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        “Lauren Dane’s Federation Chronicles aren’t just great erotic science fiction, they are amazing science fiction. Period.”
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      This is a futuristic erotic romance series set in different 'Verses within the Federation and their enemy territory, the Imperial 'Verses. Each story is a standalone but there is a story arc spanning the books dealing with the unrest within more democratic Federation territory and a war brewing between the two sides.

      The mini-series Phantom Corps focuses on the impending war with the Imperialists as an ultra shadowy special ops team is charged with doing whatever they have to prevent full scale war.
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        “Relentless is a do not miss, stand in line when the bookstore opens book.”

        – Joyfully Reviewed

      

      

      In this erotic universe, passion knows no rank...

      Since the first settlers came through the portals from Earth, fifteen Families have held the rule of the Federated Universes in their hands. There's never been a better time than now to throw out the old and usher in a new order. Give voice to the unranked. Abbie Haws has spent her life battling the system. A fighter, she's always been too busy and driven to pay much attention to finding love. But when she's granted audience with Roman Lyons, the head of House Lyons, who stands for everything she hates, her instant attraction catches Abbie off-guard...

      It's common knowledge that the Known Universe revolves around Ravena—and that Ravena revolves around Roman Lyons, bred to lead since birth. Roman dreads his meeting with a defiant—if stunning—rabble-rouser. But, sometimes, headstrong personalities in the conference room make for hot-and-heavy, guilty trysts in private....

      Now, Abbie will show Roman the parts of her world he wouldn't otherwise get to see. And he'll give her a glimpse of the Families' age old tradition and unleash a sexuality he'd never given rein to before.

    

  


  
    
      This one is for the boy with long hair and a muscle car who now wears suits and plays field trip dad.

      Always.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The tensions sweeping through the Known Universes belonging to the Federation had brought sharp focus to the issue of the lack of parity between the Ranked Family members who made all the leadership decisions and the unranked—the majority of citizenry—who had no voice at all. Many times over the years, she’d tried to get some decent vid coverage to address the issue of the lack of representative democracy and had failed or had been relegated to times when everyone was sleeping. Finally, so many people had had enough that she’d been able to catch some attention and garner enough interest to become the subject of several vid interviews much like the one she was just about to do.

      Abbie Haws had worked for justice her entire life, and she was smart enough to know the time for real change had never been better. Things didn’t just happen to you; you made them happen. Everything she’d ever achieved in her life came from hard work and grabbing an opportunity and making it her own.

      Hoping someone in the gargantuan Governance Council chambers was watching, she smoothed a hand over her hair, making sure it was securely in the knot at the nape of her neck, adjusted the front of her suit jacket, stood tall and put on her serious barrister face right before the cameras honed in.

      “We’re here with Abigail Haws, spokesperson for the Movement for Representative Democracy.” The host sent her a flirty smile. “Ms. Haws, please tell us why you’re here today outside the municipal complex.”

      “In light of the recent shameful activity on the part of certain Families, it seems to us, to many of the unranked, that the time for this hoarding of power must end.”

      “What do you propose, then?”

      “We, that is, the Movement for Representative Democracy, say it’s time for the Ranked to share with the rest of us, with the majority of citizens in the Federation Universes, what is rightfully ours. We want the right to have a voice in our own governance.”

      “Ms. Haws, the Families have led the ’Verses, they say quite well, for millennia, why call for change now?”

      She loved it when they asked her questions like this. Abbie looked up at him, a smile curving her lips. “If not now, when? We are not pets, we are humans with brains and wills and we are not content to let things happen to us any longer. We cannot simply trust that the Families, that the Governance Council, are acting in our best interests. This is lazy and it garners us a situation like the one that’s sent us reeling these last months. Sedition! Treason by Family members resulting in the deaths of hundreds of citizens. For what? We were harmed in a play for power far above our heads.

      “You ask, why now? Ask Gretel Mortan why now. Ask House Kerrigan why they’d persecute a woman who has served them, has raised their children and grandchildren with love and care, only to be accused of theft on the eve of her retirement. In our legal system, she has less power than her accuser simply because her accuser is Ranked.”

      Abigail Haws paused and looked from the host and straight into the camera.

      “The time is now because we are not content to be ignored and unheard any longer. What threat does it pose to actually seek the input of the people you govern? Why does the idea of letting us have a say in our lives scare them so? Ask them why not now.”

      “Thank you, Ms. Haws and good luck. I’m Penn Even. Good evening.”

      The host turned to Abbie and smiled. “Thanks for doing this on short notice.”

      As if she’d be angry that she just got some prime coverage on the vids during the important end of workday hours? “Not a problem. Thank you for comming me and setting this up. We really appreciate it.”

      “I think you’re doing a very good thing. Good luck with it and I’ll be in contact soon.”

      Abbie smiled at his retreating back. All in all, despite the horrifically long and pretty much totally frustrating workday, things were looking up. Hells, someone over at the Council offices might actually take her comm after this. A girl could hope anyway.

      

      The Council chambers quieted when Roman Lyons rapped the tabletop with his gavel. He slid a hand through his hair at the temple, the only outward sign of his agitation with the assembled group and the lovely but annoying Abigail Haws. Anything else would be weakness and a loss of control.

      The room was large, dominated by a very long table where Familial representatives sat in the flesh or monitors bearing their images were placed. Lion’s heads, the sigil of House Lyons and also of the Familial Council, were mosaicked into the table and also patterned in the marble on the floors. The space was soaring, majestic. Roman found comfort there, comfort in the grooved spaces in the table where hands had held it to push a chair back over and over for generations.

      The shapes the patterns in the stained glass threw on the walls and furniture as the day passed marked the time in a way so familiar that it was part of his life as much as the chair he sat in. He’d occupied the space at the head of the table for twenty-three years, since the age of seventeen when he’d taken over from his father. The position was an indication of his rank and the Rank of House Lyons. The House, the one that came first and had held the most powerful seat in the Council since it was formed millennia before, when the first settlers had come through from Earth.

      Ravena was the Center of their world physically, powerwise and symbolically as well. Many Familial representatives came in person to the meetings of the Governing Council if they could, but none missed a meeting, even if they had to come via vid screen.

      Right now, in the wake of the scandal regarding Ranked Family members working with the Imperialists, the pressure to govern effectively and fairly was paramount. On the verge of the first treason trial, things were even more dire. Most of his brethren understood that fact. Others, well—they were drunk with power and their behavior only made his job harder.

      “All right then, let’s move to the point of contention and get this over with. I have a full day and enough of my time has been wasted with this tantrum.”

      Ash Walker hid a smile behind his steepled fingers. Roman figured he’d had enough, too. “Roman, as the head of the Ranked Council, it’s your responsibility to deal with this rabble- rouser. She has been on the vids nonstop over the last days and her group on and off for months.” Leong Khym was usually a voice of reason but Roman saw the strain even over the vid link. “Just have the bitch arrested! Why are we tolerating this nonsense? This is treason.” Saul Kerrigan stood up, red-faced.

      “Sit down, Saul. You’re being ridiculous. This group isn’t calling for you to be killed, they’re calling for reforms. That’s not treason and we can’t just have people arrested when they say things we don’t like.” A steady pounding tattooed behind Roman’s eyes. Saul Kerrigan was the reason for this damned problem, and yet it would fall to Roman to fix. “This has been going on for hours. Just make a motion. Do something, because I have had it with all this whining.”

      “You’re not a full member of this body, Kerrigan. Associate Houses are not recognized to speak without leave,” Ash said. “And frankly, you’re the root of the problem here. Your behavior with the old woman was the impetus for this.”

      Saul fumed but kept quiet. Roman liked Ash Walker even more at that moment.

      “I move House Lyons meets with Abigail Haws or some representative of the—” Leong looked down momentarily. “Movement for Representative Democracy to hear their grievances and attempt to appease them.”

      The rest of the group agreed and Roman sighed. “Fine, then. I’ll have my assistant make arrangements. Now let’s move on.”

      

      The sky above her pinked toward night as Abbie made her way back to her office from a useless day spent in the Administration of Justice building. Not a single one of her motions made it to the lead administrator’s desk. An utter waste of her time. And yet, sadly, not an unusual occurrence in her life.

      Still, the walk in the fresh air at the end of her day made up for it in a small way. Ravena edged toward the cold season so the air had a bite, but not enough to warrant a cloak just yet.

      Her mind raced. Abbie had a list of things to do as long as her arm and an ex who thought he was entitled to sleep with her when he got bored or lonely, and sometimes she was lonely enough to consider it. Her father needed to be reined in every few weeks. He tended to like agitating for causes more than patience, preferred to demonstrate rather than negotiate. Now was not time for rushing. Now was time for a fine hand and a patient heart, time for someone with a temperament like hers. Abbie had done the rabble-rousing and now it was time to step slowly and carefully so she could negotiate.

      But right then with the sky looking like the inside of a purri fruit, she could be satisfied.

      She’d been on the vids that day and the day before, addressing the way domestic workers had been treated by some Families. The latest case was that of Gretel Mortan, a woman who’d served House Kerrigan for forty-five years and who, just shy of her retirement, the Family had accused of theft. Domestics serving a Family for thirty-five standard years or longer were entitled to a pension but theft would render the agreement null. The amount of credits would be nothing to a Family like the Kerrigans but would mean everything to Gretel Mortan. But instead of paying what they owed morally and legally, they’d accused her of stealing from them.

      Ridiculous. And anyone looking at it would know so as well. Gretel was nearly eighty years old. She’d pretty much raised the Kerrigans’ children and grandchildren and there had never been a single problem with her until she filed to retire.

      When Abbie had received word of the charges from someone in her office and then had spoken with the other members of the Movement for Representative Democracy, it had been decided to take an aggressive approach. The MRD had been working quietly, diligently and civilly for four years and had been rebuffed. Then they’d moved their tactics up a bit, become more vocal. Still nothing. And then came the horrible scandal of the Family betrayal and treason. The unranked finally began to really speak with each other and demand change. The time had never been better to force the hand of the Family Governance Council.

      Luckily, one of the people within MRD had a contact with the media and Abbie had been the face of the movement. All she could hope for was that someone would just meet with her, give her the chance to talk to the Families about what was happening.

      The Society for the Defense of the Accused offices loomed ahead, a tight, cramped warren of desks and file cabinets. A place she’d called close enough to home for the last six standard years. She’d started as an intern when she was completing her training and they’d brought her on as a barrister once she’d been awarded her license. Her agitation smoothed again as she ascended the steps to the SDA’s large front doors.

      The guard in the lobby looked up and when he saw it was her, relaxed and smiled. “Evening to you, Abbie. It’s awfully late for you to be at work. Then again, all that time you’ve been spending on the vids making people mad must keep you busy.” He winked.

      She laughed. Long days were pretty common to barristers in general, even more so for ones who represented the accused. “Someone’s got to fight the good fight.”

      “Well, don’t stay too late. A young woman like you should be home with her family.” She waved at him as she stepped into the lift.

      The building was old, the floor coverings frayed and tattered, but the ceilings still shone with hand-done mosaics, and donated art decorated the walls. The scent of papers and old books greeted her as she unlocked the front doors to the main area and made her way back through the narrow hall to her workspace.

      Logan waited for her in her small office. “Abbie, Gretel Mortan has been taken to lockup.”

      She stopped, pulled up short by the sight of Logan, still so pretty to look at even after she knew the less-than-pretty parts of him, and at the news her elderly client had been incarcerated.

      “What for? Surely not the theft charge? That charge had nothing to back it up at all.”

      “Come on, Abbie, you can’t be surprised by this. It’s not the first time the Kerrigan Family has done something like this. And the MRD has made them angry I expect. I just thought you should know.”

      Heart heavy, she nearly fell into her chair. “Angry? Oh, I’ll show them angry. They have no idea what angry is. They’re the ones who betrayed the rest of us and they have the audacity to be like this?” She blew out a breath and began to twist her hair up and out of her way. “I’ll get started on the paperwork right away,” she said by way of dismissal.

      “You look tired. Why don’t we leave? You can work on this later after I’ve relaxed you a bit.” She flicked her glance up, knowing that tone. “I appreciate you coming by to tell me, Logan, but I’m not fucking you.”

      White teeth flashed a perfect smile. The smile of a man who always got what he wanted, which only served to make her more frustrated, more angry. Couldn’t anyone have some sense of what was decent and right? When a man like Logan, a man who could make far more credits working for a large corporation, worked instead for the SDA, you’d think he’d be a good catch. But the man didn’t know how to say no. Not to other women while he was engaged to her, not to too much drink. He simply didn’t have any concept of moderation in anything. Which made him a great barrister but a failure as marriage material.

      “Why not? You’re not seeing anyone.” He sent her the sexy head cock, the one he used over and over, she was quite sure, to stellar success.

      “Which should make me unattractive in your eyes. Now go before I get mean.”

      He laughed and sauntered out. She knew he’d be back another day. They had an attraction still. One she was sometimes weak enough to indulge. But not just then. Just then she was angry, and the fires of that stoked her passion far better than he would have. And at least she wouldn’t hate herself in the morning.

      By the time she stumbled into her apartment long after the moons had set, she’d left the motion that needed to be filed on her assistant’s desk, and had placed several vid calls to the people who needed to hear the news.

      Something needed to happen. The Families were abusing their rule, and had been for some time. Arresting an old woman because of sheer greed was just a prime example of their behavior. It had to be exposed and she would continue to call attention to it until Gretel was freed and someone from the Governance Council agreed to meet.
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      Abbie adjusted the button on her suit jacket as she waited for her audience with Roman Lyons. She’d been waiting half an hour already and each second that passed angered her even more. The opulence of the outer office was designed to soothe as well as impress. The couch she sat on was plush, the fabric covering it soft and luxurious. The colors were rich and sumptuous.

      Tasteful art hung on the walls.

      There had been a reception area in the entry, an attendant on the lift, as if she were unable to push a button on her own, another reception area when she’d made it to the lofty floor where Roman Lyons’s personal office was located, and yet another desk in there with an assistant.

      A handsome one though. At least she could look at him as well as the art while she waited. And then waited some more.

      “I do apologize, Ms. Haws. Mr. Lyons is dealing with an unexpected problem. Are you sure I can’t get you something to drink?”

      Abbie had to give it to the assistant: the man had been very professional and courteous. If she hadn’t dealt with this sort of situation repeatedly in her time as a barrister, hells, in her lifetime as an unranked person trying to succeed, she’d have believed Roman Lyons was truly dealing with something unexpected instead of sitting in his office having a snack and laughing to himself about how he was making her wait.

      “No, thank you.” She glanced at the chrono on the wall near the impressively huge desk the assistant occupied. “I cannot wait much longer. I have my own appointments to attend to.” Which wasn’t a lie. She’d had to get coverage for all her afternoon cases so she could come to this meeting.

      The man nodded and went back to the door and slipped inside. Just a few moments later he came back out. “Mr. Lyons is finishing up and he asks for you to stay just a bit longer.”

      And so she waited nearly another half an hour and finally got up. Keeping her features bleak and severe, she addressed the assistant, “Tell Mr. Lyons when he’s decided to take meeting me seriously, he can contact my assistant. I do not appreciate having my time wasted.”

      The assistant stood up quickly. He’d been sneaking peeks in the door and had been on the comm panel to what Abbie figured was Lyons’s desk on and off since she’d arrived well over an hour and a half before.

      “I cannot apologize enough, Ms. Haws. Honestly, Mr. Lyons is not playing games. He’s very sorry, I am sure.”

      She raised a brow but it wasn’t this guy’s fault. “He can make it up to me. He’d better make it up to me. But for now, I’m leaving. Thank you for your hospitality.”

      She stormed out, anger coursing through her system, but she didn’t have the luxury of a good mad. She had to get back to work and that included a call back to the interviewer who had been handling the stories about Gretel’s case.

      

      Roman finally disconnected the video conference and made sure to smooth down the front of his shirt before rushing out to the front office. The Haws woman had been waiting nearly two hours and Marcus had continually poked his head in and sent notes via comm that she was nearly out the door.

      “She left twenty minutes ago, Roman. I told you she wasn’t going to wait around all day.” Marcus shook his head.

      “Do you think I wanted to deal with this nonsense with House Turgev? Idiots.” House Turgev, the House controlling Perea, several slips through the portals away, had been using chemicals to treat their salt water to convert it to potable drinking water. A good thing for such an arid ’Verse. But as the scientists had warned, the chemicals were unstable and a warehouse housing them had exploded, killing several workers and spilling so much of the fluid it had rendered the water undrinkable. He’d had to arrange with neighboring ’Verses to get water to Perea. It wasn’t as if he was having a manicure and watching a vid.

      “She said you should contact her when you’re ready to meet her. She was very angry and very frustrated.”

      “I can’t stand any more tantrums, Marcus. I get enough from the Council. I don’t need it from her, too. Does she think I have free time running from my fingertips? She had an appointment with me. I made the time. I can’t simply drop everything to suit her schedule.”

      Marcus pursed his lips. “My, aren’t we very important. Have you been associating with your brother again? You don’t think Ms. Haws has a busy schedule? She’s a senior barrister so she’s got caseloads backed up for years. She waited nearly two hours past your appointment time and she showed up fifteen minutes early. She did come on time. She waited long after you would have if your positions were reversed. Accept it, Roman. You’re the one who needs to make amends. I can call her assistant now and reschedule if you like.”

      “My brother? Marcus, that was low.” Roman hated it when his assistant was right. Still, it was a sharp blow to bring Alexander into the discussion to make his point.

      “Yes, you’re acting like a spoiled prince. You are neither. You were born who you are. Do you want me to make the . . . Uh oh.” Marcus’s words trailed off once his attention snagged on the vid screen in the office.

      Roman’s stomach sank as he looked over Marcus’s shoulder to see the screen. “Ms. Haws is a busy girl I see.”

      Marcus shushed him and nodded.

      Well, he’d have to give it to Abigail Haws—she wasn’t hard to look at, even if she was a bit severe with her hair pulled back so tight. He certainly didn’t like what she was saying about House Kerrigan though.

      The unranked were terribly unhappy and part of him understood that. In the wake of the scandal where it had been discovered that members of House Walker and House Pela had been working with the Imperialists, along with several Associate Houses, overall trust in the ability of Family Rule had been on the decline.

      But it hardly seemed fair to give up when it had just been the actions of a select few. Family Rule had been the way of things for millennia. All the trouble this Haws woman and her little group stirred with this sort of agitation only complicated matters and made Roman’s job harder. It was easy to criticize. But she had a house and a job and he spent every waking moment leading people. He wished people understood what sacrifices the Ranked made instead of assuming they were all lazy, irresponsible fools.

      Still, the stark idiocy of what Saul Kerrigan had done brought a flush of anger to his face.

      “What in the seven hells? They had the Mortan woman arrested? I told Saul to back off. Get him in here immediately. He has less than half an hour and if he does not appear within that time frame have him arrested. Can you get Ms. Haws on the screen? I’d like to speak with her about this case.”

      “I told you two days ago about the arrest, Roman. And the file Ms. Haws sent over is on your desk marked Information for Haws meeting . I’ll tell you right now, she’s not going to be available.”

      Snapping his teeth together, Roman tried to take a calming breath but failed as he stomped from the reception area. Like he didn’t have enough to do already?

      

      This is where Abigail Haws lives?Roman took in the building. Not bad at all. He’d expected shabby once he’d left the Family living blocks near the municipal complex. While still within the first circle, he rarely got out this far. Roman realized he’d lived a sheltered life. He did get out from time to time, but it was usually on some sort of mission to view how the unranked lived, a visit to a school, something of that sort.

      Listening closely, he knocked once he heard movement on the other side of the door. It was very late but he hadn’t wanted to let the day end without trying to see the woman. Once he’d read the file and spoken to Saul Kerrigan he’d been livid. He wanted to hear Abigail Haws’s side of the story.

      “Who is it?” A pause as he heard the viewport on the door slide open. “Oh, you. What in the seven hells are you doing here?” she snarled as her door flew open. A tiny sprite of a woman stood before him, long, dark hair hanging loose to her waist, big brown eyes flashing behind a pair of spectacles. He hadn’t seen spectacles very often. Most of the time surgical treatment repaired vision problems.

      “I’m—”

      She had the audacity to grab his arm and yank him into the apartment, slamming the door behind them both. “I know who you are. Why are you in my house?”

      He looked around, again, surprised. The place was lovely. Plants exploded from pots hanging, draping, perched and placed on the windowsills. The furniture was nice, not expensive like his, but it fit the space.

      He sniffed, trying to keep it to himself, but a redolent, heady scent hung in the air. It came from her kitchen where a pot sat on a cooktop. She cooked, too? Pictures sat in frames on shelves and on tables. Abigail Haws led a full life, and suddenly, he got a whole different perspective on her. “Hello?” She snapped her fingers in front of his face, jolting him from his inner thoughts. She may have had a lovely apartment, but her manners left something to be desired.

      “Please don’t do that.” He stepped back. “I’m here because you left before I could meet with you today. Marcus, my assistant, assured me you’d be home and that your assistant had told you to expect me. Apparently that did not happen.”

      “I was before an administrator all afternoon. After you missed our appointment. I met with several of my clients at the lockup, did research at the library and came home. I haven’t even eaten yet.”

      “You left out speaking with a vid crew.”

      She had the audacity to laugh and he had the audacity to be charmed in a startled sort of way. “Oh, that’s right. Yes. And I spoke with a vid crew about yet another instance of a Family using the system to harm the unranked. I nearly forgot that part. Thank you for reminding me.”

      She turned, pushing that dark river of gleaming hair over her shoulder and headed to the kitchen. The scent of her soap wafting in her wake met his nose. Light, feminine, not much like her personality at all.

      “Why are you using spectacles?”

      “Why aren’t you using manners?” she countered, ladling the fabulously aromatic concoction into two bowls. “Would you like some stew? It’s nothing fancy but it’s good.”

      He wanted to say no but he had to speak with her and he hadn’t eaten in hours. “Thank you.”

      “Hmpf.”She placed the bowls on the table in the corner of her kitchen and turned again, returning with a pitcher of juice and some bread. “Sit.”

      He did, surprised by how quickly he’d simply obeyed her order.

      

      Good gods, Roman Lyons was ten kinds of delicious even as waves of privilege rolled from him as he sat at her table.

      Still, she was going to have to beat Tasha for not forwarding notice of this little meeting to her home comm system. Here she was, keyed up and in need of quiet and some dinner and all of the sudden she had this at her table, eating her food and looking like a man who would most likely look even better without clothes. Inwardly, she sighed. She should have taken Logan up on his offer. If she went too long without sex, she got antsy. And sex with Roman Lyons fell under two categories: unrealistic and ridiculous. Unrealistic because he was not only Ranked but was the most powerful Ranked individual in the Known Universes. While she wasn’t. And ridiculous because, well, refer back to the first point.

      “So now that you’re eating my food and drinking my juice, why don’t you fill me in on just exactly what motivated you to come out here at this late hour.”

      “I wouldn’t be here at this late hour eating your food if you hadn’t run out on our appointment.”

      She sighed. “Let me guess. You sit in your office and look out over the city and you wonder why-oh-why the unranked are so ungrateful for all the work you do for them. You did me a favor by letting me travel in the midst of my workday to your office high in the clouds and it was then my fault that I didn’t wait for you long past our appointed time. Because, you’re very busy and really, I should be grateful anyone from House Lyons would meet with me to begin with.”

      “As it happens, I am very busy. I wasn’t having a beauty appointment while you were waiting. I was dealing with a life-or-death crisis. I apologize if that offends your sensibility.”

      She smiled and tore a piece of bread from the loaf, using it to sop up the stew her sister had sent over. “Mr. Lyons, I expect you to do your job. But I also expect that if you should be two hours late for a meeting you’ll let me know so that I may get on with my own busy schedule and come back another time. Instead you left me out there as if I only existed in moments when your attention was on me. So your annoyance that I left after two hours offends me far more than you blowing me off for that time.”

      “I did not blow you off. I explained that I was dealing with a life-or-death issue.”

      It figured he’d look handsome even when a vein in his forehead started to visibly throb. He looked, well, sort of feral. Interesting. He seemed so very controlled. It made her curious as to what lay beneath that exterior of his. That’s it, she had to call Logan when Roman left.

      “And I didn’t miss our appointment. I have people depending on me as well. Gretel Mortan being one of them, and she had a hearing I needed to attend.”

      “This is very good. Thank you.” Long, pale-gold lashes fluttered down over pale green eyes a moment as he delivered the compliment.

      “Oh. Well, thank you. It’s just a simple stew. My sister owns a café. She sent it over.”

      “Ah, well, it’s still good. Tell me about Gretel Mortan.”

      “Do you want to hear about that, or about what the MRD is after?” She sipped her juice and watched him carefully. He’d put aside his general agitation and had slid into a bureaucratic face. It was disconcerting how quickly he could assume a different role.

      “Let’s start with Ms. Mortan since that’s the news of the day.”

      So she laid it all out. She left the emotionalism of a life of service and the betrayal of a man Gretel had practically raised out of the discussion. It wasn’t the time and Roman Lyons wasn’t a soft touch anyway. He’d slipped on an impassive mask so she’d put on her own professional skin. Whatever it took to get Gretel Mortan out of lockup.

      During her explanation, she’d dug into her case, pulled out the files and handed the pertinent paperwork to him. He read it all, listening to her carefully and giving her his complete attention. He sighed when she finished. “You said she had a hearing today? If she’s so innocent, why is she still in lockup?”

      He’d been so polite up until then. Thank the gods for all her training. Still, she understood how difficult his job had to be, especially right then, so she would explain what she thought he should know already. “Mr. Lyons, how old are you? Do you mean to tell me you believe the justice system is perfect here in Ravena? The administrator who heard my motion this afternoon? His name is Paul Kerrigan. In addition to being a person Ms. Mortan raised from infancy, he’s also Saul Kerrigan’s third son.” Even as jaded as she was, it had been shocking to her to see the love in Gretel’s eyes for the boy she’d loved like her own even as he’d turned down Abbie’s request for an emergency hearing.

      “Are you saying he didn’t administer the case fairly?”

      “I’m saying that, looking at the facts, we’ve got a very elderly woman who has a spotless criminal record. She’s worked for the Kerrigan Family her entire life, first as general help and then as their governess. She has a family of her own. Her children are all solid members of society. In a normal situation, based on the amount of evidence against her, she would not be in lockup. She would be free as she awaited her trial. Anyone her age with her record would not be held in lockup and a request for an emergency hearing to determine lockup status awaiting trial should have been heard. But none of that happened and I can’t tell you why. I can only tell you what normally happens and my suspicions.”

      “What is it you’d like me to do?”

      “I wasn’t meeting you today about Gretel Mortan.”

      “I know that.”

      “I’m still going to want to speak to you about the MRD.”

      Was that a smile hinting at the corners of his mouth? A very sexy mouth, at that.

      “I’m certain you do. Marcus will find a place for you in my schedule. Just call him. He likes you for some reason.” He shrugged like he found it inexplicable.

      “I’d like you to step in and sign the order to have Gretel Mortan issued an emergency hearing. And I would like to have any House Kerrigan members removed from the case in any capacity.” He cocked his head and examined her face. “I thought you’d ask me to free her.”

      “I’m not trying to get special favors. Or okay, so yes, it would be a special favor for you to step in at all. But all I’m asking is for her to have an emergency hearing so she can be freed while she awaits trial. You don’t strike me as the kind of man who’d use his power to step in and free someone in a case like this. But if you’d look over the material I sent to your office and speak with Saul Kerrigan and urge him to drop the charges of theft, I would appreciate it very much.” He stood. “All right. I already spoke to the lead administrator of the courts and he happened to agree that Ms. Mortan should have received an emergency hearing. According to Cushing, she’ll be on the schedule tomorrow morning.”

      Internally, she was impressed. Cushing. Alastair Cushing was the most powerful name in all of jurisprudence in Ravena and he was on Lyons’s comm list. Obviously. “You knew this when you came here? And you still wanted my song and dance? Why?” Was she like a performing animal for him?

      “I wanted to hear it from you. I wanted to get a feel for who you are. That you kept your request fair means something about your character. Now, it is late, as you mentioned, and I have early appointments tomorrow. Thank you for the stew, and for speaking with me so candidly.”

      He headed to the door and she tried not to gape at him. What an interesting man he was.
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      In the hallway outside the hearing room, Gretel looked fragile, confused and very sad. It nearly broke Abbie’s heart. But at least she could go home with her family instead of spending another night in lockup. The administrator who’d received the case was one Abbie knew to be fair and had been appointed for many years, and his rulings were unquestioned. It was one less thing to worry about in the short term.

      “I will do everything I can to keep her free. You have my word,” Abbie told Gretel’s family, who’d assembled there for the hearing. They thanked her and she watched them walk away, relieved and united.

      On Abbie’s way to her next hearing, Saul Kerrigan stood in her path to block her. She sighed inwardly and braced herself. There was a bit of history between Abbie and the Kerrigans, so she knew to expect an outburst.

      “Is there something I can do for you, Mr. Kerrigan?”

      “You think you can just get your pet, Lyons, to fix things for you?” He yelled it so loud people stopped to stare.

      “I have no idea what you are referring to. If you’ll excuse me, I have another case to attend to.” She attempted to walk past but he grabbed her arm to halt her progress and a cold chill ran up her spine.

      “Look here, girl.” His face was very close to hers and her arm began to hurt where he gripped it. She fought the panic, fought the memories and amazed herself by staying outwardly calm.

      White noise filled her ears. It seemed as if she watched the entire scene from afar. She noted the way her hands shook slightly. The sheen of sweat down her spine, cold and flat, kept her anchored to the spot. Now was not the time to lose it. So she didn’t.

      “You need to unhand me this instant.” Hmm, how very calm she sounded.

      “Sir, is there a problem?” A security officer approached and attempted to get in between them. The guard knew her and Abbie realized he addressed Kerrigan first because he was Ranked, but he’d stepped in to protect her.

      Kerrigan let go of her arm and she had to concentrate on not rubbing the spot where he’d gripped her so tightly. For an old man, he had a lot of strength. And a lot of audacity if he thought she’d just roll over and let him harm her. Her panic subsided, replaced by a growing rage that he’d just hurt her for no other reason than that he could.

      “This woman is a traitor! She and all her little friends trying to overthrow Familial Rule. How dare she darken these halls?”

      The guard stepped back, urging Abbie away with his body.

      “I’m on my way to another hearing. If Mr. Kerrigan is done assaulting me, I need to be going.” She kept her voice bored, even as she worked to tamp down her fear. An accusation like Kerrigan’s wasn’t anything to play around with. In the wake of the recent scandals regarding the Imperialists, calling someone a traitor wasn’t an idle thing.

      “Saul, come on. Let’s get moving, we have a meeting.” A nearly emaciated, stooped male about Gretel’s age pulled gently on Kerrigan’s arm, and Kerrigan sneered at her one last time before bustling down the hall, away from them.

      “Abbie, are you all right?” Logan shoved his way through the crowd.

      No. No, she wasn’t, but she had no time to fall apart just then either. “I’m fine, thank you, Logan.”

      He saw her face and nodded. “I need to talk to you about a case. You have to be in Administrator Ubai’s motions hearing, right?” He put a hand at the small of her back and ushered her through the crowd toward the sky bridge between the buildings, all the while chattering to her about meaningless things.

      

      Marcus sailed into Roman’s office and tossed a stack of papers and files onto the desk. “Did Ms. Haws’s office call to set an appointment? And have you heard any results of the hearing for the old woman?” Roman asked.

      Marcus stopped and turned to look at him carefully. “My, you’re very interested. She’s cute, isn’t she? That tiny little spitfire thing works for her. You know, I hear she’s single.”

      Great, the last thing Roman needed was for Marcus to think he had a thing for Abigail Haws. “Stop it right there, Marcus. I asked because I wanted to be sure Cushing followed up. Ms.

      Haws’s romantic status is irrelevant to me. The woman has no manners at all.”

      “You need that, Roman. You need a wild woman who will show you a world you haven’t seen. A woman who doesn’t need something from you other than some satisfaction in bed.”

      “Marcus!”

      Marcus, his assistant of nearly twenty years, simply laughed. “Let me check and I’ll get back to you.”

      His younger brother, Alexander, would probably frown at him for giving Marcus such leeway to say things like that in his presence but Marcus made him smile. Marcus respected him without taking him too seriously. Very few people apart from his children and a small circle of friends treated him like a person instead of the Roman Lyons. It wasn’t so much that Roman gave Marcus the leeway to speak to him so informally, but that Roman preferred it that way and saw it as respect. Marcus was an employee but also a friend. That was a rare thing anywhere, much less in his world.

      

      Roman had been standing at the window, reading a report, when Marcus rushed back in sometime later. “Roman, the old woman, Mortan, she was freed until trial. But the big news is that Saul Kerrigan grabbed Ms. Haws and screamed in her face, threatening her even, in the hall after the hearing had ended.”

      Roman gripped the sheaf of papers until they crinkled. “Grabbed her how? Is she all right? Has she spoken with the media? Where in the seven hells is Saul?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t know. Not from what I can tell. Shall I send for him?”

      Roman exhaled sharply. “This sort of thing only feeds the anti-Family party line. Get him in here immediately. And get me the vid footage of that hallway. I can’t trust Saul to tell me the truth.”

      

      “Abbie, you’ve got several high-priority comm messages,” Tasha informed her as she got back to her office. “Are you all right?” Tasha followed her into her tiny office as she asked in a hushed voice.

      “Gretel is out until trial, that’s a huge relief for her family.” Abbie scrolled through the messages, stopping when she saw two from Marcus, Roman Lyons’s assistant.

      “He’s not hard to look at.” Tasha grinned.

      “He seems very nice,” she said absently as she watched Marcus request her presence in Roman Lyons’s office as soon as possible.

      Another comm, this one from Roman himself.

      “Now that is one handsome male. Looks like he’d smell very good.”

      “He does. But he has terrible manners. I should hit you with this”—Abbie held up a hole punch briefly—“for forgetting to tell me he’d be on my doorstep at a very late hour.” She hadn’t even been wearing a bra when he’d shown up. Not that he’d shown any interest in the state of her nipples at all, but still.

      “I left you a note. You always come back here.” Tasha raised one shoulder that told Abbie her assistant knew good and well Abbie wouldn’t get that message. Tasha knew Abbie would have put a stop to the meeting if she’d known.

      She sighed after listening to Roman Lyons ask her to come to his office immediately. It wasn’t like she could say no. Not when she wanted him to listen to her pitch about the MRD and he had helped out with Gretel. But when it came right down to it, Roman Lyons had requested an audience and it wasn’t one she could refuse.

      “I need to go over to House Lyons. I’m clear schedulewise. Please inform Mr. Lyons’s assistant I’m on my way and that I don’t have two hours to waste.”

      “Um, he’s had a conveyance sent. The driver is waiting for you.”

      “Tasha! You knew all this time and you didn’t tell me?” She stood and tried to smooth down the front of her clothing. Quickly, she managed to tuck errant strands of her hair back into the knot at the back of her head and hid a blush as she dabbed on lipstain.

      “Abbie, if I’d told you at the beginning you’d have insisted he was manipulating you. And look, Kerrigan is a monster to have handled you that way. Logan told us how he was. Roman Lyons seems to care about the situation, so why shouldn’t you go over there? He needs to know what the Ranked get up to.” Tasha handed Abbie her case with a smile that said she didn’t feel a single bit of guilt.

      “Logan shouldn’t be telling tales. I have to go. I’ll get even with you later.” She waved over her shoulder as she rushed out and the House Lyons driver who’d been waiting stood and gave her a slight bow.

      “Ms. Haws? Mr. Lyons says to bring you right over when you get the opportunity.”

      She smiled—what else could she do, she was raised to have manners, after all—and let him lead her to the conveyance waiting at the front of the building.

      No one in the inner-circle part of the capital city had vehicles. Mass transit worked very well, and without vehicles other than trams and the subterranean trains, it was easy enough to walk through the municipal complex from one side to the other in less than half of one standard hour. The Ranked, of course, did have vehicles, but even they didn’t use them very often within the municipal ring. And yet here she sat, ensconced in the plush seats of the transport of the House Lyons, headed to Roman Lyons’s office. It had been a total waste of resources and time, and a way to keep the upper hand but, at the same time, Abbie was glad she hadn’t had to walk and be jostled by the crowd on her way.

      She should have taken a relaxer but it’d been so long since she’d had an attack that she’d left them at home. And now, jittery and burning with adrenaline, she headed straight into the absolute worst place she could go.
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      An angry violence coursed through Roman’s veins after he’d seen the vid footage from the hallway outside the courtroom. He’d fixated on the look of panic flashing over Abigail’s features and then nausea rose as he’d watched her panic fade into blankness.

      Saul Kerrigan was a thug, and if, after the dressing down he’d received for nearly a standard hour, he did not change his behavior and stay the hells away from Ms. Haws, Roman would punish House Kerrigan severely, no matter what connection existed between them.

      A man did not use his size and power to harm a woman. It simply wasn’t done. Roman’s wife had been such a sweet and fragile woman. He couldn’t imagine having touched her in anger even if she’d been as tough as the petite Abigail Haws was.

      He shoved that line of thought far away. Lindy had been gone twelve years, and it wouldn’t do to think on that just before he was due to meet with Ms. Haws.

      Once Marcus announced her arrival, Roman terminated his comm immediately and told his assistant to send her in.

      He stood and met her at the door. “Ms. Haws, are you well?”

      She sighed and the tension vibrated from her, concerning him deeply.

      “Marcus, will you please bring us some refreshments? And hold all comm traffic please.” He looked back to her. “Please, sit down.” When he touched her arm she jumped. He slowly moved away, taking a seat after she did.

      “I’m fine. I take it this is about the scene Saul Kerrigan made today in the hall?”

      He nodded. Her voice was so flat, the spark in her dimmed. There was something wrong with her just then. She wasn’t her usual combative self. “I saw the footage, Ms. Haws. Is your arm all right?”

      She winced, holding it close to her body. He had to know. “Did he mark you?”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      He narrowed his eyes. “Indeed it is. This is my damned ’Verse and I take care of my people. You’ll show me your arm because I asked.”

      She jerked back, brown eyes flashing, face flushed, and satisfaction roared through him that she showed signs of her spark.

      “I’m not one of your peasants as if you are a fief lord in the oldest sense. If you saw the vid, you saw an Associate House leader act inappropriately. Security came and he left. I went to the rest of my hearings and came back to the office. By the way, thank you for speaking to Administrator Cushing. Gretel Mortan is now home with her family. She’ll still have to endure trial but at least the credits won’t be an issue. Her case has been taken up by my office and paid for by an anonymous donor. Now, would you like to speak about the Movement for Representative Democracy?”

      Marcus chose that moment to glide in and place a tray heavy with food and tea on the table between Roman’s and Abigail’s chairs.

      While Abigail’s attention was on Marcus leaving the room, Roman leaned forward and pushed her sleeve up. The creamy pale skin was marred by an ugly thumbprint bruise.

      All he heard was a gasp before he found himself flat on the carpet. Abigail scrambled atop his chest, teeth bared.

      Her hair had come unmoored from the nest at the back of her neck and her spectacles sat askew on her face. The uptight barrister had been replaced by a wild woman with a river of dark hair and big, flashing eyes. Her lips, why hadn’t he noticed them before? Plump and juicy. He certainly didn’t miss the heaving breasts. He’d pretended not to notice she hadn’t been wearing a bra the evening before, but with them only inches away from his face, he couldn’t pretend they weren’t there. Large, fleshy and mouthwatering. The upper curve of her right breast was exposed at the neck of her blouse as she leaned over him.

      The moment stretched between them. He knew Marcus must have heard but the door had not opened. Madness took hold in him chasing all rational thought away.

      His control slipped, replaced by fascination at what she’d feel like. His hands found her thighs as she straddled his body, slid up until the edge of her stockings alerted
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