into female, and from the sheen of sweat on his forehead the discipline came with a price. Under him, Aspen arched and moaned and Larik marveled at her awakening sexuality and incredible beauty. 

The instinct to mate, old as time itself, was a driving animalistic force but also a miracle, he decided as he saw the first wild quiver when she went over the edge. Trey gave an answering groan, his tall body going rigid, his eyes tightly shut and his buttocks flexing as they climaxed together. 
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Two months wasn’t really that long after all, Larik decided with a languid sense of contentment. Not with the exceptional Lieutenant Thorne for company. 
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Chapter 3 

 

Ran Kartel stared out the window of his office, seeing the spectacular view of the First City without taking it in, his mind occupied with other thoughts, the least pleasant the idea of a war with an unknown adversary. 

“Governor?” The undersecretary hovered in the doorway, obviously not sure how to handle the situation. 

Ran turned. “Go ahead and show him in.” 

“At once, sir.” 

His visitor was an acquaintance, no more, but how could he refuse to see someone so high-ranking with such a distinguished service record. Since he had a very busy day, not to mention council meetings over the Rapt One incident, his schedule did not make it easy to see anyone who didn’t have an appointment but Ran had an idea why General Thorne had decided to pay him an impromptu visit. 

The general was a tall man, his dark hair just showing threads of silver, his clear-eyed gaze and bearing an indication of why he’d achieved such a high rank. He came in and nodded briskly. “Good morning, Governor. I appreciate you seeing me.” 

“No problem, General. What can I do for you?” 

“How bad is it?” 

Short and to the point. Well, he didn’t really blame the man. “I assume we are talking about Rapt One. Please, sit down. I’ll tell you what I can.” 

“I’m cleared on the highest security levels, sir.” Thorne chose a chair and sank into it, his gaze direct. 

Ran had the ability to tell what other people were thinking with uncanny precision and he could feel the other’s man’s tension, his worry, and underneath it all, a sense of outrage under the calm façade. He didn’t really blame him. 
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“I know your clearance, General. Rest assured, I’ll tell you what I know, but it really isn’t much. I received a communiqué recently that there was what we think might have been terrorist activity directed at the Rapt One colony. I’ve spoken with the governor there and he feels the problem is contained, but we are at a loss as to who might have been behind it. As you know, it’s one of the outermost planets, so we monitor security there at the highest level.” 

“I hope so. I understand my daughter is there. I am not happy about that on several levels at this moment. I came to request she be recalled.” 

Ran had a feeling that was what this visit was about. Unfortunately, even though he understood the general’s point of view clearly enough—he had a daughter himself—his hands were tied on the matter. “The quarantine is a necessary step, wouldn’t you agree? Until we figure out how and why the first contaminated individuals became infected, we can’t trust the fate of thousands of citizens on the hope no one else has been exposed.” 

“She’s an officer with a spotless record of service.” 

“Yes, she is I understand. Congratulations, you must be quite proud of her. But,” Ran paused, searching for the right thing to say, because he truly was sympathetic, before continuing quietly, “but it does not make her exempt from possible contamination. The virus could have come from anywhere. It’s been substantiated it’s synthetically engineered, it’s fatal, and no risks are being taken.” 

“I could pull York’s personnel file but know nothing about Armada, except his reputation as a talented engineer. He isn’t a solider.” The general stated the words without inflection but the unspoken question was there. Well, Ran supposed if his daughter was trapped on a distant planet locked in with two S-species males, he’d also be damned concerned about her welfare. “I know nothing about the pilot myself, but I can tell you Armada is not only brilliant intellectually but he will treat your daughter well.” 

“You sound sure.” 

“I know it to be a fact,” Ran said bluntly. “I traveled with Armada on a diplomatic mission and we became good friends. I trust him.” 

Thorne sighed. “She’s half-human,” he admitted, and added on a murmur, “and very beautiful.” 
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Not something either male would likely overlook, not for that length of time. 

Sometimes it was hell to be a father, Ran thought with silent sympathy. 

 

* * * * 

 

The warm water ran in streams over her skin and Aspen tilted her head back, wetting her long hair, one hand braced on the wall of the washing cubicle. The dried residue on her thighs was sticky and she rinsed it off, amazed at the prodigious amount of sperm produced by S-species males. Doing her duty hadn’t been quite as much of a sacrifice as she thought. To her chagrin, it had turned out to be disturbingly wonderful. All her life she’d been taught the merits of order and control. There had been very little control in the way she’d responded to first Larik’s lovemaking, and then succumbed to the impudent F-level pilot, no doubt fueling his already formidable confidence. By the stars he’d even tasted her pussy and she was pretty sure there wasn’t an inch of her he hadn’t touched. They’d promised she would enjoy it and she had. Both males knew it. Surely there were worse things in the universe than having two wildly attractive, considerate lovers, wasn’t there? Of course there were, she told herself with prosaic meditation, but the trouble was she had always imagined her sexual life would be in tune with her emotional one. Maybe it was her human side, but Trey was right, she did have a romantic ideal over what she wanted when it came to choosing a mate. Physical desire was important, of course, but she liked the notion of love. Her father had mated with her mother for strict procreation purposes and after her birth, they had gone their separate ways. Like most half-breeds, she had been given to her father to raise because humans were considered inferior and given very few rights. He had graciously allowed her to actually journey to earth and meet her birth mother, but she knew many half-bred children not given that opportunity. 

In her opinion, both Larik Armada and Trey York typified their dominant race. They were highly intelligent, confident, virile males. Apparently they were  her males for the next eight weeks. Or rather, she thought with wry resignation, she was theirs. They had each mated twice with her the night before and she had the feeling that 
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however inexperienced she’d been before their arrival on Rapt One, by the time the quarantine was over, she would have made up for lost time. She finished bathing and stepped out, drying off and following the instructions on the plaque on the wall, much like in the cubicles where they’d changed their clothes. Nothing would be brought in so they had to be careful so they would have clean linens and clothing the entire duration of their captivity. The same thing with food and drink. There was plenty as long as they didn’t waste any or overindulge. She slipped into the regulation issue generic pants and shirt, brushed out her damp hair, and left the cubicle for the main area of their sparse quarters. There she found York in the galley, and Armada at one of the screens, a slight frown on his face as he stared at what looked like a computer model of the inside of a building. He glanced up as she came into the room. “Good morning, Lieutenant.” 

By the stars, she blushed like an idiot. “Good morning,” she said briskly, trying to ignore the warmth in her face. 

“Hungry?” Trey rummaged in the cooling unit and took out a package. He set it on a shining metal ledge flanked by chairs supposed to serve as the eating area and gave her one his devastating smiles, a hint of cocky male in the lift of one brow. 

She was hungry, actually. Aspen inclined her head, hoping she looked cool and calm. “Thank you, yes.” The dignified effect was spoiled when she went to sit down and winced. 

“Sore?” he asked bluntly, unwrapping the food and setting it on a serving disk. 

An embarrassing question but he was right, she was a little tender. No wonder, since they’d both been, well,  extremely enthusiastic over the 051 

regulation. “A little,” she admitted as she accepted the food. When he handed her the disk, their fingers brushed and she couldn’t believe the answering shiver that went through her body. Trey York had very talented hands and it wasn’t confined to the controls of a transport craft. 

He looked thoughtful. “I’m going to bet there are lubrication capsules in the med kit. I’ll look.” 

“I’ll be fine,” she said hastily, wanting to change the subject. 
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“Oh, Lieutenant, you are more than fine, let me tell you.” He winked, the look in his crystal blue eyes telling her he found her morning after embarrassment amusing. “Your enthusiasm for doing your duty has made the next weeks trapped here sound like a vacation in paradise instead of a prison sentence.” 

“Is sex all you think about, Pilot?” 

“That and flying,” he admitted, unrepentant and teasing. “Two of my favorite things.” 

Not a surprising answer. He was as good as lover as he was a pilot. Still, Aspen wanted some measure of control over the situation. The night before, she hadn’t had any. They’d taken over everything, her body, her senses, her will… 

“Aspen, when you’re done eating come look at this. Tell me I’m not wrong here.” 

The familiar use of her first name without her permission made her stiffen, but then again, she supposed considering she’d been intimate with him in the most basic of ways a female could be with a male, maybe Armada felt entitled. She didn’t wait but got up and carried her plate over and stood behind him where he sat by the screen, staring at the model. 

“What am I supposed to be looking at?” 

“I accessed the colony database. Here’s our energy station. This isn’t the same—” 

She interrupted, “You did  what?” 

Larik looked up at her, his sapphire eyes glimmering. “Broke in. Hacked. Bypassed their defensive walls, whatever you want to call it.” 

She swallowed because her mouth had been half-full and she stared at him. “That’s impossible.” 

“I was bored. It took me about two seconds. Anyway—” 

“Armada, have lost your mind? It’s a capital offense.” 

He shrugged his broad shoulders. “I used the governor’s link. Right now the system thinks I’m him.” 

She wasn’t sure whether to be impressed or horrified. That Larik Armada was a genius wasn’t a surprise, but this recklessness was just why she had been sent along, she guessed. It was supposed to be her job to make him stick to regulations and impersonating the governor of a prestigious colony was definitely not on the agenda. Besides, it really was punishable 
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by some not very desirable consequences and she found she didn’t want anything like that to happen to Larik. 

 Shit.  She could also get into trouble for this. 

“Sign out,” she ordered tersely. “Get off there before they trace this breach back to us. Here.” 

“They won’t.” He disregarded the order and pointed. “Stop worrying and look at this.” 

York had seated himself at the ledge. He said with a laugh, “If he says they can’t trace it, Lieutenant, they can’t. Trust me on that one. I think his brain is a machine.” 

That neither of them was worried didn’t surprise her, for that same selfconfident bravado seemed to seep from their very pores. In resignation, she leaned forward and focused on the image Armada wanted her to see. It was the same energy station they’d been called in to assess, and at first glance all seemed to be in order. The blueprint she’d been sent to look at prior to their departure had a conventional design and gave no reason for the constant failure she could see, hence the trip to actually look at it firsthand. 

“That’s the station,” she said slowly. “I’ve seen the design before. It shouldn’t fail, but then again, there could be a defective part, a flawed transom—” 

“Or,” Armada said without inflection, “there could be some reason there’s an extra circuit in the main control panel. It isn’t in the original plans at all.” 

Until he pointed at it, Aspen would never have seen it. She furrowed her brows. It existed. A tiny innocuous line in the center of the screen.  No one would notice it by glancing over the plans. 

No one but Armada. 

This was puzzling, no doubt about it. “What makes you think it doesn’t have a purpose? Sometimes things are changed or added by the design engineers, you know that.” 

“Oh, I think it does have a purpose. It kills the power to entire thing.” 

“In one switch?” she objected, shaking her head, her food forgotten. 

“There’s no way. The system has a dozen safeguards.” 
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“Sure it does.” He tapped a few buttons, and a new screen came up, an entirely different angle of the same plans. “All of those safeguards are shut down by this one small switch.” 

“You can’t know that.” 

“I can know it. I  do know it.” Larik rubbed his jaw, narrowing those remarkable eyes. “The question is why? It isn’t included in the plans originally sent to us. Why does someone continually shut down the power? 

Why would they want to?” 

Aspen looked at the screen, her mind processing the information as a feeling of unease settled in her stomach. Her hunger deserted her all at once. 

“You think the failures are on purpose?” 

“I think that someone put in a way to constantly shut off the entire grid when it is absolutely against all regulations and that means two things.” His handsome face was set. “At the very least the chief engineer is involved and the governor has no clue what’s going on or he wouldn’t have sent for me.” 

York said coolly, “Because you spotted it at a glance. It kind of makes me wonder if we aren’t stuck here to keep you from seeing anything else.” 

The same thought had already occurred to her. Unfortunately. She looked at York. “You honestly think there would be a plot to infect an entire colony with some rare disease in an effort to keep one man from spotting a single, almost invisible circuit in a harmless energy station?” 

“I think it’s possible.” Trey crossed his arms over his broad chest. 

“What if the contamination is a diversion? Notice how the governor said thousands  could have died. As far as we know, no one really did.” 

“Except the infected ones that brought in the disease, I’d guess, otherwise there wouldn’t be such a panic.” Aspen wandered back into the galley and deposited her plate, thinking furiously. She turned around. 

“We’re just guessing. A bunch of what-ifs.” 

“We could talk to the governor.” 

No, they couldn’t. The minute they did Governor Halden would know they slipped into the colony system or they couldn’t have the information. 

“That would be quite a risk,” she pointed out, trying to be the voice of reason. “We need to see the actual station, test your theory about the extra circuit. You think we’re imprisoned now? The real thing would not include decent beds and food rations.” 

Larik leaned back, raking his hand through his hair. 
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Damn, it was distracting. She still remembered how it felt to run her fingers through those soft strands as he moved over her and in her. Deep in her as she sighed in pleasure… 

And why the hell was she even thinking about that? The last thing the two of them needed was encouragement. 

A light flashed and they all three glanced up. 

“Time to get our daily check up,” York said sardonically. “I’ve got to say I hope no one deliberately infected me to kill off genius boy here.” 

 

* * * * 

 

The box was claustrophobic and he’d always had a problem with close spaces. Trey stepped in, let the laser run down his body as he held his breath, registering the screen readouts. Normal temperature, vital statistics all in line, and he stepped out. He’d been essentially kidding about his worry over being infected, but then again, what the hell might be going on? 

Armada went next, standing in the small space built into the wall, his face impassive as the scan ran in less than a minute. He also left the cubicle quickly, and the beautiful lieutenant took his place. They really  were prisoners, Trey thought in grim realization. Not able to leave, having their bodies monitored, forced to eat rations, wear the clothes selected by their captors…it was more than a little disconcerting. Of course, Aspen Thorne was the one consolation of the whole entire thing. He always enjoyed females, but she was different somehow. He wasn’t sure why he felt that way, but he’d been drawn in the first time he saw her, and now that he’d had her, he was hungry for more. She had an intriguing mix of poise and intelligence, coupled with an undeniable sensuality that sent him past the stars. All regulations aside, he’d have done whatever it took to get her into bed. 

She liked romance. Soft, sweet persuasive kisses, tender touches… 

She’d liked sex, too. Even innocent she’d been responsive, and he couldn’t wait until the next time he had her beneath him, his cock buried deep. 

Or her on top of him. That idea had merit. 

Well, hell, he hardened just thinking about it and the uniform issued by their Rapt One captors didn’t hide much. Trey reached down and adjusted 
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his stiffening cock as casually as possible and watched her and Armada head right back to the screen. 

Engineers, he thought with an amused inner sigh. 

“I probably shouldn’t stay on too long,” Armada finally admitted, his nimble fingers flashing across the board panel in front of him. “They can’t trace it back here, but if there is something going on with the station, they might have safeguards in place to tell them if someone spends too much time looking over the site.” 

Aspen looked relieved, but a frown still creased her smooth brow. “I still can’t see the point of it.” 

The screen went blank but Larik still stared at it for a moment, his sapphire eyes unblinking. Then he glanced up and smiled ruefully. “Neither can I, for now.” 

Then she did it. She licked her lower lip in an absent thoughtful mannerism as she pondered the discussion at hand, but Trey really could not help the rush of blood to his crotch. 

Great, now he had a full blown erection. 

It was the close quarters, he excused himself. A gorgeous available female and a very small space, nothing to do but think about how luscious her breasts looked under the thin shirt she wore, eight weeks of inactivity looming ahead. Since the day he’d been certified he hadn’t gone that long without flying and he really needed a distraction from thinking about  that aspect of their stay. To him being a pilot was like breathing and being grounded against his will rankled. 

“Lieutenant?” 

Aspen turned and her remarkable violet eyes widened as she took in him lounging against the doorjamb into their sleeping quarters, trying to look nonchalant but with a considerable bulge in his pants. There wasn’t much question what he wanted. 

To his relief, she didn’t look anything but a little surprised. Maybe even…pleased? It was hard to read her expression, but she didn’t seem resistant to the idea, and that was all he cared about. Her ebony brows lifted. 

“Yes?” 

“I’d really love to make this go away.” He gestured at the stiff ridge clearly visible through the thin material between his legs, aware of 

 

36 

 Annabel Wolfe 

Armada’s chuckle. “You’re too close,” he explained briefly, his arousal throbbing even harder. “Too female, too tempting, too beautiful.” 

“How can any woman be too female?” she asked dryly, but actually took a step forward. 

“You somehow manage,” he told her. From the first moment he’d met her, the only thing he could think about was the fact she was a female and he was a male. It wasn’t just her striking beauty, because he’d known plenty of gorgeous females in his lifetime and never been so drawn. Never. It gave him pause. 

However, his raging hard-on was in control at the moment so he’d just have to ponder that later. 

“I just took a shower,” she murmured as she walked toward him. 

“Take another. You have a busy day planned?” He couldn’t keep the slight sarcastic edge from the question. 

“Very funny, Pilot.” 

Another step. Two more and she’d be close enough to touch. Trey realized with a start she  wanted   it. Wanted him. He knew enough about females to recognize that heavy look in a woman’s eyes. Though he knew she’d very much enjoyed the night before, he was still a little astonished he didn’t have to work harder to get her back in bed. Who was he to argue with such easy success? 

She stopped in front of him, her lacy lashes drifting downward, obviously expectant. Underneath the thin shirt her nipples stood already erect and prominent, leaving sharp points under the fabric. Slow, he reminded himself with a swift intake of breath. She’d admitted to being a little tender from the night before. Trey reached out and ran his hands lightly down her arms as he bent his head to kiss her and she immediately leaned in to him, her body pressed suggestively against his erection. 

And she moaned into his mouth. 

It was a small sound but his already throbbing cock didn’t really need more encouragement. In a flash he lifted her in his arms and took her into the sleeping area, depositing her on the bed. Dark silken hair spilled everywhere and the gorgeous lieutenant eagerly tugged off her shirt as he fumbled to get off her pants, his hands lacking their usual dexterity in his haste. 
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It did not help a bit when she said in breathless command, “Hurry.” 

 Yes, ma’am. 

He jerked off his own clothing in record time. One thing he could say for the garments provided by the Rapt One military for their quarantine prisoners, they were easy to get on and off. The pants slid down and he stepped free, his erection high and pulsing with the racing beat of his heart. Definitely one of his fantasies, he acknowledged silently, as he forced himself to stop and take a deep breath. Aspen Thorne lusciously naked, that needy look in her lovely violet eyes as she spread those long, gorgeous legs for him… 

Which is exactly what happened. As he stood by the side of the bed, fighting for control so he could have at a modicum of finesse, she gazed up at him and opened her thighs. She was wet, damn wet, the lips of her labia glistening in carnal invitation. 

He didn’t need to be asked twice. 

To hell with finesse, she wanted to be fucked. Fine, perfect, because he wanted to fuck her. The night before he’d thought of as more gentle initiation, but that didn’t appear to be how she wanted it now. He lowered his body on top of her supplicant one, positioning himself between her pale thighs. The head of his eager cock rubbed her slick folds and found her small opening. So small. Their disparate size came slamming home and he paused. “I don’t want to hurt you,” he managed to say in a voice that barely even sounded like his. 

“I don’t care…I don’t think you will…just please, Trey.” Full breasts quivered with her uneven breathing and her hands went to the small of his back. 

“Tell me if I need to stop.” He sure as hell hoped he could after making that outlandish offer. 

Entering her was like being led through the gates of paradise, that is if paradise was hot, wet, and sublimely tight. He managed—a miracle because of the frantic push of her hands—to work in slowly, bit by excruciatingly wonderful bit, making her body accept his thick length until he finally fully sheathed his entire cock. He could feel the softness of her cervix against the tip of his shaft and see the flutter of her pulse in the slender column of her neck as he lowered his mouth to nuzzle just under her ear. “Okay?” 
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“Yes.” The throaty quality of her response was matched by the slight arch of her back so he sank in a fraction more and she quivered. “Oh…oh.” 

He began to move, slowly at first, in measured withdrawal and cautious penetration, but it was obvious enough from her reaction she wanted it faster, more intense, and he was an obliging lover. As restrained as she normally appeared, she certainly wasn’t at the moment he thought with male satisfaction. Lieutenant Thorne was all tumbled ebony hair, the flush of rising orgasmic pleasure on her skin, those striking eyes closed, her soft lips parted as she panted and met each of his thrusts with the lift of her pelvis. Though he could normally put off climax until his partner achieved it, Trey wasn’t at all sure that it would happen this time. Her unexpected eagerness aroused him above the normal level, and the pleasure of being inside her gripped him with unusual fierceness. A bead of sweat trailed down his jaw and he clenched his teeth, trying to hold on long enough for her to come. 

It happened fairly swiftly considering how new she was to the game. Aspen began to shudder, those exquisitely responsive inner muscles starting to milk his plunging cock, and he lost it in a feverish response, a low groan erupting from his throat as he pumped sperm into her vaginal passage in a hot, fierce rush. 

Panting and entwined, they both lay silent in the aftermath, but he stayed where he was, buried deep, his sated body humming in contentment. just holding her slender form in his arms. 

It was a little jarring when she finally did speak, her face slightly averted. “What just happened?” 

Trey rose up on one elbow, peering at her profile. She was embarrassed, he could see it even with the flush of post-orgasmic blood still under her smooth skin. Her cheeks were scarlet. “What do you mean?” he asked cautiously. Females occasionally had the most unusual reactions to certain situations and it seemed like she’d just asked one of those dangerous questions no male should venture to answer. 

“I can’t believe I acted that way.” 

Should he comment? Probably not, but the situation seemed to demand it. “Are we talking about the fact you apparently like sex? I, for one, think that’s about the best news I’ve ever heard in my life.” 
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* * * * 

 

Aspen stared at the male S-species still cradling her in an intimate embrace, his all-too handsome face holding a faint expression of amusement, no doubt over how easily she’d been persuaded to fall right back into bed with him. 

Hell, she realized in consternation, she hadn’t even needed persuasion. It seemed like when she turned around and noticed his arousal, a switch flipped somewhere in her. That long cock was even now still in her, deliciously stretching her vaginal passage. 

It felt...well, good, she had to acknowledge. The night before had been more than a little educational but it appeared that now that her body understood the pleasure of sexual interaction, it wasn’t interested in her dignity in the least. 

“I am not one of those females who bed every man they meet,” she said stiffly. 

“I know.” To his credit, York didn’t laugh at her. “I was there for your first time, remember?” 

She did remember. He’d been the first male to touch her intimately and he’d audaciously used his mouth. 

How many females had looked into those crystalline blue eyes and felt him hold them in the way he held her now? It went against every promise she’d ever made to herself to not have sexual relations with any male, much less a slightly arrogant—if undeniably attractive—military pilot, unless a deeper feeling was involved than simple physical attraction. “I think you should let me go.” 

“Why? I like it like this. Trust me, I’ll be hard again in a minute.” One eyelid dropped in an impudent wink. “We could stay here all day. What else is there to do?” 

God, he had fabulous eyelashes. Thick and dark to match that tousled black hair and he felt so solid, all honed muscle. Her pussy throbbed, filled and possessed by his girth. She’d always heard how gratified human females were by S-species men. Apparently her half-blood heritage betrayed her. 

“I am not staying all day in bed,” she declared and attempted to pull away. 
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Strong arms tightened just enough to keep her firmly in place, which was currently right up against his hard body. His gaze fastened on her mouth. “I barely kissed you the first time. Can I make up for that? You have most delicious mouth, Lieutenant, so soft and warm. Let’s not forget I didn’t even touch those gorgeous tits and I’m going to guess they feel neglected.” 

What was wrong with her? One tender, slow kiss later as his hands played over her breasts and she experienced that same rush of need. She could feel how wet she was as he began to move again, the glorious rush as he withdrew and sank his hard cock back into her yielding body, saturated with his semen, panting and willing beneath him. She actually was little tender from the night before, but the discomfort was overridden by this out of control need. 

And it really was apparently. Out of control. She slid her fingers through the softness of his hair, such a contrast to the corded hardness of his neck, kissed him back with unrestrained fervor, and climaxed twice before he finally shuddered and spilled against her womb in a hot, frenzied rush. Maybe she  could   stay in bed all day, she thought in languorous contentment afterwards, damp and sated, a little stunned at her uncharacteristic behavior but not enough to keep her from drifting off to sleep. 
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Chapter 4 

 

Ran stared at the message, thinking through his options. He hadn’t been surprised necessarily to get a communication from the governor of Rapt One. Right now everyone who knew about the attempted biological attack watched the planet, not to mention their own point of entry ports, but despite the official insignia, the words had not been written by Halden. Larik Armada was the author, no doubt about it. He’d made it cryptic enough if one of the undersecretaries had stumbled across it they wouldn’t know what it meant, but Ran knew Larik and the way he worked. Of course, there was a disadvantage to being that brilliant. Sometimes you don’t realize everyone doesn’t operate on your level. 

Rubbing his fingers at his temples, Ran read it again, trying to make sense of it. 

 

 De te fabula 

  

 Only in this case, me. More as things progress. Help would be appreciated in the cause of liberation. 

  

The first part was in a language he knew had been dead even on earth for so long he barely remembered what it was called, but a flash of inspiration hit him and he swiftly pressed a button. The familiar voice never failed to make him smile, even now, even with possible terrorists trying to infect entire colonies. “Hello, love.” 

“Hello, Governor.” His wife’s tone held a teasing note. “To what do I owe this honor in the middle of the day?” 

“I need your help.” He hadn’t told her about the attack. He hadn’t wanted to panic her over the possibility of a similar threat to Minoa, not so soon after she’d given birth to their second child. 
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“Of course.” She sounded puzzled. 

“What do you know of the old earth Latin?” 

“The language? I suppose some. There are phrases that survived and became part of everyday speech.” 

He repeated the beginning of the message. 

“I have no idea just like that, Ran. Why don’t you have one of your assistants research for you?” 

“Because if I did, I might clue them in that Larik has gotten illegally into the communications systems and is sending out messages under the guise of an important official.” Leave it to Armada to infiltrate any type of device, any blocked structure as if all the technology poured into security was worthless. 

“Oh.” That single word spelled out her understanding of the seriousness of the situation. “May I ask why he would risk doing such a thing?” 

“You may ask, but I wish you wouldn’t.” 

“I hate it when you are cryptic. It usually means something is wrong.” 

Well, she might be exactly right. Only Armada would actually know an archaic phrase from a dead language on a distant planet and use it to try to get some oblique point across. “You’re constantly reading earth books, Jerra. Can you try and see if you can figure it out for me?” 

“You know I will.” 

“Thanks. I’ll be home late.” 

“Darling, you always are.” 

He ended the communication with a small sigh. She was right about that too. Minoa demanded a lot of his time. 

 Help would be appreciated in the cause of liberation. That part wasn’t hard to understand. Armada wanted out of quarantine. As governor of the most powerful of the colonies, Ran wasn’t sure he could manage that, even for an old friend. He wasn’t sure he  should manage it. Well hell, he thought morosely and began a scan for the file again on the Rapt One incident that had the colony in current lock down. Maybe looking over the report would help him figure out what to do. 

 

* * * * 
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The faint frown between his opponent’s arched brows was a little amusing, and Larik had a feeling it would turn into a full-fledged scowl the minute she realized she was about to lose. 

One slender hand hovered, descended, and she made her move. He countered with lethal swiftness and the game ended in a victory. Violet eyes sent him an accusing glare. “How do you do that?” 

He gave Aspen an ingenuous look. “Do what?” 

“She means you don’t even have to think about it,” Trey said, coming over to sit down at the small table, lounging in the chair with careless grace. 

“It’s irritating as hell.” 

Larik grinned. “Sorry.” 

“Yeah, I can tell.” Aspen sighed and waved her hand over the sensor, the game board disappearing from the surface in front of them all. “We’ve been here two weeks and I haven’t won once.” 

“Let me make it up to you.” He was honestly surprised he did win every time because she was so damned distracting. Something was going on because he couldn’t ever remember being so horny on a constant basis, even though like all S-species males he had a strong sex drive. He gazed at her and said softly, “I promise in a few minutes losing a game will mean absolutely nothing.” 

There was a flare of response in those gorgeous eyes, just as he’d known there would be. As eager as he and Trey were for sex, except for that first time, she’d been every bit as willing and even initiated it now and then. 

“There’s no need,’ she said coolly. 

But she didn’t mean it. They were all starting to know each other very well for the obvious reason they were stuck together—not to mention lovers—and he could tell by the nuance in her voice she was doing her best to be the old frosty Lieutenant Thorne. 

“But I insist.” He stood and offered his hand. It took about thirty seconds before she accepted it and let him pull her to her feet. 

 Fucking hell, I want her. 

 Now. 

There in the common room, where at any given time they could be watched, he pulled off her shirt, exposing those perfect tits. She gave a small gasp and he wasn’t sure if it was over the impetuousness of how urgent he 
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felt or the possible exposure, but when he bent and began to suckle one very delicious nipple, she clasped his shoulders and swayed. So warm, so soft…he licked and tasted, one hand kneading pliant flesh, the other holding her upright as he sucked her nipples to erect points. Two weeks into their imposed stay, he knew she’d be wet fast. A body like hers was made for male enjoyment and he certainly had no complaints in that department. Larik caught her up in a swift sweep, carried her into the sleeping quarters and set her on the bed. 

Don’t pounce on her, he chided himself in ironic amusement, jerking down his pants as she wiggled free of hers. He climbed on top of her, used his knees to part her legs, and impatiently entered her. Not slowly enough. She made a sound, and he froze, reminding himself she was half-human and therefore small, but when she arched, trying to take more of his length, he relaxed and eased all the way in, stretching her to accommodate his penetration. 

It was embarrassingly fast, exquisitely pleasurable, and his climax shattering. 

But she was left unsatisfied, he knew it, her lush body trembling beneath him. 

“I’ll take care of you,” he whispered, still a little stunned by how she affected him. He didn’t withdraw but reached between their joined bodies and began to slowly massage her clit, watching her flushed face. She made no secret that she liked it, rotating her hips, clinging to him. When her orgasm came she cried out, her face pressed against his shoulder, her slender form shaking in his arms. In the aftermath they both lay quietly, the sound of their hard breathing filling the chamber. Though it wasn’t his intention to be so candid, Larik said abruptly, “I’m not used to this.” 

Sprawled under him, the faint tint of sexual release still under her skin, Aspen murmured languidly, “Used to what?” 

“Wanting one female so much. It’s…” he searched for the right word and found it, finishing with, “powerful. I usually try and have a least a little foreplay.” 

She laughed, an unusual reaction for her. He found the sound stimulated him, or maybe it was just his cock deep inside her luscious pussy. No blood 
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left in his brain—that must be it, because the word love came to mind, and he wasn’t accustomed to that idea. 

Maybe not love. No, that was stupid, idiotic, adolescent. Maybe possessive fit better, though he didn’t mind she fucked Trey, because he knew she liked doing it. Better yet, he had a feeling that Trey might be even more involved than he was. The two of them argued on a regular basis, and she could pull off the ice queen look with York more than she did with him, but undeniable chemistry existed there. It might be the military thing, for females who advanced in the ranks had to learn early on to keep males like Trey in their place, but perhaps it was just fate. 

“Obviously,  I’m not used to it.” She turned her face away, just a fraction, her profile as flawless as the rest of her. “I waited so long to have a sexual relationship because I wanted more…and…well…here I am. With you. With him.” 

Larik kissed her, very softly, as gentle as he had been frantic when he took her the first time. He whispered against her mouth, “More what?” 

“Don’t ask.” 

The order was tempting since he wasn’t sure he was all that comfortable with the subject himself. But still, they were together, and he knew firsthand how much control it took for Trey not to come into the room. He appreciated that they’d come to an understanding that while they shared a lover, private time was important, but still he wanted to talk about the situation with her. “Aspen, come on. More means what?” 

As usual, when faced with direct challenge, she didn’t avoid it. Her eyes, that luminous purple shade he found so remarkable, stared up at him. 

“I thought I’d fall in love,” she admitted. “First. It’s why I waited.” 

Oh fuck, she’d said the word. 

Larik hesitated and then admitted wryly, “It’s not a concept I’m very familiar with to be honest. I saw it happen between Ran Kartel and the human who is now his wife, but it has never happened to me.” He traced the delicate curve of her collarbone with the tip of his finger, marveling over how she could be both fragile and strong at the same time. “Unless that is what is going on now. Can you feel me? It’s like I didn’t just come.” 

“I feel you.” Her lashes drifted shut and it was hard to tell if his comment pleased her or not. “Sex isn’t the same thing as love, Larik.” 
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She was probably right, but he could hardly philosophize over it when his throbbing cock held his complete attention. He began to move again, sliding backwards and thrusting deep, each pumping motion of his lower body making pleasure soar through his nerve-endings, flood his brain, and center lower and lower until he felt his testicles tighten, signaling the imminent rush of orgasmic release. This time, however, at least he was able to wait for her to climax first, and if the bruising grip of her hands on his shoulders and her low scream as it happened were any indication, it was both intense and satisfying. He followed, filling her with a river of sperm, his head dropping forward and a low groan coming up from deep in his chest as he ejaculated. 

Afterwards he lay sprawled in relaxed satisfaction next to her, trying to still his erratic breathing. Aspen didn’t seem inclined to speak either, nude and lax, the veil of her dropped lashes concealing her eyes. He wanted to know what she was thinking. 

Now that truly  was unique in his experience. 

 

* * * * 

 

Trey dashed wine into his glass, mindful they had a limited supply. He glanced up as Larik wandered out of the sleeping quarters, his hair a bit disheveled. An aura of male satisfaction surrounded him like a cloak. The engineer went and got a glass, poured the rest of the bottle of wine into it, and sat down. “She’s sleeping.” 

“Again?” Trey felt a little surprised, but maybe he shouldn’t be. In such close quarters it was impossible not hear them, and it certainly sounded like Larik might have worn her out. Aspen had taken to napping in the afternoons, but then again, they kept her in bed half the day anyway, and besides, there really wasn’t much to do. She was used to activity on a constant basis, so the enforced sedentary lifestyle probably bothered her as much as it bothered him. There was a running machine, but it wasn’t as effective as being able to do the same thing, and though he wasn’t surprised the quarantine berth was less than luxurious, he chafed to get out. 

“She fell asleep a while ago.” Larik shrugged and picked up his glass to take a drink. 
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Trey knew that for it had gotten very quiet. What was interesting was that his companion had stayed and simply watched her sleep. He’d done that too before. Just admired her beauty in repose. 

“At least if we can’t really exercise any other way, we have sex.” After the lighthearted joke Trey studied the liquid in his cup for a moment in abstraction. He glanced up. “Do you think Governor Kartel got your message?” 

Neither one of them had mentioned to Aspen it had even been sent. They both knew she’d been ordered along to make sure military rules were followed and contacting Kartel using the Rapt One government communication system did not qualify as regulation. It did qualify as a crime, though. 

“I’m sure he got it.” Larik looked noncommittal. “Let’s see if he does anything about it. It’ll be a moral dilemma for him because he does take his responsibility seriously. If he does buy into the idea that maybe the infected visitors might have been a ploy to keep me away from the energy station, he may just use some muscle to get us out. But it’s optimistic to think he’ll do it without more proof. Aspen is right. It’s also a stretch to think something that drastic would be done just to keep me from looking at it.” 

Trey agreed. He said slowly, “I’ve been sitting here thinking.” 

“Are pilots supposed to do that?” 

“Very funny. Shut up, Armada and listen.” Trey took a sip of wine, waited a moment, and then said, “Answer me this, why  did they call for you?” 

“What do you mean?” 

He quirked a brow. “To look at the station. It seems like heavy hitting to me. You’re a pretty expensive commodity and you’re being sent with a military liaison. My orders were to sit on my ass here and wait until you’d figured out the problem, no matter how long it took. It was very clear. Normally I drop off transport passengers and then go pick up others. There are always transports coming and going, so the official orders to wait puzzled me at the time. It ties me up, and ties up my craft.” 

“It all comes back to the station, doesn’t it?” 

“That’s my guess.” 

Larik surged to his feet and paced across the room. “I keep thinking that maybe we do need to talk to the Governor of Rapt One again.” 

 

48 

 Annabel Wolfe 

“The only problem is that tricky little part about you breaking into the system. He’s going to be pissed. If he finds out you used his name and code specifically to contact Minoa, he’ll be even more fucking irate, I’m going to guess. If he wanted, he could have you dragged out of here in about five minutes flat, charge you with espionage, and you could even be euthanized.” 

Trey wasn’t exaggerating. It bad enough to hack into the system, because he knew if anyone could do it and go undetected it was Larik. It was something else to admit it to a government official who had a state of emergency on his hands and a lot of power. Aspen had gone positively pale when she’d seen Armada had accessed the system on what was supposed to be a simple communication device to access galactic news and transmit generic messages. 

“Kartel would never allow that.” 

“He isn’t governor of this colony,” Trey pointed out flatly. “Yes, he has influence and could probably help you, but the truth is, it could all be over before he even heard about it. Prisoners of war don’t get much leniency, at a guess, even if they are someone like you. What worries me more is that if they wanted to implicate Aspen, they could charge her with dereliction of duty. She’s supposed to keep you in line.” 

“I don’t need a babysitter.” It was a mutter. Trey cocked a brow in amusement at the defensive look on his friend’s face. “I think it’s well known enough you view military policy as a bunch of suggestions, not rules.” 

“I’m a civilian.” He paused by the table and picked up his glass but still stood. 

“Well, she isn’t and it doesn’t take a genius to figure out her career is important to her. She’s not only a female, but half-bred, besides being young for her rank. It’s clear she’s worked hard to get where she is. I think you’d better come up with an alternative plan.” 

“Well, shit, maybe you’re right.” Long fingers ruffled blond hair even further into a state of disarray in a frustrated gesture. Larik gave him a direct look, his sapphire eyes glimmering. “We’re both starting to get attached to her, aren’t we?” 

Trey was afraid it might be true. The fascination he felt for their beautiful companion wasn’t just sexual any longer. Half the time they were in bed now he spent talking to her, coaxing out details of her childhood, just 
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touching her, sometimes even holding her hand. He liked to listen to her breathe, for God’s sakes, and the way he felt a complication he didn’t expect. “Yes,” he admitted. 

“When we get out of here it might be a bit of a problem.” 

“I know,” Trey agreed and drank the rest of his wine in a single gulp. 

“In the meantime, let’s worry about getting out.” 

“Fine. I’m open to any ideas.” 

“Hack back in. Let’s read all the governor’s communications and look at the energy station again. If you think that’s the key, Armada, I’m with you.” 
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Chapter 5 

 

The speculative look on the faces of the rest of the council did not escape him. Ran took his seat at the table and folded his hands in front of him. Very rarely did he not know precisely what to say when addressing the most powerful body in interstellar politics, but at this moment, he wasn’t sure. 

Damn Armada and his cryptic messages. 

He cleared his throat and began. “Recently I have received some information that might be pertinent to our current alarm over the possible attack on Rapt One. Security measures have been drastically tightened as you all know, and there is a possibility that the procedures now in place might be just exactly what the enemy wanted.” 

One of the elders, a statesman who had sat on the council since before Ran was born, lifted a bushy brow. “Do you mind telling me, Governor, just how  increased security would aid whoever tried to infect the colony?” 

“Well, for one, it would detain anyone coming in. The current quarantine time is two months. The question we need to ask ourselves is whether or not the virus—which was caught quickly and contained the first time because it is so virulent the victims sickened and died within a day—is the real threat.” 

“It depends on the incubation period. As I understand it we have scientists on almost all allied planets studying it.” 

“I agree the virus isn’t to be dismissed lightly, but shouldn’t we make sure we aren’t doing exactly the expected and thereby causing a greater danger to not only Rapt One but all the colonies?” 

One of the other members spoke up, a frown on his face. “Who specifically would it detain, Governor Kartel?” 

“The engineer sent to repair their failing energy station, Larik Armada. He’s there now, trapped in seclusion for at least four more weeks. If it is 
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necessary to rebuild the facility, the hope is, of course, he can design it faster than anyone else. I’m sure you all know his name.” 

Several of the Council nodded, but none of them looked particularly convinced. Ran continued, even as he articulated the words becoming more and more certain maybe Larik was right, and his confinement deliberate. He looked around the room. “We all know terrorists often do not hesitate to sacrifice their own. It’s not a covenant I understand, but it exists. How easy would it be to infect several of their members, or even innocent civilians and send them into Rapt One, knowing there would be a panic and a shut down? 

It’s a simple plan, really. It buys time, costs almost nothing, and distracts us from the real objective.” 

“What’s the real objective, Governor?” one of the members asked. He’d pondered almost nothing else for the past week once he’d finally figured out what Larik really said through his infuriating code, and come to an interesting hypothesis. The Latin message roughly translated to “It’s about you” and Larik had modified it in the next sentence by saying ‘or in this case me.”. If his old friend thought this was all about him, there had to be an important reason. 

Close investigation had revealed a chilling possibility. 

“The energy grid provided by the station includes several government buildings,” he said slowly. “At first I wondered if they had been targeted in some way. One of them is a museum full of artifacts from when the colony was first settled. There is an entire set of administrative offices, and even a colony banking headquarters, but they all have reserve power back ups and no one has reported any suspicious activity during the series of power outages. However, I did notice something interesting when studying the map of the grid area. There’s the original mantonium site in the grid. And no, it does not have a working reserve power source.” 

The silence following his disclosure told him they processed the implications. Finally the elder said, “I thought the mine was sealed.” 

“So did I,” Ran agreed. “But I spent considerable time talking to every official I could locate on Rapt One who might know something about it. Since it is abandoned and the material considered useless because of its instability, they have it safeguarded by a security perimeter, but that’s all. With the project such a dismal failure, the private company that ran the mine itself simply pulled out.” 
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“You’re telling us every time the power goes out anyone could have access to  mantonium?” 

Ran nodded, his face grim. “I’m saying more than that. I have evidence that the power station was designed deliberately to give opportunity for catastrophic failure at the flip of a switch. I’d guess the reason for the frequent failures and the mysterious sudden restorations is that the substance is so highly toxic and unstable if someone is secretly taking it out of the mine, they have to do so in very small amounts at a time.” 

One of the members, a seasoned retired soldier named Tercel with the highest rank possible ever awarded a commander, gave him a straightforward look. His mouth set in a thin, tight line. “The weapons we built with mantonium were banned because the results were so horrific the military could find no place to even test them, nor are we willing to risk any more soldiers in the attempt. Even a small amount in the wrong hands…” 

He trailed off, but he didn’t need to finish. Everyone in the room understood. 

“Maybe we’re wrong.” The one female member said it in her clear concise voice. She was also one of the youngest members, a brilliant political analyst and successful politician. Leeta Vitol folded her hands on the council table. “Where did you get this information, Governor Kartel? 

You said you have evidence about the power station being designed with intent to sabotage its use. All kinds of colony engineers have looked at it from what I understand.” 

He hesitated. If he told truth and was wrong about all of this, he could be in serious trouble. However, to give credence to his theory it was probably necessary to divulge his source. He finally said briefly, “Armada himself.” 

“I thought you said he was being detained in isolation on Rapt One.” 

She looked at him with censorious scrutiny. 

“He is.” Ran smiled, a humorless curve of his mouth. “It takes more than being imprisoned to stop him, trust me.” 

 

* * * * 

 

Larik heard the sound, registered what it was, and sat up so fast his head spun. Trey was already up, he saw, bare-chested, his dark hair tousled, a 
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worried look on his face as he hovered by the door to the cleansing facility. He lifted his hand and knocked lightly on the panel. “Aspen?” 

She didn’t answer, probably because she couldn’t. A second day in a row when she’d woken up vomiting. Shit, Larik thought, running a hand over his face, feeling a little sick himself but with worry, not illness. The morning before both he and Trey had refrained from saying much and by later in the day, it seemed to pass, her color came back, and she ate her late meal with them as usual and appeared normal. They had both been relieved when her daily scan came back clean. No fever, no elevated vitals, and she had finally appeared to relax, which told him she had been worried too. Having it happen again was not a good sign. Not for someone who was in quarantine in case they’d been infected. Not for someone who was not going to be given any kind of medical care, or so they’d been told. The sounds stopped, all was quiet from within the small cubicle, and it was clear Trey wanted to go in and help her. But just as clear was they hadn’t been invited to do so. Finally they heard water running, and a few minutes later the door lifted. 

She didn’t look just pale, she looked positively green. Trey immediately lifted her in his arms, cradling her against his chest. 

“You’re going back to bed.” 

The lack of protest over his authoritative tone was not a good sign, and she rested limply against him, her long silky hair falling over his arm like spilled ink. He took her to the main bed, not her bunk, and laid her down as if she might break, brushing a dark curl off her cheek. Larik saw his long fingers tremble and felt exactly the same way. Petrified. 

Luckily, in moments she fell fast asleep again. In retrospect, she’d been sleeping a lot lately, but they’d both attributed it to how they kept her in bed quite a bit anyway, and there really was not much else to do. In tacit agreement, they went into the main room. Trey didn’t hide his worry, his good-looking face taut. “What are we going to do?” 

“The governor said no medical care.” Larik felt helpless and didn’t like it. 

“You saw her, she’s sick, Armada.” 

“I know.” 
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“Get on that fucking communications system and pretend you’re the governor and order a doctor for her.” 

 If it’s the virus, no one can help her.  Larik didn’t want to say it out loud, but he’d spent hours going over the communiqués on what put them where they were now, trying to understand every aspect of the situation. The virus could be a replica of a rare earth strain, obliterated thousands of years ago, and was incurable. Few survived it and there was no treatment. Trying to stay calm and think, he said, “You and I both know any physician is going to question being ordered into the quarantine holding area. There’s no way I could pull it off. Then they’d know two things. I can access any information I want, and that she’s ill. I sure as hell don’t want them to know the first, and not sure about the second. What about the med kit?” 

A muscle in Trey’s jaw flexed and his crystalline eyes glittered. “The standard stuff is geared to injuries more than illness, that’s all.” 

“Fuck.” 

“Yeah, fuck.” 

They just stood there looking at each other. Trey finally said it. “If anything happens to her—” 

“Don’t,” Larik interrupted savagely, not able to handle the idea of it. That Aspen with her vibrant beauty, cool poise, and inner sensuality could possibly die was inconceivable. Normally he could think pretty sensibly under any circumstances, but the ability eluded him at the moment. He struggled to collect his thoughts and order them in the usual way. “This isn’t like the virus.” 

“Serious attacks of vomiting. I thought you told me that.” 

 Think. Concentrate. 

A mental inventory of the symptoms ran through his head. “Yes, true, but she didn’t have a fever yesterday. No elevated white cells. Just the vomiting. She felt fine later, not worse.” The more he thought about it logically, the better he felt. “No muscle weakness, no joint pain. With the virus, by the time the first symptoms appear, it’s supposed to progress rapidly. If she threw up yesterday morning, she should be dead by now.” 

That sent Trey straight into the sleeping quarters at a run, but he returned a moment later. “Damn it, don’t do that to me again or I will kick your ass. She’s just sleeping.” 
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Sleeping. A little sickness in the morning that passed. Not to mention the out of character sexual eagerness from the very beginning that neither of them had argued with one bit…a warning bell went off in his mind. Larik suddenly felt a little weak in the knees and sank down into a chair at the table. He sat there and shoved his fingers through his hair, not sure if he wanted to laugh out loud in relief, or faint dead away. “It…well…could be something else.” 

Trey stared at him. “Like what?” 

“I suppose she could be pregnant.” 

The stupefied look on his friend’s face did extract a small laugh, but the more Larik thought about it, the more the symptoms fit. Trey shook his head. “Like all female military personnel, she has a chip.” 

True, all females on assigned duty had a microchip implanted to keep their hormone levels such so they didn’t have the inconvenience of menstruation. When and if they wanted to breed, they simply had it reprogrammed and almost immediately ovulated. It all made sense, Larik realized. Her unusual sex drive and their heightened desire for her could all be because she was in a breeding cycle. Despite all the evolution and genetic engineering, they were still basically animals in the sense males knew instinctively when a breeding female was available. 

“Chips fail.” He frowned. “But more likely, I’d guess, the constant medical scans could disengage it, switch it over. I believe most females have theirs checked after each exam. Here, she’s having a scan every single day. I’m going to bet from that first one, she was set to be impregnated.” 

“Oh, hell.” Trey sat down also as if his legs gave way. “Okay, that’s an interesting complication to an already unusual mission. I didn’t count on being a father when all was said and done.” 

“Could be mine.” Larik cocked a brow. 

“Maybe.” Trey didn’t blink an eye. “Either way, we’ll work it out.” 

“I hope she isn’t too upset by this. Military female personnel are required to take extended leave once they breed. The timing in her career is probably not the best.” 

“Yeah, good point. This is our fault essentially, not that we intended it to happen. I’m just relieved she isn’t actually sick.” 
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They obviously both were. Enough that the responsibility of child was a serious one, having Aspen be truly ill was a devastating possibility that had them both in full panic. Larik said slowly, “I’m hoping Kartel will come through and get us out of this, especially now. I want her off this planet and back on Minoa for the pregnancy. I don’t like whatever is going on here.” 

“Any more interesting notes from Ravenot to that address you can’t trace?” 

Larik grinned and leaned back, folding his arms across his chest. “Who said I couldn’t trace it?” 

Trey lifted his dark brows a little. “You did, just yesterday. I take it that was what you were up half the night doing? I could hear you muttering away to yourself. All right, genius boy, who is the chief engineer on Rapt One sending cryptic messages to anyway?” 

He sobered. “It’s coded, not given a user name. That’s the problem. I looked at first for something that wasn’t there. The address is either pirated or stolen and reconfigured. But I can give a location when I mole back in and send my next communication to Kartel. I’m not there yet, but that’s only because I can’t risk staying in the system for too long.” 

“You’re convinced Ravenot is involved?” 

“I can’t see how he wouldn’t be. Someone built in that master switch and he oversaw every aspect of the construction of the station. If he doesn’t know it’s there, that means he’s negligent and an idiot, and I doubt he’s either. Rapt One is a prosperous colony and I’d be surprised if he could get promoted to such a prestigious position if he didn’t know his job. Besides, he had to be the one to send the set of plans without the switch to both Aspen and I when we were first consulted to check on the trouble. Everything looked fine, which is why I decided to come and take a physical look at the plant. No, he’s guilty as shit.” 

Trey rubbed his jaw, his eyes narrowed. “That means you have a built-in enemy.” 

That had already occurred to him more than once. Larik muttered, 

“Yeah, I know. What’s worse, it means there someone else out there too who has a vested interest in keeping us confined as long as possible. One person does not sabotage a major power station for no good reason, and I doubt somehow he’d do it on his own. Besides, someone sent those infected visitors here to start this whole lockdown from the outside. I checked his 
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personnel records and he hasn’t left here in nearly a year for any reason. Besides, how does a colony engineer get his hands on a deadly earth strain of a disease that was wiped from the planet a hell of a long time ago?” 

“We’re talking treason here,” Trey said with a grim note to his tone. 

“No recourse and no appeal if you’re convicted, a three day grace period before execution. The switch being there alone might not convince the Council he plotted against the colony government, but the deliberate exposure of citizens to a virulent virus is one hell of an argument for his guilt.” 

“He’s got a lot to lose the day we walk out of here.” Larik had come to that conclusion the minute he spotted the circuit. 

“Considering there have already been casualties—which means he and his conspirators are willing to kill—that makes stepping out that door pretty damned dangerous.” Trey pointed at the barrier designed to keep them immune from their suspicious hosts. “If it were just the two of us, I wouldn’t care so much. But Aspen is a different story. We have to protect her somehow.” 

He privately agreed. “She isn’t going to want to be coddled, Trey. She’s a military officer. If it comes down to it, she’s probably the most in charge here.” 

“I’m in a different division entirely. I’m not under her command.” 

The restive words were easy to interpret. Larik said dryly, “Like hell you aren’t, and I’m not talking about rank or protocol here.” 

“What the fuck does that mean?” His friend shot him an irritated look. 

“It means I think you’re in love with her. I’m damned afraid I am too, so I know the signs.” 

The resulting silence hung like a fading star, quiet and poignant. Finally Trey muttered, “You could be right. I don’t know. I’ve never been possessive of a female before, but I suppose I do feel that way. It’s hard to tell. We’re stuck here all together. If we weren’t, would it be different?” 

Since the inner struggle was one he had also, Larik could sympathize, but the truth seemed pretty plain. “I was there when you met her the first time as we boarded the transport. Sorry, but the look on your face told me quite a lot.” 

“That’s lust. I’m not going to deny it. I wanted to fuck her, but who wouldn’t? Any breathing male would.” 
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“Was it lust when you hovered outside the door earlier while she was ill? Yeah, there’s nothing more attractive than a woman throwing up first thing in the morning.” 

“I was worried.” The edge of defensiveness in his friend’s voice was a little amusing. 

“I know. So was I,” Larik admitted, remembering the chill that touched him when he realized she was sick again. 

Trey exhaled raggedly. “I get your point, Armada. But, our feelings for Aspen aside, what are we going to do about what might be happening on Rapt One? If Ravenot is doing this, and I think we established we both think so, there’s a reason. What is it?” 

“I’m hoping Kartel will help us out with that.” 

 

* * * * 

 

It was astonishing how much better she felt. In fact, she was famished and Aspen ate probably more than her share of the rations provided. However, relief could be a powerful force in stimulating an appetite, she thought as she got up to clear away the remnants of their meal. A warm shower, coupled with the food and she felt perfectly fine. Wonderful, really. 

“I’m glad you’re better.” Trey took the serving dish from her hands, his handsome face almost carefully expressionless. “But go sit down and rest. I’ll get this.” 

“I’m fine.” She was glad beyond belief it was true. Not just for herself either, because as sick as she’d been the past two mornings, the first thing that occurred to her was if she was infected, she could have passed it to Trey and Larik. 

No. Her mind starkly rejected that thought. The idea of either of them, so vital and healthy, being ill, made everything so much worse. It was a bit of a challenge to acknowledge she felt so strongly, but it was clear she did. Yes, she knew they both were attracted to her in a sexual way, but then again, she was the only available female to either of them. She’d be a fool to confuse their physical needs with something deeper. Wouldn’t she? 

Yes, she would. 
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They were both basically decent, intelligent males, so their solicitude wasn’t unexpected under the circumstances, but making their forced cohabitation into something more was some kind of idiotic female fantasy. She should count her blessings they took care to make sure she enjoyed every second of sexual play, and leave it at that. Regulation 051 did not translate to romance. 

Larik lounged at the table, his face uncharacteristically somber. Usually he had a hint of that mischievous sense of humor that was so much a part of him in evidence in either the brilliance of his eyes or the set of his mouth. Instead he seemed to  watch her. 

She carried a glass of wine back to the table with her and to her surprise he leaned forward and took it gently from her hand. “Water might be a better choice.” 

Aspen could not help but be a little irritated at the presumption of the act, even if he did have that peculiar look of concern on his face. “I’m not sick, Armada, don’t worry. I feel fine now. It must have been just a passing thing.” 

“Lieutenant, can you explain to me how you could catch a ‘passing thing’ when you’re in quarantine?” 

No, she couldn’t, and it bothered her, but in her relief to feel normal again she didn’t care to analyze the situation too much. “No, but obviously that must be it. Besides a little nausea, I don’t have other symptoms. My scan is clean.” 

“What about the fatigue?” Trey sat back down. For whatever reason, he too looked at her very intently. Something was going on. If it had been anyone but the two of them, she’d guess they were worried about their personal health. But it couldn’t be that. Just before dinner, both of them had kissed her; long, lingering kisses of sensual promise. 

Surely she couldn’t be sick if those devastatingly hot, wicked kisses had aroused her. If they thought she really was sick also, it seemed a strange thing to do. 

She looked from one to the other. “I’ve been a bit tired, I admit that. Can I point out though that I’ve never been cooped up in a space this small for this long? Even on board ship there’s an exercise arena and we do training drills.” 
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Larik cocked a brow in a familiar impudent mannerism. “You bored, Aspen? If so, shame on us.” 

Trey chuckled softly. “Yeah, shame on us. Here I thought we kept you pretty busy.” 

“Are your breasts tender?” 

She couldn’t help it, she stared at Larik. “What?” 

“I’m curious. Are they?” 

“That’s a pretty personal question.” 

“Well hell, I think about your breasts quite a bit, so humor me. For that matter, I touch them on a daily basis, so I’ve become a little possessive over their welfare. Just answer the question. I promise it has a purpose.” 

The teasing words were belied by the edge she could hear in his voice and the first real flicker of consternation stirred in her stomach. He was right there. Larik Armada might be a bit irreverent, a dash on the arrogant side, and his intelligence undisputed, but he rarely did anything without a purpose, his flippant comment aside. 

And he was right. She’d noticed a little soreness but it had been the least of her worries. “Maybe.” 

Her non-answer seemed answer enough. “Thought so. What else have you noticed?” 

The bewildering turn of the conversation had her off balance. “What else have I noticed about what? Mind telling me where this is heading?” 

Trey leaned back in his chair, all lounging, careless male. He drawled, 

“I love her commander voice. She must have inherited that from her father.” 

Larik gazed at her with those gorgeous blue eyes. “I love everything about her and the fact she might be pregnant is sexy as hell.” 

Aspen felt momentarily frozen, trying to process what he’d just said. 

“Think about it,” he encouraged and took a drink from  her glass of wine. 

How he plucked it out of her hand took on a new significance. 

“I can’t be,” she protested weakly, her mind reeling with this new possibility. “My chip is programmed against it.” 

Trey said succinctly, “The scans.” 

Oh shit, it was true. Medical scans often required the chip be updated afterwards because they deactivated the imbedded code. 
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If that had happened…well, it would be no surprise if she was pregnant. It would be a miracle, she realized as she absorbed the life-changing implications, if she wasn’t. She’d had sexual intercourse frequently and with two virile males. Her hand went to her stomach in an involuntary movement. Her fingers splayed against the still flat plane of her abdomen and she swallowed convulsively. 

“Aspen?” 

Both of them looked at her and she shook her head. “I don’t believe this.” 

“Don’t believe it in a good way or a bad one?” Trey as always looked like the confident pilot with a hint of swagger in the very way he sat in his char, but there was an uncertainty in his eyes. The answer eluded her. 

Her tongue felt clumsy in her mouth. “I don’t know.” 

“We’re happy,’ Larik offered. “Once paternity is established whichever of us holds the responsibility will consider themselves lucky. We both want you to know that. However it falls there’s no issue there.” 

“I’m hoping it’s mine.” Trey smiled at her. 

“So am I, so see?” Larik gave her a wicked wink. A baby? 

This trip to Rapt One was certainly an adventure. 
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Chapter 6 

 

Governor Halden looked harried and unhappy. There were telltale dark circles under his eyes, visible even on a screen call. “Do you have any idea what time it is?” 

“Yes, I do. Luckily my wife is understanding about the demands of my job.” One brief call to Jerra had been their only contact all day and he missed her, but the Rapt One situation weighed heavily on Ran’s mind. 

“Why don’t you tell me what this emergency discussion is about and maybe you can get home to see her.” 

Ran tapped a finger on his desk and frowned. “I’ve spoken to the Universal Council about the possibility of mantonium theft being behind the power grid failures. Though no official decision has been reached, it seems only fair to keep you informed on our deliberations. We’re using every avenue possible to monitor known terrorist activity and assess the threat potential.” 

“Mantonium theft?” Halden stared into the monitor. “It’s not possible. The mine is secured.” 

“Not when the power goes down, Governor.” Ran hesitated because he wasn’t interested in implicating Larik in how he’d drawn his conclusions. However, the Council already knew, so maybe it was prudent to just tell the truth and hopefully Halden would feel gratitude rather than be outraged at Armada’s audacity. “I’m told there’s a circuit in the design of the station to allow for failures at the touch of a switch. If you think about it, the whole thing makes sense. The station loses function for short time periods and then suddenly the system goes back up.” 

“You don’t have to tell me that, Governor Kartel.” The other man shook his head, a grim look on his face. “The problem is a nuisance, but a big one. It’s why I asked for Larik Armada to be hired and sent to look at the station. The expense seemed worth it as none of the colony’s staff engineers can 
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give me an answer. However, I am at loss as to how you—from Minoa, no less—can explain this circuit theory and even offer a reason why it’s happening.” 

“Well,” Ran said in a mild tone, “it isn’t my theory. It’s Armada’s.” 

“I’m sorry. It’s late and I had meetings all day, so I may not be as sharp as usual. Did you say this is Armada’s theory? I don’t understand. He’s locked in isolation along with York and Lieutenant Thorne.” 

“Isolation to Armada is a relative thing, sir. There’s a communication monitor in their quarters.” 

“It’s on an emergency and news frequency only. They can’t communicate out.” 

“Can’t they?” Ran gave a small cough of laughter. “Don’t underestimate him.” 

“He breached security?” Irritation colored the crisp question. 

“All in a good cause. Let’s discuss mantonium. You do realize your chief engineer has been communicating with a stolen identity address, sending messages from his office. I’ve been waiting for something a little more concrete before I communicated with you just what’s going on, but I feel as if a bomb is ticking somewhere. Which it might be, in a very literal sense. Armada says the address is off-planet. That means you might have a threat from within and without.” 

“Ravenot is involved?” The governor of Rapt One shook his head. 

“He’s a good man.” 

“Good men have been bought before. Look, sir, one of the things you need to ask yourself right now is what good could come of anyone using subversive means to obtain an outlawed unstable element. To me it’s clear the answer is none. Whether you want my advice or not, I’m about to give it. First of all, let Armada out. He’s been there for a month, shows no sign of infection, and he can help in an invaluable way. Second, secure the mine perimeter with physical guards. Third, I’d monitor all communications between Ravenot and his cohorts. It’s likely he’s been in on this since the beginning since the actual design of the power station is deliberately flawed. Terrorists can do frightening damage. I don’t have to tell you that. If they infected their own members to make sure you locked up Armada, who knows what they could be capable of. Mantonium is volatile and deadly. If 
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there is an organization out there that has developed the necessary technique to make use of it, we’re all in trouble.” 

Silence. Governor Halden appeared to be thinking and Ran didn’t want to press too hard. The last message from Larik had been a little more urgent than the others. He really didn’t blame him because being trapped for that amount of time—especially with a potentially disastrous situation brewing—would chafe. 

Finally, Halden said, “I can’t arrest Ravenot without some sort of proof.” 

Ran felt a wash of relief. “Let Armada get it for you.” 

“He’s the one who I could arrest without impunity. The only way he could contact you, Kartel, is by violating about a dozen security laws.” 

“I admit Armada has a somewhat casual approach to protocol. But take my word, he’s brilliant and trustworthy.” 

Grimly, the other man responded, “I hope to hell you’re right.” 

 

* * * * 

 

Aspen straddled his hips, a playful look on her face, her eyes halfclosed. “Don’t move, Pilot.” 

Insatiable was the word that came to mind as he relaxed back against the pillows propped behind him. Maybe it was the elevated hormone levels from her pregnancy but she seemed more interested in sex than ever. Fine with him. More than fine. Paradise. Heaven. Slender fingers wrapped around his erection and she wiggled forward just enough. Luscious full breasts, veined lightly with blue under the translucent skin, swayed as she rose, adjusted the tip of his cock at her opening, and sank down. 

Yeah, exactly right. Trey shut his eyes and let the sensation wash over him as her wet heat gave to the penetration. The woman astride him tossed back her ebony hair and gave a low telling moan as she sheathed him deep. Two small hands rested on his chest and she rocked in carnal abandon, rubbing her clit against the base of his penis. 

His hands went to her hips, helping, guiding, supporting. “Oh shit, that’s good. Yeah, babe, just exactly like that.” 
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Her eyes opened and she stopped moving for a moment, her mouth tightening. “Save your flippant endearments for the awestruck little females who fawn all over you just because you’re a military pilot.” 

He did have the ability to get under her skin and couldn’t resist teasing her. Trey lifted a brow. “We’re going to have a fight now? With my dick all the way inside you?” 

“I’m a lieutenant, not a babe.” 

What she was in reality was the sexiest female alive, and how she could pull off that icy air when her naked body was flushed in arousal and her pussy holding him deep was nothing short of impressive. Trey splayed his hands across her open thighs and with one thumb, began to massage just the right spot. “All right, truce. I’ll keep the pet names limited to something you approve of, okay? How about sugar?” 

“Very funny.” Her voice sounded a little muffled. 

“Sweetcheeks?” His fingertip circled her clitoris with subtle pressure. 

“You can be irritating as hell, you know that.” Her violet eyes flashed but she looked more distracted than annoyed. In one smooth athletic move he rolled them both over suddenly, making her gasp. “You know what else I can be? Obsessed by one very beautiful, very hot, very touchy military officer, that’s what. So much that I think about her pretty much every waking second.” 

He began to move in long slow thrusts, holding her gaze. Out almost to the point of complete withdrawal, and then a gliding push forward so he went in to his balls. He leaned forward and whispered in her ear, “I might even think the word love now and then.” 

She reacted. He could feel her body tense a little and her hands tightened on his shoulders. Trey let his mouth drift back so it brushed hers. 

“Just curious,  Lieutenant. How would you feel if an irritating, cocky military pilot told you he loved you?” 

In answer she kissed him, one hand threading into his hair and pulling his head down the scant distance needed. Their mouths mated and she arched into the motion of his lower body, the heated rhythm carrying a new, almost wild, urgency. 

“Trey,” she moaned into his mouth. 

“Yeah, I know,” he murmured against her lips. 
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Though his control was a fraying thread, he managed to hold on until she started to climax, her pussy contracting in small spasms around his thrusting cock, and he snapped and exploded, his orgasmic release obliterating everything except the red-hot rush of exquisite pleasure. Panting, damp, breathless, neither of them said anything. Trey had to wonder if he’d made a mistake in telling her. It seemed logical to assume in bed would be a good time for that kind of confession, but females tended to analyze things differently than males. 

He was the one who eventually broke the silence, still holding her against him, her warm breath fanning his chest. “No comment at all?” 

“Assimilation takes a few minutes and I’m just now able to breathe.” 

He tangled his fingers in her silky ebony hair. “Well, you might want to consider that while I can navigate this quadrant with my eyes closed and fly just about anything with thrusters and controls, I’m in new territory here, Aspen. Have mercy and say some damn thing.” 

She rose up on one elbow. Arched brows lifted. “You’re in new territory? Let’s keep in mind I went from no sexual experience at all to an 051 situation and now it seems possible that I conceived because my chip was deprogrammed. You and Larik can walk away from all this if you want with your lives unchanged. I don’t have that option. You know I have to take forced leave if I’m pregnant.” 

That she was didn’t seem in question. She still had the morning queasiness and her gorgeous breasts were already slightly larger, the delicate blue-veining more prominent. However, he understood the career sacrifice she would have to make. Unplanned pregnancies rarely happened. He nodded. “Yes, I know. It was a shock for me at first too, but the way I feel about you…” 

He trailed off, once again willing her to say something. No, willing her to say what he wanted to hear. 

“I won’t walk away,” he told her with raw honesty. “I don’t even  want to walk away.” 

 

* * * * 

 

For an arrogant male, the man lying next to her in the rumpled bed certainly looked uncertain in a very uncharacteristic way. The hint of 
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vulnerability in his crystal blue eyes moved her more than his whispered question during sex. 

When had her life spiraled so out of control? 

The answer probably was the minute she’d been assigned to this mission. 

That both of them seemed pleased about potentially becoming fathers surprised her a little. Of course, if she was going to breed, she could certainly do worse than having two attractive, intelligent males as candidates. Not to mention that they were considerate, passionate lovers. Were her feelings engaged? Yes, they were, damn them both. This was not how she planned her future. “I don’t know how to respond,” she admitted, her body languid and sated against his muscular form, but her mind restless. “I’ve never been romantically involved with anyone. Is how I feel normal? I have no idea. Add the child, and I’m lost as how to react to all this.” 

“Not exactly reciprocation, but fair enough.” Trey grinned then, his signature wicked smile lighting his face. “I hate to break it to you but there is no normal, Aspen. No regulation manual you can consult on the rules over relationships, especially between males and females. From the minute I saw you, I wanted you. And in spite of the prickly manner you wear like a force shield, you weren’t indifferent to me either. On my part, it’s grown into more. I think you’re in the same place.” 

“Careful, your overconfidence is resurfacing, Pilot.” She gave him a cool look, belied by the fact she was in his arms, naked, with his sperm glistening on her thighs. Since he was exactly right, she didn’t quite pull it off and he just laughed. 

“Strong mutual attraction isn’t a bad thing, Lieutenant Thorne.” He shifted her more onto his chest, his fingers feathering an erotic pattern at the base of her spine. “That we feel more just makes it better. The best for me ever with any female.” 

Her lack of experience was the part that daunted her. “I have nothing to compare this to.” She tickled his neck with her fingertips, feeling his strength and warmth. 

“There’s Larik.” 

“It’s all tangled together for me.” 

“It’s not a lot different for us.” 
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A strange sound—or one they hadn’t heard in a while—made Aspen stiffen suddenly. With a surge of both surprise and panic, she realized the door into their quarters had opened. 

Since she and Trey were both naked and sprawled on the bed and the door into the common area was wide open, she gave a small cry of dismay and grabbed for the sheet. Trey dove off the side of the bed, retrieved both their sets of clothing, and handed hers over. He jerked on his pants, and then carelessly tugged his shirt over his head. “Looks like we have company.” 

The first stab of fear she felt as she fumbled into the issued clothing was over whether or not Larik had been caught hacking into the governmental system. He didn’t say much about it—neither he nor Trey did—but she wasn’t an idiot and she knew he was still stealing his way in and reading top secret files. 

Trey left the room, striding into the common area. In the act of running her fingers through her disheveled hair, she heard him say, “Good morning, Governor.” 

It seemed inconceivable that if Rapt One had kept them isolated because they worried about contamination they’d break quarantine early by sending in the most important man on the planet. Quickly, she slipped into the cleansing facility, ran a comb swiftly through her hair and used a towel to wipe away the sexual residue before donning her clothes. Then she took a steadying breath and went out to the common room. Sure enough, Governor Halden sat at the small table and the grim silence in the room didn’t bode well. With graying hair and a stern air, he radiated authority and she reflexively saluted. 

“Relax, Lieutenant Thorne, though I appreciate the courtesy. Please, sit down. We waited for you to begin.” 

Both Larik and Trey looked impassive, but she caught a small glint of apprehension in their eyes. Armada, she thought as she selected a chair and obediently sank into it, surely should be worried. His neck was in a noose if the governor had discovered he’d used his personal code to access government documents. 

With a thin-lipped smile, Halden said, “I understand you’ve been quite busy, Armada. By now you probably know what color of gemstones my wife prefers.” 
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Larik didn’t blink. “Green, sir. Or at least that’s what you requested last week. How was her birthday?” 

Gray brows shot up at the cheeky remark. “Don’t think for a minute I’m not irritated over having my personal mail accessed, not to mention your contact with Kartel in my name. We’ll discuss how to upgrade our security system after we solve our other dilemma, if you don’t mind.” 

“Not at all. You know my fee.” 

“I think I am beginning to understand why it is so high.” 

Aspen felt a wash of relief, because if the Rapt One government wanted Larik’s help after the terrorist threat was dealt with, it didn’t sound like an arrest for breaching code and violating security rules might be in his future. 

“Larik thinks he found out why the station is unreliable, sir.” 

“I know. So Kartel told me.” The governor furrowed his brow in a fierce frown. “This issue is volatile. I need you to help me find out if mantonium is truly being heisted during the failures and more importantly, where it is going. If someone is stealing it that means it must still be on Rapt One because it is so unstable our sensors would go on full alert if someone tried to transport it through any of our air locks. They are highly sensitive to unusual radioactivity.” 

Trey said with solid conviction, “Armada could probably circumvent them. What makes you think no one else could?” 

“I’m hoping he’s unique.” Halden looked dryly censorious. “I’m assured by Kartel it’s pretty much the case. Either way, we’ve managed to track all the outgoing transports from Rapt One in the past weeks and nothing is at all suspicious. Whatever is going on it’s happening here in my opinion.” 

Aspen felt another frisson of apprehension. “Mantonium was considered for making bombardment weaponry because of its lightweight and high density explosive properties, correct? I remember my father talking about it a few years ago. The program was discarded.” 

The governor nodded. “Yes, Lieutenant, that’s right. The substance is too unstable. I can’t give details of something that’s considered confidential at the highest level, but there were accidents.” 

Larik shook his head, a lock of blond hair falling over his brow. “In other words, people died. So, what we have is someone—an organization hostile to the current S-species government—who thinks they can do better. 
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Any guess as to who it might be? This keeps sounding worse and worse to me. Who would have a better capability than our own scientists and military in harnessing a substance like mantonium?” 

“I can’t say.” Halden looked at each of them in turn. “The Universal Council has a few ideas and I doubt if even I am privy to all of them. What we need from you is Ravenot cut and dried. Prove he’s in and his arrest could start the avalanche to bring the enemy to his knees. I’m not convinced of his guilt in any way, but Kartel says you insist it must be so.” 

Aspen spoke up. “Either he’s a very poor choice for chief engineer, or he must be involved.” 

“Your conviction is moving, Lieutenant, but please obtain some real evidence besides the extra circuit I’m told exists.” 

“Oh, it exists.” Larik leaned forward suddenly, his handsome face intent. “Tell me one thing, sir, have you ever heard of The Covenant?” 

A slight flicker of something showed in the older man’s eyes. “I’m not here to answer questions, Armada. If there’s something I need to know on the other hand, I didn’t walk into a quarantine area lightly. Talk to me.” 

Broad shoulders shrugged, and because Aspen had gotten to know Larik well in the past weeks—not just in a sexual way—she recognized the irreverent twitch to his lips. Whatever the governor wanted, at a guess, Larik either already knew it or was sure he could get it. He said with nonchalance, “When you did his background check, sir, did you discover Ravenot was from Acadien?” 

Silence. Then Halden said between his teeth, “No. And how you…oh, well, forget it, I’m not even going ask you how you found that out, Armada. Isn’t he too young? The colony was dissolved years ago.” 

“Not too young at all, sir. He was there until he was seven. That’s long enough.” 

Trey glanced at Aspen, his expression a mirror of her own puzzlement, then back at the governor. “If you’ll excuse me, what the hell is Acadien?” 
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The older man looked grim, standing abruptly. “It’s a classified subject, but since apparently that word means nothing to your friend, York, ask him. For my part, I am going to see you’re all three given standard issue Rapt One military uniforms, arrange so you have independent transportation and weapons, and do as Governor Kartel requested and use you to help solve this problem. Need I say the sooner the better?” 

Before any of them could answer, he strode from the room. 
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Chapter 7 

 

The place was one of those quiet dark places he preferred, jeweled lighting by the tables the only illumination. Soft music, modern and understated, played, and when they sat down at the elegant table, Larik arched a brow in Aspen’s direction. “Since the Rapt One government is buying, this seemed a good choice.” 

“Something other than rations sounds good to me.” Trey gave a small laugh. “I still can’t believe we’re out of our quarters early. Not arguing it, don’t get me wrong, but it feels a bit surreal.” 

Aspen, once again looking like the cool, professional soldier in a black and gold tunic, her gleaming raven hair coiled neatly at her nape, said dryly, 

“And here I was convinced Larik’s activities were going to get us in more trouble, not less. I think you owe a lot to Ran Kartel.” 

She was probably right. Larik nodded, not saying anything more as they studied the illuminated menu and made their choices. The drinks arrived and Aspen gave them each an ironic look as her innocuous beverage was set down. “When I think about the inequity in how we breed, I have to wonder if we are as advanced as our civilization thinks. Why is it males just experience a moment of pleasure, and females endure months of symptoms, restrictions in diet, and at the end of it all, I’m told, considerable discomfort.” 

If she indeed was gestating, it was still too early for her to have to go on official leave, which Larik couldn’t decide if he was happy about or not. On the one hand, he wanted to protect her. On the other, she was intelligent and well-trained and could handle a weapon better than either him or York. If they were unofficially assigned to do this, they needed her. 

“Whatever the limitations,” he told her with sincerity, “the condition agrees with you. I am not sure how it’s possible but you’re more beautiful than ever.” 
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Luminous violet eyes looked at him and her soft mouth quirked. “Be sure and tell me that in a few months.” 

“It’s true.” Trey backed him up, his long fingers idly toying with the stem of his glass. “And I agree with Larik, I’m not sure how it’s possible. Not to mention I’d never thought about breeding before this, but it’s sexy as hell you carry my baby.” 

“Or mine.” Larik wasn’t precisely jealous because he was well-aware of how Trey felt about her, but he agreed in that he wanted the child to be his with a surprising intensity. 

“We’ll know soon enough.” Aspen took a small sip from her glass, dismissing the issue. It was very hard to tell if she favored him or Trey more, and at a guess, she didn’t know either. But if there was one thing about the alluring Lieutenant Thorne, it was she wasn’t just a gorgeous female but had a very well-functioning brain. She looked at them both, the iridescent lighting playing over her lovely face in lavender and gold shadows. She said, “What we need to do now is decide how to proceed. For one thing, I think Larik needs to explain whatever Acadien is and how it pertains to Ravenot and the current problem of possible mantonium theft.” 

“I wouldn’t mind knowing also why when you asked about The Covenant the governor had such a reaction.” Trey regarded him over the rim of his glass. 

Fair enough. Larik wasn’t military and had no interest in doing real battle with what he knew to be a ruthless enemy. His specialty was deduction and gathering mechanical data, making sense of it, and fixing problems. Terrorist wars were for those trained to deal with such issues. 

“All right,” he began. “I’ll brief you on what I uncovered. We’ll go from there on what to do next.” 

“This is far more my domain.” Aspen looked at him with cool authority. 

“I’m not arguing that. Want me to go on?” 

“Please.” 

He obeyed the curt order, knowing she chafed a little under the indisputable fact her military career was about to be severely curtailed. Leaning forward and keeping his voice low though their table was pretty secluded, he explained, “First let’s talk about the Acadien Experiment. It was a brilliant idea in a lot of ways, but like many idealistic plans, it fell 
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short when it failed to take some variables into account, in this case, Sspecies nature. What happened—and this is a brief summary—is our government decided to take orphaned children and give them a colony of their own. There they’d be trained in every avenue of military expertise on the highest level, their entire lives focused on serving Universal rule. Since they were wards of the government anyway, dependent on UC support, it made sense to ensure they would grow into adults who could give back to the society that raised them.” 

Trey’s light blue eyes glittered in the low lighting. “Okay, makes sense to me. What happened?” 

“Well, one of the troubles with having a highly-trained, contained and isolated group of young men and women who concentrate solely on aggressive behavior is that it works a little too well. From birth sometimes, these individuals were taught how to fight, how to infiltrate, how to plan, how to subvert retaliation. They were supposed to do it for us, but one of the things that started to happen was natural leaders emerged, like with any military force. Throw in one or two with big ideas and a natural thirst for power and there’s trouble. Different factions split. It became more than a military state, it became a war zone.” 

“They were killing each other?” Aspen looked troubled. 

“Children were essentially killing each other. Naturally there were adults on the colony to supervise and do the training, but they were targeted first and wiped out. I guess the first hint something was very wrong there was that all communications stopped. When the next supply ship came in, the crew was eliminated and the vessel commandeered by a band who called themselves The Covenant.” 

“How come I’ve never heard of all this?” Trey demanded. 

“The UC isn’t all that anxious to broadcast their failures, you know that. No government is. They sent in personnel to restore order and I guess it wasn’t easy. When it was finally under control they took the remaining children and placed them in different colonies all over the place.” 

“What happened to the stolen ship?” 

“Good question. Luckily, it wasn’t equipped with weaponry because it was a merchant vessel.” 
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“You’re telling us the most aggressive group from a planet of violent rebels escaped?” Aspen shook her head. “That’s impossible. They could track them surely. Besides, they’d have to dock somewhere.” 

Larik lifted a brow. “Don’t forget, they were trained in how to duck pursuit, how to survive on very little, how to infiltrate enemy safeguards. The Covenant just disappeared. When they didn’t resurface after so much time passed, the official position changed from apprehensive to resigned and they declared a missing in space verdict and closed the file.” 

“How the hell do you know all this?” Trey’s crystalline eyes held an amused gleam. 

“The Universal Council’s database can be pretty helpful. I just looked under possible subversives and did a quick scan. They’ve never taken The Covenant off their list of possible terrorist organizations, even with the MIS 

status. It caught my eye because one of Ravenot’s communications was signed, CTC.” 

“So?” 

Aspen said in slow comprehension, “Commander, The Covenant?” 

She was bright. It was one of the things Larik loved about her. “What clued me off to the possibility is that the messages are sent in a code the military discarded decades ago. It took me about a minute to break it. Ravenot’s a civilian, so my question was how would he know it? I know his personnel file by heart. There’s no record of any service. It tipped me off to look deeper. The UC fields have pictures of the all children kept on Acadien. Going from his adult image on file, I digitally enhanced a few possibilities, aging them to right now, and one matched.” 

It was true, the likeness was almost perfect. When Larik had sensed the connection between Ravenot—whose real name was Ravins—it hadn’t taken long at all to ascertain that he’d been part of the defunct and disastrous Acadien project. 

“You discovered all this from our simple communication monitor?” 

Larik looked at Aspen, not able to suppress a grin. “Well, not exactly. I used it to access the Rapt One system and then, because it’s pretty sophisticated, to get into the master center of the Universal Council. Kartel’s code was easy enough to guess.” 
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She gazed back at him with unmistakable resignation. “How anyone thought I could get you to stick to the rules on this mission is a mystery to me. I’m just glad you’re on our side. Why didn’t you tell the governor this?” 

“Because he’d arrest Ravenot, of course. It’s a knee jerk reaction to knowing someone on your staff lied about just about everything, plotted to possibly to destroy your colony, and will eventually make you look like a fool.” 

“We need to stop him,” she argued. 

He leaned forward and folded his hands on the table. “He won’t talk. You need to understand the level of their indoctrination. There were originally ten of them on that hijacked ship. Don’t you want them all, not just Ravenot? I know I do because even if we manage to get him and some of the others escape, this type of thing is just going to happen again.” 

“Of course I want all of them.” 

“From what I’ve read in the messages, I think at least most of the original band are here. Two died to cause the quarantine, of course. It leaves at least eight. One is definitely off-planet. The address he’s communicating with is in another system.” He added after a pause. “I think it’s on Minoa and that worries the hell out of me.” 

 

* * * * 

 

Armada’s undisciplined brilliance was not always an asset. Trey knew full well even a friend like Kartel would be unhappy as hell to know his personal code had been used to delve into files deemed by the council better buried than public knowledge. 

But, his friend did have a point. If they were supposed to give Ravenot to the Rapt One authorities, it was probably better to make sure they rounded up the entire conspiracy. Just from what little he knew about it, mantonium didn’t sound like something he wanted in the hands of rabid, indoctrinated anti-government radicals. 

After waiting for so long for something other than regulation rations, none of them really ate too much and when they left they headed to their new quarters. It was a little disappointing to realize that while he and Armada had been put in together, Aspen had her own room, in this case, overlooking the serene inner lake that was the center of the main city. It 
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disquieted him to think of her alone and he prowled through the apartment, noting they’d come up some in the estimation of the Rapt One government, probably due to Kartel. The accommodations were practically luxurious, especially for military standards. He went to the window and looked over the illuminated water. Blue light from beryl deposits thousands of feet deep gave the scene a pretty, if somewhat eerie glow. Because of power rationing, most of the buildings were dark. 

“Can we trust Governor Halden that no one knows we’re no longer in isolation?” He pressed his hands against the sill of the window, uneasy all of a sudden. “What about missing our scans? Surely medical personnel will figure it out.” 

“He never promised we’d have a lot of time.” Aspen walked up next to him and stared out at the unfamiliar scene. He’ll try and deflect too much interest for as long as he can. You heard him.” 

Her slender body was tense. Trey could see it as he glanced over, her profile in relief pure and lovely. He said slowly, “There’s corruption in one of his highest ranking offices. Maybe we shouldn’t stay here, in a place the Governor arranged for. I have this bad feeling.” 

Larik, one shoulder propped against a sleek metal wall, repeated, “Bad feeling?” 

“Pilots get them all the time. It usually means trouble, trust me. Gut instinct has saved my ass more than once.” 

Aspen glanced at him and then at Larik. “You know, he might be right. You’re the one Ravenot wanted to stop. It’s reasonable to expect he’d have some sort of surveillance set up in the quarantine area. He’s chief engineer, so he surely has access and capability for that.” 

“He did.” Larik’s mouth twitched. “I disabled it.” 

Trey shook his head, a wry smile fighting to surface. “Damn, Armada, is there nothing you can’t do?” 

“Fly a transport. I know next to nothing either about combat weapons. If we have to fight or escape, you two get to handle that part of it.” 

“Let’s hope neither of us has to do anything then. In the meantime—” 

The first flash was blinding. Instinctively Trey grabbed Aspen around the waist and shoved her to the floor, following to cover her smaller form with his body. The window imploded, spraying glass everywhere, showering down on them. 
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With the second one, the building rocked. 

 Fuck! 

“Come on,” he urged, grabbing Aspen’s arm and urging her to crawl through the debris toward the doorway. “Armada?” 

“Here.” 

Trey saw him on the floor also, but his face was bleeding and Larik shook glass out of his hair. “Didn’t see that coming so soon, I’ve got to admit it. Mantonium or regular explosives?” 

“Let’s worry about getting fuck out of here first and save the analysis for later.” A shard of glass ripped through his uniform and sliced into his elbow and Trey stifled a wince. “I’m open for suggestions, believe me.” 

It was Aspen who said, “I’ve stayed in military quarters like this all my life. Commanders always have a separate exit. They might expect us to know that, they might not.” 

“It’s better than walking out the front entrance.” 

He levered himself up and let the laser read him, grateful the mechanism still worked and the door slid up. In the hall, he saw at once a melee of Rapt One military personnel, some of them half-dressed due to the late hour, on this level of the building almost all of them officers. The building shook again, the noise deafening. Trey pulled Aspen out and promptly grabbed one man with an unfastened tunic and a confused look on his face. “This is General Thorne’s daughter. Who’s the highest ranking officer here?” 

“What’s going on?” 

“I just told you, this is General Thorne’s daughter. She’s a guest of Governor Halden. Whatever is going on, she needs to talk to the highest ranking officer on this floor. Now.” 

The young captain looked at Aspen and maybe it was her calm, cool lieutenant expression or more likely it was her striking beauty, but he nodded. “Follow me. I’ll see if I can find Colonel Pearce for you.” 

 

* * * * 

 

Three tall males dwarfed her in size and she was sandwiched in the middle. Colonel Pearce, who the half-dressed soldier Trey had commandeered introduced them to, led the way, weapon drawn like hers. 

 

 The Covenant: The Starlight Chronicles 2 

79 

Aspen had felt it only fair to tell him in a few terse words what might wait as they emerged from the besieged building. “Possible terrorist attack.” 

“So it’s true?” He was another true S-species male, with vivid green eyes and auburn hair, a decade older than any of them, with a brusque demeanor and a welcome air of tough competency. “There’ve been rumors building over the past month but no one is leaking much information. Apparently our high alert status hasn’t helped.” 

The corridor was long and dark, only the occasional flicker of the failing lighting system helping them stumble through it. It led downward steeply and during the moments when the light was obliterated she felt a claustrophobic panic rise that she had to force down. First and foremost, she was a soldier, trained to keep her nerve in just this type of situation. 

Wasn’t she? 

No, she admitted, feeling her way along the wall in pitch blackness. First she was a female and a breeding one, at that. Now that she’d become accustomed to the idea of a life growing inside her, the perspective she’d always held on life had changed. 

Drastically. 

It wasn’t until the walls began to glow blue she truly understood exactly where they were. At least it provided illumination but the idea of the tons of water above their head made her take in a deep breath. 

“We’re under the fucking lake?” Trey, who spent his time flying across galaxies, sounded almost comically horrified. If she had been capable of a laugh, she would have, but she felt a little too much the same way. Ahead of them, the colonel nodded. “We’ll emerge on the opposite side.” 

Behind her, Aspen heard Larik ask in his typical way, “I think I read about this project. The beryl is difficult as hell to penetrate. I’m trying to remember the logistics of it, but—” 

“Armada, take off your engineering hat for a damned minute, will you?” 

Trey sounded strained. “Does anyone know what we’re going to do when we get—and I can’t wait, believe me—to the other side? How many people know about this? Who’s to say they won’t be waiting for us there?” 
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“There’s a secured building.” Pearce looked unworried, if a bit strange with flickering cobalt light playing over his face. “And I’m sorry, Armada, there’s no way anyone could have read about it. The project was classified.” 

Trey gave a grim laugh. “Colonel, maybe someday I’ll explain how naïve that statement is when it comes to our friend here, that is if we live through this. How far is it to that damned building anyway?” 

“It’s a ways.” 

“That’s the official distance?” 

Finally there was a crack in Pearce’s formal demeanor and he chuckled. 

“Yes, it is. It’s hard to gauge distance in the tunnel anyway and without light, practically impossible.” 

It seemed like an eternity but the passage slowly sloped upward and they finally came to a set of doors. A glowing light above one was red, and Pearce stopped dead. He muttered, “One of the hatches is down. That’s not a good sign, because I’m in charge of security when we do maintenance and it was in perfect working order just a few days ago. They have independent contained power sources for just this kind of emergency. Even without regular power sources they can run for at least a while.” 

“Is it safe to use the other one?” Larik frowned. 

“It’s that or stay here.” 

Trey spoke up, “I’ll go first, no problem. The one thing I’m  not  doing is staying here.” 

Colonel Pearce shook his head. “I’ll go first, Pilot. There are guards posted above and I’ll need to scan us through. I recommend weapons drawn. I’m not precisely sure what’s going on, but from what little you told me, I don’t like the hatch being dysfunctional. The timing seems too coincidental.” 

Unfortunately, Aspen couldn’t agree more, but when Trey stepped in front of her, she caught his arm. “How much weapons training did you do?” 

She knew the answer as well as he did. Pilots had to only take a basic course, while she’d had to take extensive and highly competitive instruction, especially before her last promotion. He looked down into her face and hesitated. 

Then he bent and kissed her. Hard. In contrast his fingers gently touched her cheek. 

Afterward he stepped back and let her follow the colonel into the hatch 
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The ride up was swift, smooth, and noiseless. Though she’d been prepared in every way possible, Aspen had never dealt with an actual combat situation and this one—with an unknown enemy—was more difficult than most. Adrenalin made her mouth a little dry, but otherwise she felt simply anxious to see what might be going on. They stopped and the colonel moved to let the optical scan beam flash, the brief blink followed by the lift of the door. Silence and darkness. 

Colonel Pearce stepped forward cautiously. He murmured, “There’s emergency power back up, naturally, so I don’t—” 

The brief flare came to his left and the hit caught him in the abdomen. He fell with a heavy sickening thud, his weapon clattering to the floor. Still in the open hatch, Aspen swore under her breath, not able to see much except maybe some shadowy forms. She fired, doing her best to calculate where the attack had come from, but there was no return fire, just ominous silence. 

They were trapped. If they went back down, they didn’t have the ability to scan themselves out of the tunnel on the other side. If they stepped out of the shelter of the open hatch, they were easy targets. 

“Now what?” Trey asked through his teeth. “This isn’t exactly ideal.” 

“It would be helpful if we knew exactly where we are.” Larik didn’t have a trace of his usual nonchalant casualness in his tone. “Cutting out all the power was smart because we don’t even know where the exit to the building is. For that matter, we don’t know if we could open it either. The problem with high tech security buildings is sometimes it’s as hard to get out as it is to get in.” 

“They have every advantage, and they know it,” Aspen said, the grim reality of situation making her stomach clench and a thin film of perspiration prickle her skin. She also felt a little queasy, which was unwelcome at the moment. “The real question is how did  they get in?” 

“Ravenot,” Larik supplied, an ironic note in his tone. “He’s been pretty busy while we were locked away.” 

Sprawled on the floor just a few—very dangerous—feet away, Pearce twitched and groaned. 

“He needs help.” 
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Trey caught her arm. “Don’t you dare think about stepping a foot out of here, Aspen. You couldn’t move him if you tried. Look, I’ll do it. You open fire and cover me. If we want to get out of here, I think we need the colonel. Armada, help me drag him in.” 

The idea of either of them in the line of fire terrified her but she nodded. Trey glanced at Larik behind him, gave a curt jerk of his head, and dove out. She leaned across the doorway and began to fire, praying for the best. 
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Chapter 8 

 

The beep woke him and Ran thrust up on one elbow and blinked. The communicator sat on the small table by the side of the bed and he reached for it. 

“Kartel.” 

“We have explosions on Rapt One, Ran.” 

He’d recognized Ian Helm’s signal before he answered. They were old friends and formality only existed between them in public. Helm, as a top ranking officer with high military clearance, was in charge of outlying colony surveillance. “Tell me what you know.” 

“Three small explosions first. Heat sensors show combat activity in what should be a restricted sector, and communications are down.” 

The tension in Ian’s voice came through clearly. “What do you hear from Governor Halden?” 

“Nothing. Like I said, for whatever reason, governmental lines aren’t responding.” 

“That has a grim ring to it.” Ran tried to think, to not feel the bite of panic. Next to him, his wife, Jerra, stirred and rolled over, coming awake. Beautifully disheveled and nude, she sat up and shook back her hair, listening. 

“Mind telling me if you know what’s going on?” Ian said in his normal, calm tone. “Isn’t Armada on Rapt One right now?” 

“Larik is there,” Ran confirmed, since that wasn’t classified information. “As far as the explosion goes, I have no idea.” 

Jerra’s mouth parted and she looked alarmed, her pale hair tumbled around her slender shoulders. She whispered, “Larik?” 

He attempted a reassuring smile that probably didn’t work. Explosions. Mantonium. 

 Well, shit. 
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Ian said in a cool, business-like voice, “As governor of Minoa, I respect you and your authority, you know it. As a member of the Universal Council, you have a lot of power and I would take an order from you without hesitation. As friend, however, I say bullshit. If there’s trouble on Rapt One, and rumors  have been surfacing about mantonium theft, you’d know it, Ran. Look, I want to know how to deploy help from the nearby bases, but I need information on how they should go in. What are they facing anyway? Come on, help me.” 

“I don’t know anything for sure.” Ran thrust his fingers through his hair, the possible scenarios spinning out in his mind, none of them very reassuring. “The Council is aware of a problem, but—” 

“You’re going to tie my hands with that damned close-mouthed authoritarian red tape.” A frustrated breath echoed out. “Look, fine, you can’t say what you think is exactly going on, but tell me this, are the explosions deliberate?” 

“I’d guess they are.” 

“Big casualties?” 

“Probably. If not already, there might be.” Ran swung out of bed and walked over to grab a tunic and pants. “I’m going to call an emergency meeting of the Council, Ian. I’ll get right back in touch as soon as possible.” 

He set aside the communicator and started to dress. Jerra stared at him from across the darkened room. “You can’t tell me either what’s going on, can you?” 

“No.” He fastened his tunic and reached for his boots. 

“Does this have something to do with that quotation you wanted me to translate?” 

“My love, I’m not sure. Larik is there, Larik sent the quote, and now there is trouble. I know only a little more myself.” 

Beautiful and voluptuous in the gilded light from the two moons hanging low in the distance, visible through the long windows by the bed, she stared at him with open concern. “Will Minoa have to become involved?” 

Ran pulled on his boots and went over to give her a swift kiss. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.” 

 

* * * * 
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Larik bent over the prostrate man and both blessed and cursed the latest technology in warfare. The cutting edge weapon of choice among the Sspecies military was a high-powered, lightweight firearm that sent a small device containing a powerful electric charge. Upon contact, depending upon the location of the strike, it was enough to stop a man’s heart. In the colonel’s case, the insulation properties of his uniform was designed to diffuse the charge. It had done its job to a certain degree, but he was still stunned and the hit was direct enough Larik was amazed he’d survived. 

“Hit?” Pearce managed to open his eyes for a second only. A faint burnt smell lingered around him. 

“Abdomen. Higher and it would have done the job.” 

In the distance came the sound of yet another explosion. Trey, still breathing hard, crouched down. “Colonel, is there a way out of here besides going back into the tunnel?” 

“Doors on the…north…side.” Pearce’s face held a gray tinge and his lips were blue. “Damn, I feel like someone slammed a transport into me.” 

“I’d cut off my left testicle for a transport right now. And believe me, I value my balls highly, so that’s saying something.” Trey’s mouth twisted cynically. “Look, we can’t sit here huddled in an open hatch for long. They can wait us out, easy. Somebody have a plan?” 

Aspen, who’d slammed a recharging cell into her weapon, looked a little pale, but otherwise resolute. “There can’t be many of them. Larik said ten. Two dead of the virus, one on Minoa somewhere, and someone is setting off the explosions, probably more than one from the sound of it. So five at the most, probably less. Four to five isn’t bad odds.” 

Only one of them was severely injured. Larik doubted Pearce could even stand on his own. 

“Take my communicator,” Pearce gasped a little as he spoke. “Call for…help. Tell them…we’re…trapped in Station Seven.” 

Larik pulled it from his belt and even before he could touch the pad, it flashed. “Incoming call,” he said briefly. “This is Larik Armada. Colonel Pearce is down.” 

“I know. This is Ravenot.” 
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Larik glanced at the frequency call identification and committed it to memory. Then he drawled sarcastically, “Nice of you to get in touch. Don’t let me forget to thank you for that month sitting in confinement quarters.” 

“At least you had Lieutenant Thorne, Armada.” 

The mocking edge to the man’s tone made Larik want to do something violent and highly illegal. “What do you want?” 

“My men are waiting and I’m sure you’ve already figured out they can pick you off within seconds. They were stationed there to prevent any escaping high ranking officers, but lucky me, you popped out of that tunnel instead. Weapons on the floor, please, and just walk out slowly.” 

“So you can kill us with our cooperation? No, thanks, I’ll pass.” 

“I actually have orders not to kill you if possible. All three of you could be useful in your own way, especially the lovely lieutenant. There is nothing more useful than holding the daughter of a prominent general hostage. Having a trained pilot at the skill level of York is always an advantage, and you could help us solve a problem or two we’re having with the mantonium project. Some of the bombs are going off prematurely.” 

“Fuck off,” Larik said with cool deliberation. “I’d never help you, the only place Trey would ever fly you is into hell, and Aspen isn’t going to quietly let you take her prisoner. We know all about The Covenant and Acadien, Ravins.” 

There was a brief pause and then a short laugh. “You  are resourceful, Armada. Once I found out you were talking to Kartel, I knew we had to speed things up. Maybe I should make my position more clear. Rapt One is in our hands already. In case you doubt me, I’ll let you finish this conversation with someone else.” 

That didn’t sound good and the expression on his face must have reflected it because Trey said an obscene word and shook his dark head. 

“Armada, this is Governor Halden. I’d like to encourage you to surrender yourselves. Ravenot claims they’ve enough explosives to continue a systematic destruction of the capital city. With what has happened so far in just a short time, I am forced to believe—” 

The bitterness in his voice came through clearly and the brutal way he was shut off spoke more than his words. At once Ravenot was back on. “So you see, it’s best you just cooperate. It would save lives, including yours. Some heroic gesture on your part is not going to change things. We’ve been 
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planning this for years. We want control, not destruction, but using the latter won’t stop us if it becomes necessary.” 

Outside alarm signals pierced even the walls of the station, the intermittent sounds punctuated by the occasional rumble of another small explosion. 

“If you don’t want to kill us, why hit the military quarters first?” 

“It was already planned. Your release precipitated the action. If you died, you died.” His voice held a figurative shrug. “Since you didn’t, let’s negotiate.” 

They weren’t in much of a position to negotiate. Larik didn’t trust Rapt One’s former Chief Engineer in the least, but he had an injured man and a pregnant female to protect. Aspen may not appreciate his way of thinking, but in his mind, his own child could be at risk also, not to mention his feelings for her were deeply involved. 

“Contact me again in a few minutes.” 

Aspen stared at Larik as he disengaged the exchange. “No,” she protested vehemently, her training obviously asserting itself. “Our military expressly forbids cooperation with anti-federation forces of any kind.” 

“Have I ever mentioned you’re even more beautiful when you’re spouting regulations at me, Lieutenant?” He grinned, trying to portray a nonchalance he didn’t really feel. “But we need to be realistic right now. Colonel Pearce is wounded and needs attention. And let’s not forget we’re cornered.” 

Only half-conscious on the floor, the colonel gave a weak cough. “She’s right. Don’t do anything for me.” 

It was Trey who said slowly, “I’ve seen that look on your face before. What do you have in mind, Armada?” 

“That was a very enlightening conversation in some ways. I need access to a communication center anyway and this makes it more urgent. Any thoughts, Colonel?” 

“There’s one in this building…of course, but…” 

“Yeah, but,” Trey said with emphasis. “Trying to get to it without being exterminated could be tricky. I can’t believe we were able to drag the colonel back in here without getting hit. If Aspen hadn’t been returning fire, we wouldn’t have.” 

Larik frowned, thinking furiously. “Where is it?” 
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“Near the exit.” The colonel was ashen now, his eyelids fluttering. “It controls security safeguards.” 

“But I bet it’s directly tapped into the main system, isn’t it? That’ll save time.” Larik really didn’t need an answer, he was just musing aloud. “I really, really need to access it.” 

“Couldn’t…coded…” Clearly Pearce was losing consciousness. 

“Wait a minute.” Larik had a sudden flash, trying to remember the exact configuration of the way the tunnel had been set up. “Colonel, stay with me please.” He knelt by the fallen man and touched his shoulder. “You said you are in charge of security in the tunnel during maintenance, right? Is there a separate communications system down there?” 

“Panel…near hatches. Also…coded, but just for…” Pearce lost the battle, his body going limp. 

“I bet he meant it’s like the one in quarantine, only set for simple access and other basic functions. That’s all right. Time-consuming, but I know a few shortcuts after navigating the Rapt One database these past weeks.” 

Larik nodded at Aspen who stood by the control panel. “Let’s go.” 

“Shit,” Trey muttered bitterly, “I swear I knew I was going to get stuck going back down there.” 

 

* * * * 

 

With the city blowing up all around them, it seemed like a terrible idea to go underground in case they ended up stuck there, but Aspen trusted Larik’s confidence, and the last time she checked, their options limited. Surrender was  not  an option. If they thought holding her hostage would sway her father, they were wrong. If she was captured, she knew he’d be worried and intensely involved as much as possible in any rescue attempt, but he would never budge on negotiations. It wasn’t done, and he followed protocol to the letter of the regulation. 

The hatch plummeted downward and came to a halt, and thankfully, the door opened. Once their opponents realized they went back down, there was nothing to prevent them from blocking the energy source needed for them to go back up. 

She shivered, not liking the idea of the dark tunnel and the very idea of being trapped… 
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Kneeling, she checked Colonel Pearce’s pulse, finding it both weak and irregular. “Larik, hurry. The faster we get him out of here, the better.” 

“The faster we  all get out of here the happier I’ll be.” Trey held his weapon with business-like competence and looked strained. “Hurry, Armada. I’m begging you.” 

“I need only a few minutes.” Larik pushed the panel button and it slid up smoothly, to their mutual relief. The sound of his fingers clicking away was like some strange echoing, but welcome, music in the confines of the tunnel exit. 

“How come no one else used this exit?” Aspen peered into the darkness, only a hint of luminous blue in the distance. 

“Blocked at the other end would be my guess.” Trey stared down at her. 

“By the time they realized how serious the situation is, it was too late. Ravenot…Ravins, or whatever the hell his name is, isn’t an idiot. As Chief Engineer, he knows pretty much everything about Rapt One.” 

“That’s unfortunately right.” Standing by the open panel, somehow Larik was able to listen to their exchange and still work on whatever he insisted was so important they risk getting locked away. “But you know, there’s one thing he’s completely unaware of. Or I hope so.” 

“What’s that?” She watched him work, amazed at how effortless it looked. He didn’t even hesitate as he typed in passwords and whatever other wizardry needed to infiltrate what should be an impenetrable system. In answer he smiled, a slow curve of his mouth visible in the dim illumination. “I’m in, and if I set it up properly, all I need to do is…this.” 

He clicked a key. 

The lights came on. 

Aspen felt her mouth part in surprise. 

Trey murmured, “That’s better, thanks. Now, what are you doing?” 

“Restoring power, blocking the subversive communication grid, sending out distress signals to the Federation.” 

“Is that all?” Trey’s crystalline blue eyes glimmered in relief and amusement. “With one touch of a key?” 

“I noticed them setting up a failure a few days ago. I thought it might be prudent to make sure I could negate it if we needed to. I installed an emergency program.” Larik’s face pulled into a frown of concentration. 

“Now I need to get to Kartel.” 
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Having a reliable light source was reassuring, but Aspen was still worried about Colonel Pearce. They needed a medic and she was far from one except for the basic medical training every officer was required to take. 

“Hurry,” she said in succinct entreaty. 

“I’m trying…fuck, it won’t let me in…oh, wait, there we go. Minoa obviously knows something is going on because the signal is jammed with communications. Let me try this differently.” 

The colonel’s face was pallid and beaded with sweat. “If we don’t get him out of here, he’s going to die,” Aspen said with conviction, but she wondered how they would manage. Up above waited a terrorist ambush and the other end of the tunnel was probably blocked. 

“I just need to fill Kartel in on a very valuable piece of information.” 

A moment later he stepped back, the panel slid shut, and he came over to help Trey lift the colonel’s inert form. 

“Back up?” Aspen asked. 

“With the power back on, we can at least see them. It evens the odds.” 

“I’m all for that,” Trey said as they eased back into the hatch. At that moment came another explosion, this one so violent it knocked Aspen off her feet. Dazed for a moment, she struggled to her knees and then registered an ominous roaring sound. 

“Come on.” Trey’s strong hand hauled her up and into the hatch. He didn’t let her go but held her against him and she could feel the strong rapid pound of his heart. “Get us the hell out of here, Armada, the tunnel’s flooding.” 
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Chapter 9 

 

“We’re getting all sorts of thermal activity on Rapt One,” Ian Helm said with forbidding conviction. “Every major city in the colony has had significant explosive events, especially the capital, and no answers have come to any of our communications. I believe—” 

The door opened and he stopped mid-sentence. A young soldier came into the room and gave a swift perfunctory salute. “Excuse the interruption, sir, but you said if there was any development, to keep you informed.” 

“What is it, Captain?” 

Ran certainly hoped for good news. From the minute the emergency meeting of the Council convened, the tension in the room had been palpable. Ian’s report hadn’t made the situation any better. The captain said, “Their defense shields have gone back up and we’re getting distress signals, sir. The power grids are reactivated and Governor Kartel is getting a repeated message on the military frequency.” 

“From what we’ve heard so far, that’s impossible,” Leeta Vitol said crisply. 

Ian glanced at him and Ran gave him back a grim smile. “My guess is Armada. What’s the message?” 

“I recorded it for you, sir.” The young man strode over and handed him a small reading device. 

The screen said:  Not having a lot of fun at the moment by the way, but thought you should know Acadien+The Covenant=UC member. L 

He frowned and looked up, trying to remember what he could about the Acadien colony experiment. It was years ago and all he’d seen on it was some archived information on the colossal failure of the project. The Covenant was a little more familiar, but not much. It was listed as a possible terrorist organization, but he hadn’t actually heard any word of activity. 
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However, Larik did nothing without cause so if he said a connection existed and a council member was involved, it was probably true. The other nine members looked at him expectantly. He looked back, scanning over each one and wondering which face was a mask for a traitor. The Brigadier General, Tercel, asked into the ensuing silence, “Well? If this concerns the Rapt One situation, you are obligated by your oath as a member to tell us, Governor. There are no secrets in this room.” 

“Apparently there are,” he said in slow, deliberate denial. Larik, damn you, you’d better be right. 

“Ian.” He held out the device and Helm walked over to take it. He read the message and looked up in much the same way, his gaze skimming the seated members. Then he turned to the waiting soldier. “Captain, please go pull for me any data on the Acadien Experiment and the intelligence we have on the extremist group, The Covenant.” 

“Yes, sir.” The captain hurried away, leaving the room in a tense silence. 

He addressed the Council. “As Chief of Universal Security, my authority extends to investigating any suspicions involving high level officials, including this assembly. Considering the situation on Rapt One, I think you may all need to accept that you are detained until a determination can be made.” 

“Detained?” One of the elders looked outraged, the word little more than a sputter. 

Tercel narrowed his eyes. “I think some clarification on why would be in order. One does not rise to a Universal Council position easily, General Helm. What does Acadien and The Covenant have to do with any of us?” 

Ian said with cool certainty, “I don’t know, but I am going to find out.” 

 

* * * * 

 

It felt brutal to ruthlessly urge Colonel Pearce back to consciousness long enough for his eyes to open so they could scan out, but it was better than all of them dying—including him, so Trey stifled his remorse and helped Larik hold the man upright. Thank the stars, the hatch door opened. Now, of course, they were right back where they’d been before, only this time he could see the illuminated interior of the station. Rows of 
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monitors blinked with the restored power, but he doubted that would last long. Water already lapped at his feet, coming up through the hatch shaft. 

“This place is too low.” He gritted his teeth and looped Pearce’s arm over his shoulder. “We need to get out of here.” 

“The doors are open.” Aspen pointed with her weapon, her glossy hair disheveled and loose now, the neat, regulation hairstyle long since gone. “I think that last explosion scared off Ravenot’s snipers. Plus, with the power back on, we can fight back a little better. Out in the open doesn’t seem to be their way of doing things.” 

He couldn’t help but agree. “No, it sure doesn’t.” 

“Let’s go.” She stepped out before he could stop her, warily looking around. True enough, no answering fire came, no movement at all. Good. Getting shot was never Trey’s idea of a good time. Between the two of them he and Larik got the colonel out of the building. Once outside, they all coughed in the haze of post-attack smoke, trying to figure out what direction to go. One of the planet’s moons hung low in the sullen sky and it was dark, the street chaotic with panicked citizens. 

The chirp startled him and Trey saw Larik reach to his belt where he’d fastened Pearce’s communicator. Armada said, “If it isn’t our old friend, Ravins. I’m going to guess I’m not his favorite S-species male at this moment.” 

Trey couldn’t help it, he laughed. “I’ll bet that’s true. See what he wants.” 

“And let him pinpoint our location? Hell no. Power may be restored and help on the way, but he’s probably still in control for now and I’m not interested in what plans he might have for us.” 

“Pearce needs medical care and we need transportation.” 

“I couldn’t agree more.” 

They found both a few minutes later in the form of a military patrol that started to pass by. One look at their uniforms and the unconscious colonel, and they were all hustled on board. They shot past the draining lake, the water level leagues lower, the iridescent blue glow startling with the reduced depth. While Aspen filled in the commander in precise short phrases on the possible situation, Trey and Larik did their best to keep Pearce from being jostled, the speed of the journey necessary but not all that comfortable. 
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“What do you think Ravenot is doing?” Trey asked as they skirted a burning building, the destruction not complete by any means, but extensive. 

“The explosions seemed to have stopped.” 

“Waiting for orders.” Larik’s mouth curved in one of those signature grins. “With luck, Kartel will make sure they aren’t coming. Without their driving force, The Covenant is impotent. One powerful identity can influence a lot of followers.” 

“Orders from the source on Minoa?” Trey guessed. 

“Yes.” 

“Speculation or fact?” 

“Oh, fact, I’d say. I have a good idea who it is, too, but the dossier of background information is as whitewashed as Ravenot’s, if not more. Kartel is going to have to figure it out on his own for now.” 

Trey looked at Aspen, still conversing with the leader of the military team, her expression serious and all business. Yet, despite the uniform and disciplined conduct, she was also all female, slender and delicate, and he couldn’t control his protective instincts. “What about us? For my part, I’d love to get the hell off Rapt One and never come back.” 

Larik followed the direction of his gaze. “I couldn’t agree more. With Universal forces coming in, it’s going to get real interesting down here. I’d rather be out of the line of fire.” 

Trey sent him a challenging look. “Can you get us anywhere near a transport craft?” 

His companion grinned. “What do you think?” 

He grinned back. “You find it, I’ll fly it. We’re gone.” 

 

* * * * 

 

She was sleepy and Aspen lay back in the seat, her eyes half-closed. Outside the windows the stars flashed by, little glimmers of light that barely registered. 

“You need to go to bed.” 

There was no argument from her, but she didn’t have the energy to move. “Are we out of range?” 
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Strong arms slipped under her lethargic body and lifted her. Trey whispered in her ear, “On a set rendezvous for a military ship headed to Minoa. Guess how we can entertain ourselves most of the way.” 

How could her body stir when she was so tired? Maybe it was the sultry tone of his voice, maybe it was that Larik followed them into the sleeping quarters. The bunks were narrow and meant only for one person at a time, so she found herself on a blanket on the floor, supine as together they efficiently stripped her uniform off. 

They both undressed with unhurried precision, and she could feel the answering rush of dampness in her pussy as she saw they were both erect, both ready and hard. Larik spread her legs first, lowering his head, his mouth grazing her labia, causing tingles of sensation. Trey lightly massaged her breasts, his skillful fingers working magic before he began to tease her nipples with his tongue. 

Heaven. The pregnancy did interesting things to her libido and she shifted, opening her legs wider, the first climax building easily before it exploded in a shimmering cascade of pleasure. Larik kept her there, gently stimulating her clit until she came again, this time with a small scream. 

“On your knees.” Trey urged her up, lifted and positioned her. “Suck his cock, Aspen. I want to watch while I’m inside you.” 

Up until this point she’d resisted doing anything that made her feel the least subservient. Maybe the events of their tumultuous escape from Rapt One made her less resistant, maybe it was the imprisonment and their harrowing experiences in the tunnel, but she obeyed. She moved to her hands and knees, with Trey behind her and Larik on his back in front of her, his legs spread so she was between them, the stiff length of his cock jutting upward. As she leaned forward to lick the glistening crest, she felt Trey’s hands at her hips as he entered her from behind. All of him. That long length delicious stretching her throbbing saturated tissue, nudging her fertile womb. She took Larik’s stiff penis in her mouth, sucking with light pressure, and saw his lashes drift down as he made a sound like a growl low in his throat. 

“By the stars, yes,” he said on a gasp, his thick blond hair tousled and those sapphire eyes half-closed. 

Trey began to move in slow, heated thrusts and she couldn’t stifle a small moan. With one hand she braced herself, with the other she stroked 
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Larik’s rigid length and fondled his testicles as she caressed him with her mouth. 

They moved as one. She swayed forward as Trey thrust into her body, at the same time taking Larik’s cock to the back of her throat. Then they moved in tandem backwards, a delicate erotic balance of entry and withdrawal, of taking and giving. 

Larik came first, pulling free from her mouth and ejaculating so that sperm coated his broad chest, the small pulses sending a spray of gleaming liquid over the defined muscles. Trey followed almost immediately, pushing deep and going still, his fingers finding her clit and exerting just the right amount of the pressure so she shuddered in reaction and the inner clench of her muscles made him groan as she climaxed. 

Sated, limp, content, she drifted afterwards, aware of her position between them. Warm, safe, protected. 

A hand stroked her hair. She made the effort and lifted her lashes. 

“Uhm.” 

“You’re so beautiful, Lieutenant.” Larik had his habitual sexy smile in place. “I thought so even when you had a weapon in your hand, firing at the enemy.” 

Trey feathered his fingers down her bare arm. “I thought she was the most gorgeous when she was spouting military jargon at the commander of the patrol and helped us find this transport. I believe she impersonated a higher ranking officer.” 

She had in a definite violation of the rules, but when Larik had told her where a fueled transport was and Trey had promised to fly them off Rapt One, she’d been more than willing to take the risk. 

“What are you two going to do, turn me in?” She gave a small, involuntary yawn. “It helped get us out of there, didn’t it?” 

Larik laughed. “See, I knew I could corrupt even a straight-laced, upright officer like yourself, Lieutenant Thorne. By regulation is fine, unless…well, you need to bend the rules.” 

“It seems to me you left behind a colony in complete chaos, Armada,” 

she said in cool reprimand. “I’m going to guess I’ll be writing reports on this for weeks to my superiors.” 
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“Hey, I didn’t cause the chaos directly and it would have happened sooner or later with or without me. I was the catalyst maybe, but The Covenant also failed.” 

Yes, it had. She yawned again. 

“You need your rest.” One of them kissed her. She thought it was Larik, but it could have been Trey, the pressure against her lips soft and gentle. Then she drifted off. 

 

* * * * 

 

Ian touched the condensation on his glass with a long forefinger, his expression thoughtful. “Leeta Vitol ended up on Minoa because the Governor at the time felt guilty about the misfire of the Acadian Experiment. He took her into his family, and she was bright, ambitious, and I doubt he ever suspected in any way she was in touch with the faction that stole the cargo ship and escaped.” 

Ran replenished his drink. “I thought our background checks inviolate, but actually, I would never have blinked over her association with the Acadien group. You have to know the history and the tie to The Covenant. Leeta Vitol was successful and progressive in her thinking. Yes, a little aggressive now and again, but she was the only female Council member. I thought it was expected she would need to make sure she was heard.” 

“Everything was organized by her. The whole group answered to her direction. According to Armada, when he spoke with Ravenot and he mentioned they knew Armada could contact you, it made them speed up their plans. That’s when Armada realized it had to be a Council member. You wouldn’t have told anyone else.” 

“Not even my wife,” Ran agreed wryly. 

Ian looked at him, his dark eyes serious. “They had a pretty complicated agenda planned. Starting with the outer colonies, they were going to take over one after another. With the arsenal of resources on Rapt One, they would be a formidable force. The stolen mantonium was the least of it. If they managed to rule several more planets, they might have slowly spread their power, like an infectious disease. With Vitol on the Universal Council, they would have always known what was coming next, too. Our military would have been met with precise resistance because having the upper hand 

 

98 

 Annabel Wolfe 

is imperative in any battle. She could feed them inside information at every turn.” 

“You’re saying it might have worked.” The idea of it chilled him.. 

“It might have.” His friend nodded, leaning back. “What are you going to do?” 

“With Vitol?” It bothered him, euthanizing a colleague out his realm of experience. “The penalty for treason is clear. It was no secret to her what would happen if we found what she was doing.” 

“But,” Ian said with unemotional logic, “this is a monster Minoa created. She was sent at birth to Acadien. What happened next isn’t really her fault.” 

Through the large window in the dining cubicle he could see the spattering of stars across the sky over Minoa’s First City. In another room Jerra sang to one of the children, her voice low and sweet. Ran rubbed his jaw as he tried to picture one of his own children abandoned and placed in an atmosphere without soft arms to hold them, no songs, but instead intense disciplined training. “I know.” 

“She was raised to try and seize control. To view the universe by order of who has power, who doesn’t, and where it might be taken.” 

“The point is made.” Ran restlessly reached for his glass and took a drink. He set it down. “Are you saying we should show leniency? Your observation is the very argument against her. She can’t be changed. Set her free and The Covenant might form again.” 

“Ravenot is dead.” It was true, the chief engineer had been found in a lifeless state, probably from a self-inflicted shot. Ian added gruffly, “I’d do the same thing in his place. I’d prefer to die my own way.” 

“It will take years for Rapt One to rebuild. We aren’t even sure if we recovered all the stolen mantonium. There’s no way to tell.” 

“True.” 

Ran cocked a brow and stared at his old friend. “You think we should show mercy.” 

“It’s time the children of Acadien learned what it meant, don’t you agree?” Ian stood to his impressive height in one fluid movement. “Please thank Jerra for dinner for me.” 

After he’d gone Ran went into their sleeping quarters. Their daughter still slept in a small cradle by the bed, peaceful and quiet, long lashes 
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pillowed on her plump cheeks, her thumb nestled in her mouth. Jerra held an open book, tendrils of golden hair tumbled over her bared shoulders. She glanced up as he came in. 

He said unnecessarily, “Ian left. He said thanks for the hospitality.” 

“He’s always welcome here.” She smiled in a quixotic curve of her soft lips. “Now, tell me what’s wrong.” 

A short laugh escaped. “Do you know me that well?” 

“Yes.” 

She did. She was his mate in every way and he adored her. Ran wandered over and sat on the edge of the bed. “It wasn’t said in so many words, but he wants me to intervene on behalf of the captured members of The Covenant.” 

Jerra knitted her brow. “Does he?” 

“I’m unsure if it is the best course. Vitol was a member of the Universal Council and she plotted to take over a planet with plans for further coups. It’s treason, through and through.” 

“I see.” 

He shot her a rueful look. “You agree with him, don’t you?” 

For a moment she was quiet, and then she nodded. “I agree that Minoa is very powerful and can make a statement over this one way or the other. A handful of rebels almost took over an entire colony. It has you shaken. But the truth is, our own government trained the rebels and look how efficient they ended up being. All of them had ascended into high-ranking positions, and all of them believed in the cause of liberation. Yes, they were willing to use violence, but on the other hand, they didn’t use the virus, which they could have. They didn’t kill Governor Halden or his staff, and most of the explosions were set in places to cause mayhem but not kill. They wanted power and control but you must admit they had the capability to do much more damage.” 

“True,” he admitted grudgingly. 

His wife’s smile was punctuated by a laugh. “You, darling, are upset because you never suspected Leeta Vitol. Your pride is injured.” 

Was it? Maybe. He stood and slipped off his shirt, and then sat back down to remove his boots. “Tell me more about how I’m feeling.” 
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Her lacy lashes lowered a little. “Are we still talking about The Covenant?” 

“No.” He crawled into bed beside her and took her in his arms, his mouth finding hers in a searing kiss. 
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Epilogue 

 

The man behind the desk folded his hands together and looked around the room. A muscle twitched in his cheek. “Shall we discuss regulation 051?” 

Aspen stifled an inner sigh. 

To her amusement, both Trey and Larik seemed incapable of a response. The flippant, rule-defying genius engineer and the cocky pilot silenced under a father’s accusing glare. How interesting. It was comical to see them disconcerted, but she wanted nothing more than to go home. Upon landing on Minoa, the last thing she expected was to be ordered straight to her father’s office. A reunion would be nice, but an official lecture she could live without. 

She said, “It was an unusual situation.” 

“It certainly was. As far as I can tell, you three almost managed to destroy an entire planet. Then you left without orders, not to mention commandeered property of the Rapt One government. I don’t even want to get into the serious nature of the security breaches, both on Rapt One, and apparently even into the Universal Council system.” 

That was neither fair nor accurate—except for the part about the transport, and well, also the security infringement—but a huge argument held little appeal. “Can that be changed to we stopped an entire planet from being destroyed? Really, Father, I—” 

“Luckily, I have influence and so does Governor Halden, and for some absurd reason, Governor Kartel is fond of Armada, so everyone is just going to look the other way.” 

She had wondered how her superiors felt about her abysmal failure to keep Larik in line when it came to military protocol, but since she was going to be on forced leave anyway, it probably didn’t matter all that much. Besides, she sensed her father’s disapproving glower had much more to do 
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with her pregnancy—now quite obvious, than what happened on Rapt One. Larik was the unofficial hero of the day, even if the government wasn’t interested in acknowledging it publicly because of his high-level infiltration into the databases. Technically, he should be charged with espionage. Her father transferred that cool stare to her. “Since you are a grown woman, the physician you consulted on board the ship refused to tell me anything about your condition other than that you are healthy and everything appears normal.” 

“I was sick in the mornings at first,” Aspen said using the same matterof-fact tone, “but feel fine now.” She had to fight the urge to place her hand on the rounded curve of her stomach. 

“Your mother was the same way when she carried you.” For the first time his expression softened a little. Then he compressed his mouth together and shot a lethal look at the two males sitting in upright in chairs, their usual nonchalant confidence not in evidence. “You had a genetic scan, I assume, to determine paternity.” 

“Yes.” 

“And? Which one will I have to deal with on a permanent basis?” 

Both Trey and Larik looked at her. So far she had refused to reveal the results of the test, wanting to wait for the right moment. This wasn’t really what she had in mind, but they all had to know sooner or later and her father was irritated enough already. 

“Actually, both.” She blushed, she couldn’t help it. Warmth suffused her neck and cheeks. 

There was a small silence. Trey said, “I’m a little confused, so maybe you can clarify for me how two males can father the same child.” 

“I hate to agree with you on anything, Pilot, but on this point I do.” Her father frowned, his brows shooting together. “Aspen, explain, please.” 

“I think I can.” Larik’s mouth twitched into a pleased smile. “Twins. That’s it, isn’t it? Fraternal twins. It happens now and then when a female releases more than one egg and has multiple partners. It’s rare, but there are plenty of precedents. One study several years ago stated—” 

“Armada, skip the medical lecture, will you?” Trey shook his head in exasperation, but he wore the same incredulous smile. “Is there anything you  don’t know?” His expression was poignantly hopeful as he looked her. 

“Aspen, is it true?” 
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She nodded, her throat a little tight with emotion. Both of them had made it quite clear they wanted to be the father of her child and in her mind, the way it worked out was a miracle. Choosing between them was impossible. She loved Larik with his amazing intellect and quirky sense of humor, and she loved Trey equally with his teasing charm and bravado. They were considerate lovers but more importantly, decent and caring in every other way as well. Their hovering solicitude on the journey back to Minoa had driven her a little crazy, but she had also felt cherished and protected. 

Her father seemed speechless, which was a rare occurrence. Trey turned and slapped Larik on the back. “Congratulations, Armada. Excuse me a minute, I have to go kiss the mother of my child.” 

Larik stood also, his sapphire eyes gleaming. “Yeah, well, don’t take too long about it.” 

Hours later, comfortably dressed in a soft robe, her hair loose, a content smile on her face, Aspen stood at the window in her sleeping chamber. The glow over the first city washed the buildings to a gleaming red and both moons hung low over the skyline. It was nice to be home, but that wasn’t what prompted her serene state of happiness. Waiting for love had once been her romantic secret, a dream she wasn’t sure would ever be realized. Who could know she would be twice blessed? 

Her hand moved over her stomach as she felt the flutter of life there. Twice blessed in more ways than one, she thought with a peaceful inner joy. 
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