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        “Lauren Dane’s Federation Chronicles aren’t just great erotic science fiction, they are amazing science fiction. Period.”

        —Tori MacAllister

      

      

      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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        “Undercover is a hot, sexy and action-packed piece of writing that will keep you glued to every page wondering what will happen next. A fabulous read!”

        – Fresh Fiction

      

      

      Ten years ago, Sera Ayers walked away from the love of her life and in an attempt to move on, she used her skill with languages and joined the Federated Universes armed forces to fight in the growing war against the Imperialists. These days, she’s far more used to giving orders instead of the ones she used to take from her ex and though she’s moved on, the scars on her battered heart remained.

      And then her ex storms back into her life, requesting her presence for a covert special operations team. And part of her cover is pretending to be the official mistress of a supposedly indolent member of one of the founding families as they head undercover to strike at the heart of a conspiracy that could shift the power and weaken the ‘Verses.

      Suddenly she’s having to fight against her deep, chemical attraction to Ash Walker while taking his orders as the leader of the team. At the same time as she’s exploring her connection to the third member of their team, Brandt Pela.

      Ash and Brandt are each members of one of the Fifteen Families that settled the Federated Universes back when the first settlers used the Portals to resettle from a dying Earth. They’re pretending to be lazy, entitled boys when they’re hardened weapons against the Imperialist threat.

      Ash knows he made a mistake all those years before when he chose his family’s needs over the wishes of his heart. He had a responsibility as the oldest son to make a political marriage, even at the expense of his heart. But that marriage was over and the assignment he’d been handed had provided him a way to win Sera back. Even if it was a far more difficult prospect than he’d imagined.

      Every day Brandt gets to know Sera a little better and falls for her a little harder. Every excuse he thought of to keep her at arms’ length fell away as the strength of her heart calls to him in ways no one ever had before. Even Ash, who is far more than just Brandt’s friend.

      Soon, the danger on the other side of the door can’t stop the passion that’s ignited between the three of them. As danger swirls all around, they have to keep their wits about them and continue their ruse, even as the three attempt to find a way to be together in the world where social connection and birthright are of paramount importance.
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      People scurried out of the way, keeping their eyes down as Sera Ayers stalked into the squat gray building on the outskirts of the city. Single-mindedly, she made her way through the myriad of nondescript hallways at the Federation United Forces. Anger coursed through her as she walked, her boots sounding a muffled thud, thud, thud on the laminate floors.

      Halting at the sub-commander’s door, she slammed a fist into it several times. Her hand hurt but she felt a bit better for the small violence of it.

      “Enter!”

      She opened the door and went inside. Noting little more than the fact that two men were seated before Commander Yager’s desk, she opened her mouth to speak.

      “Whoa! What’s so damned important that you nearly knocked my fucking door down?” Sub-Commander Yager bellowed before she could say anything.

      “I just got your summons. You’ve reassigned me! That’s my problem! I’m the best you have out there. My team is good, damn it!” She shoved a hand through her hair, not caring that she probably looked like a curly porcupine.

      “Sera,” Yager sighed, gesturing to the men in the chairs, “you have a new team. This is Commander Ash Walker and Para-Commander Brandt Pela.”

      At the mention of the names, a roar of white noise filled her ears. In what felt like slow motion, Sera turned and looked into the face of a man she knew all too well many years before. “Ash.”

      The palest blue eyes she’d ever seen gazed up at her. Eyes she’d given herself to as he was above her and below her. Eyes that had held her down as he’d bound and collared her to his will. Eyes that had haunted her for the last ten years.

      It all crashed down on her, the world began to close in and she fought with iron will to hold back the impending breakdown. She fisted her hands to stop them from trembling.

      “Sera, you’re looking well.” Ash smiled, his posture relaxed as if she’d been an old friend he hadn’t seen in years. It appeared he wasn’t affected at all by her presence. Prick.

      “Ash?” Sera said sweetly.

      He cocked his head. “Yes?”

      “Fuck you,” she snarled, landing a solid right hook to his jaw.

      “Halt. Gods damn it, Sera!” Yager jumped up and with the other man, held her back as Ash got up from the floor where she’d sent him sprawling. “What the seven hells is wrong with you?” Yager demanded, his face an inch from hers.

      “Why, nothing now. I feel ever so much better.” She hoped her smile was as feral as she felt. At least her hands weren’t shaking anymore.

      The other higher up who’d come with Ash barked out a laugh and stepped back, letting her go. “I’m Brandt. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      Sera looked up at him. Where Ash’s beauty was harsh, savage, this man’s was elegant. He had almond shaped eyes of a deep brown so dark it was nearly black. The twist of his braid, dark and rich as his eyes, reached halfway down his back. Lush lips and perfect cheekbones, skin in a beautiful olive tone that made her want to reach out and touch him—delicious.

      “Look, I have nothing against you, Para-Commander. But I am not going to work with Ash Walker. Not now, not ever.  I have a team. We work very well together.”

      “Stand down, Ayers!” Yager shoved her into a chair. “You want to do time in the brig for attacking a superior officer? I expect there’s an explanation for this. Like you’ve gone insane but you’ll be making amends for your behavior which you know is horribly out of line.”

      “This won’t work, Sub-Commander. Just put me back with my team.” Sera tried not to sound as desperate as she felt.

      “Sera, things with the Imperialists are getting worse. You know that. You see that every day.” Ash tried to stay reasonable, despite the pain in his jaw. He’d deserved the punch, he knew that. And at least the pain kept him focused on something other than how much she still affected him even a decade later.

      “Why is he talking?” Sera jerked her head in his direction, speaking through clenched teeth.

      “May I speak with you alone?” Ash asked through his own tightened jaw.

      “No. You may not speak to me any way at all, at any time or in any place.” Still stubborn, that much hadn’t changed.

      “What the hells is going on here? It’s obvious you know each other. Walker, this is something you should have disclosed to me up front.” Yager looked back and forth between Ash and Sera, clearly unhappy.

      “If you’ll excuse me, SC Yager, I don’t need to disclose anything to you but what I determine you need to know,” Ash growled back.

      Sera groaned and got up, heading for the door but Brandt stopped her. “Sorry about this, Lieutenant Ayers, but you’ll need to stay.”

      Ash watched in slow motion as she centered herself, rocking back enough to give a side kick to Brandt’s knees and knocking him down. Using his surprise, she scrambled over him and out of the room.

      “Sera! Damn it, woman, hold up!” Ash rushed to pursue her.

      Even though he was agitated, he couldn’t help but admire her skill. She was quick and limber as she dodged people in the long hallways. Despite his calls for bystanders to stop her, they jumped out of the way and let her past, indicating a high level of respect for her along with a distrust of outsiders.

      Still, he had nearly half a foot on her and his legs were longer. He caught up to her quickly, grabbing her and shoving her into a room near the front reception area. Slamming the door, he locked it with savage satisfaction. Taking a moment to gather himself, he turned toward her, keeping her only exit through him.

      “Don’t try and run from me again, Sera. I’ve had enough of that from you. Just listen to what I have to say.” Ash used the toe of one of his boots to shove a chair in her direction.

      “You’ve had enough running from me? That’s rich.” Sera remained standing. Arms crossed, feet apart and eyes narrowed, she looked fearsome and unapproachable.

      “Things are bad right now. The Imperialists are gaining the upper hand along the frontier. If we lose any ‘Verse in this system, we could lose everything. If they gain a hold here,” he paused for a moment, “well, you know what could happen. I need your skills on my team.”

      “I have a team. Find another person, Commander.”

      He growled in her direction and ran a hand over his scalp but caught the way she watched his movement. Ahh, she remembered. Once, she loved to stroke her fingertips over the smooth skin of his scalp, tracing along the tribal tattoos marking his family and position that edged the back of his head. All wasn’t lost just yet.

      “Commander? Now you honor my title? Not back before you decided to punch me and be otherwise insubordinate?”

      “Commander, I do not wish to be on your team. Period. I do not wish to be in the same room with you. In the same universe with you. I want you to go away. Find. Another. Girl. I’m not interested.”

      Gods she was magnificent when she was angry. He took in every part of her. The curve of her waist, the swell of her breasts. The way her bottom lip looked so juicy he always wanted to bite it—to savor her bit by bit. He’d forgotten just how long her legs were. Only Sera could make combat gear look sexy. And oh, how she did.

      “I don’t need to find another girl, Sera. You’re what I need. What Brandt and I need. We’re heading through the Portal and we need your language skills. More than that, you’re an excellent fighter, good on your feet and smart.”

      “I don’t want this! Why are you doing this to me?” She held herself totally erect, still, her arms stiff at her sides.

      His heart constricted in his chest at the anguish in her tone. She was perfect for their team. He hadn’t lied about that. Brandt ran the names through the computer and hers was at the top of the list. Ash had been surprised to see how far she’d come in the last decade. When he’d been with Sera she’d been a translator in the diplomatic corps. There’d been talk of her joining the military corps briefly. She’d certainly had the linguistic and martial arts skills. But after they’d crashed and burned she’d left the diplomatic job and joined the military. She’d risen quickly and with a great deal of commendation. For a woman of an unranked family to reach lieutenant and to command her own team was nearly unheard of.

      All of Ash’s feelings for Sera had rushed back as Brandt had briefed him. He hadn’t kept tabs on her because he couldn’t bear it. Couldn’t bear knowing she’d gotten married and had children with another man or something else like that. It’d been selfish, but he knew his flaws.

      As he stood there, watching her anger and frustration, he knew he’d come not just for his team but to make her his again. Period. He may not have kept tabs on her but he hadn’t stopped thinking of her over the last ten years. No matter how hard he tried.

      There’d never been anyone after her. Not like she was to him. There’d been women in his bed, yes. But no one held his heart because it belonged to the very angry woman across the room.

      “I’m doing this because it’s what needs to be done. You took the oath, Sera. You joined the Corps and pledged to do what was best, above your own wishes. You said you’d do what was necessary to fight the Imperialists. We need you on our team. You’re wasted here. And I’m not asking. I’m ordering you to get your gear because we’re out of here in two turns.”

      Sera stared at him, openmouthed, helpless fury riding her hard. She hated him just a bit less than she loved him and she loathed her weakness for him. Ash Walker made her vulnerable and she couldn’t afford it.

      “I’d rather sit in the brig.”

      He sighed. “You’d be wasted in the brig. I told you, we need you.” He pulled a comm unit out of his pocket.  “Brandt, send in two guards to escort Lieutenant Ayers to her quarters to pack her gear. They are to stay with her and be sure she gets to our rendezvous point by the proper time.”

      “Ash,” Brandt paused, “yes, sir. I’ll have them wait just outside the front doors. I’m on my way.”

      “I can’t believe you’re doing this.”

      “Get over it, Sera. It was ten years ago.”

      “I hate you. I hate the sight of you.” Sera pushed past him and out into the hall. She didn’t resist when Brandt took her arm and handed her over to the guards.

      “Ayers, I’m sorry. I didn’t know there was a problem,” Yager said quietly, pausing to scowl at Brandt and Ash.

      “It’s not your fault, sir. Please make sure my team gets a good leader.” Her people. She’d trained them. They’d been like her family and all she had left was to hope they’d be all right.

      “Count on it.” Yager nodded, turned a glare on Ash and they watched as the guards led her out to their vehicle to transport her to her quarters.
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      Brandt looked over at Ash, his face lit by the yellowish street lamps they drove past. He could see how troubled his friend was—had been since Brandt had given her name to him.

      “You okay?”

      “I never should have let her go.”

      “No. You shouldn’t have. But you had no other choice and you did what you had to do. You can’t change the past, Ash. The real question is about right now. What are you going to do?”

      “I can’t believe I walked away from her to marry Kira. Brandt, you don’t understand, Sera was perfect. So strong. She led all day long. But at the end of her shift once we entered our quarters she let all that fall away. Gave herself to me. Gods, that pretty skin of hers turns the most alluring shade of pink. I can still see the marks on her ass and thighs after she’d been flogged or paddled.” Ash kept his eyes on the passing scenery so Brandt knew he was thinking back.

      “Knock it off, Ash. You’re making me hard. And I can’t see how this is going to help. Are we bringing her on to help win the war or to get her back in your bed?” Brandt was troubled by the answer he’d give if he had a say. He liked the look of Sera Ayers and couldn’t deny her appeal after hearing Ash talk about her through the years.

      “Hey!” Ash sat up straight but slumped back into the seat again. “The war. She’s a great asset. We need her.”

      Brandt stayed silent but raised a brow as he drove.

      “Okay, okay. Both. I knew I wanted her back, but I thought I’d be able to keep that separate. I didn’t realize the depth of what I’d missed until she walked into the room and I saw her again. Smelled her skin, saw the flush on her face when she got angry.”

      “Felt her fist connect with your jaw?” Brandt smirked.

      “Whose side are you on, anyway?”

      Brandt chuckled. “That’s a stupid question. Kira may be my sister but I’ve always thought you two were wrong for each other. She’s much happier now with her spineless, pushover husband in her political marriage. You’re a bad memory.” He shrugged. “But from what little you’ve told me and what I saw tonight in how Sera reacted to you, I don’t know that getting her back in your bed is a possibility. We need her on this team, Ash. More than you need to fuck her.”

      “I can have both.” Ash was smug as he said it. “I know her buttons, Brandt. Know them better than anyone. I just have to remember how to push them at the right time.”

      “If you say so.”
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      “He what?” Sera’s father exclaimed via the vid screen. Over a secured channel, she’d just told him about Ash showing up, dismantling her team and ordering her onto his.

      “Oh, so you weren’t good enough to marry ten years ago but you’re good enough when the Federation needs you. Damned Families think they’re better than those of us whose sweat and blood have kept the Universes free all these years.”

      “Dai, I know. You don’t have to say it twice. I have no choice. He sent guards with me. They’re outside.”

      Jakob Ayers’ face softened when her voice turned strained. “Of course, baby. I’m sorry. You go. You aren’t the one who shirks her duty. You go and do your job. Keep your eyes on your objective. There’s no law that says you have to like your commander. Gods know I’ve served under a few dunderheads in my time, too. This’ll make you stronger. I know you, you’ll make it work for yourself. I’m proud of you.”

      Sera fought tears. “Thank you, Dai. You’ll tell Mai and clear my quarters? I’ll check in when I can.”

      “Of course I’ll tell her. She’s going to be upset she missed your call. But we love you and we’ll light a candle for you every day at temple. Be safe.”

      Signing off, Sera shoved her tears down as far as they could go and finished jamming her things into the three allotted bags. Her orders had been for an unspecified period of time, standard language for mobile assignment units. They wouldn’t hold her quarters that long. Her mother would come to pack the rest of her belongings so the military could assign the unit to another soldier.

      “Lieutenant Ayers, it’s time to go,” one of the guards at the door said, not unkindly. She could see his unwillingness to be part of the situation in his eyes. But he was in the Corps like she was. Orders were orders.

      “Fine. Be useful and carry this.” She tossed him a bag and he took it, looking grateful to help in some way. She shouldered the two other bags and they led her to the transport vehicle.

      As they drove, she tried to process everything. The longer she thought about the situation, the more sense it made that Ash would be so highly connected in the military. He came from a Ranking Family and the Families controlled the highest levels of the Federation, including the military. Sera recalled enough history to know that the Pelas were another powerful Family, although their territories were far flung from the Walkers’. Something else niggled at the back of her mind but she was too tired, too wired and angry to grasp it.

      She should have been flattered. If it were anyone but Ash Walker, she’d have jumped at the chance to serve on one of the mobile units. She believed in what she was doing. Believed that if they didn’t fight against the constantly spreading tyranny of the Imperialists, billions of citizens through all the Known Universes in the Federation would be enslaved.

      Still, the idea of submitting to his command again in any way deeply troubled her. At one time in her life she’d loved him so much she’d actually considered his offer to be his mistress. He would have had his Family-approved union, of course. Why should a Family member ever have to suffer? But as an officially recognized mistress, Sera could have even borne his children. But in the end, her pride and self-respect had won, and she walked away.

      After twenty minutes the transport slowed at an outlying suburb, pulling into a garage attached to a small series of outbuildings.

      She was then loaded into a small helicopter and taken another lazy, back and forth route for a few minutes more until the copter touched down on a pad behind a large estate.

      As she pulled her bags from the helicopter, Sera saw Brandt come out of the main house. The precise and predatory walk coupled with the hyper-aware gaze told her he wouldn’t be caught off guard again any time soon. She was going to have to accept her lot.

      She took pity on the guard at her side. “Don’t worry, I won’t make a break for it.”

      “I’m sorry, Lieutenant Ayers. I wish…” His eyes caught hers for a moment.

      “Everyone’s sorry. But it’s the way things are. You get orders. I get orders. We don’t like them but they’re orders just the same. Now go on. Try and have a good night.”

      She shut the door carefully, hefted her bags and stepped back. The men stayed in the helicopter and it cheered her that they took her at her word. At least she had that. They took off and she gathered a steadying breath and moved toward where Brandt stood, waiting.

      “Sera, can I get one of your bags?” Brandt asked as she approached.

      “Where are my quarters, P.C.?” Her voice was crisp and efficient.

      He sighed. “Are we going to do it this way?”

      “What do you want from me? I don’t want to be here. You busted up my team and Gods only know who’ll lead them now. You put me under the command of a man I loathe. Military code does not require me to like this assignment or to pretend to be excited about it. I don’t have to be nice. I just have to obey orders. Which I will do. Now, where are my quarters or is there a briefing? Perhaps you plan to keep me in the dark?”

      Brandt grabbed one of her bags with a snort and jerked his head. “This way. We’ll get your bags stowed and then we’ll have a meeting. Ash will want to go over things with you.”

      She touched her forehead in salute and he looked stunned for a moment, shrugging before leading her into the large house.

      Once inside he motioned up a stairway and she followed him, not failing to notice his muscular ass in his uniform pants. There was some solace in the evening at least.

      At the end of the hallway he kicked a door open and flipped on the lights. It was a sizeable room with a small kitchen and bathroom unit attached. There was a bedroom with a separate living space. Sera noted the state-of-the-art electronic equipment on the desk. She’d be excited about the new gear after she was alone. There was no way she’d let him see her glee.

      “Get unpacked but keep a kit bag ready at all times. We’ll expect you in the main area in twenty. Back downstairs and to the left. You can’t miss it. We’ll have a meal ready, too.” He stood there for a moment. “Welcome, Sera. I mean that. You’re a real asset to this team.”

      He turned and left the room before she could say anything, closing the door behind him.

      She leaned against it, trying to catch her breath, trying to still thoughts racing through her brain as the past pressed against her future. Fear, something she hadn’t tasted in many years began to war with wary excitement. This was a nightmare, yes, but there was no denying the challenge appealed to her. How it would all end up remained to be seen.
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      When she came down twenty minutes later exactly, Sera found them both seated in a large common room. The place was homey and lived in. She didn’t doubt they bunked here regularly although Sera wondered where the wife slept. Still, there were hints of the true nature of the inhabitants here and there. The staff were efficient and silent but every last one she’d seen carried themselves like warriors. On her way down and when she’d entered the house with Brandt, she’d noticed the security. Understated but totally top notch. Her growling stomach led her gaze to the sideboard against a far wall laden with food. It’d been some hours since she’d eaten last.

      “Sub-Commander Ayers, I’m Ceylon, the house assistant. I’m pleased to meet you and have you here. Should you require anything, simply hail me from any comm station in the house or on the grounds. The others await you in the common room.” A tall, rail-thin man who appeared to be constructed from solid muscle bowed slightly.

      Sub-Commander? She bowed in return. “Thank you. And please, call me Sera.”

      “As you wish, Sera. Again, welcome.” He disappeared on nearly soundless feet and she shrugged, turning back toward the room where Ash waved her inside.

      “Sera, come in. Please grab something to eat and we’ll get started.” Sera’s body responded to the way Ash’s eyes roved hungrily over her face and body. Her traitorous nipples hardened at his perusal and she was glad she wore a thick enough bra to hide it.

      Without a word she went to the sideboard and piled a plate with food. She carefully brought it over to the low table and couches where they were already seated, eating.

      She didn’t ask about anything. She just ate and waited for one of them to speak. Why should she make it easy for them? They’d busted up her life just like Ash had done those years before. Like she was a piece on a gameboard to play.

      Ash sighed. “Are you going to keep this up forever?”

      Casually, she wiped her lips with a napkin and looked at him. “Sir? Have I been insubordinate? Perhaps you should find another member of your team you feel more comfortable with.”

      Brandt chewed his lip to hold back a smile. Sera didn’t take any shit and watching her keep Ash on his toes was amusing.

      “Damn it, Sera! Let it go! We have a job to do.” Ash clenched his fists on his knees. Brandt knew most likely to keep himself from pulling her body to his.

      Her eyes flashed with fury just before she narrowed them at Ash. “Respectfully, Sir, I am here to do my job. I am here as ordered. You told me to get something to eat and I did so. I am a highly decorated military officer. I earned my way to where I am today with blood and broken bones. I have one of the best records in the military in all the Federation Universes. I don’t walk away from my commitments, Commander.”

      Brandt caught the slight tremor in her hand as she held the plate on her knees. Ash was right, the woman was strong-willed. Brandt had been impressed when he read her file. On top of being quite lovely, he could quite easily add intelligent, skilled and deadly to the list.  Her ranking in the Federated Universes Martial Arts League was in the top three percent.

      But right then, she was on the edge and Ash had to stop pushing or she’d snap. Smoothly, Brandt stepped in to repair the damage.

      “Of course, and I’m sure that Ash didn’t mean to intimate otherwise. We’ve both seen your file and your commendations. You’re a fine soldier, Sera. Let’s get to the briefing, shall we?” He looked to Ash who unclenched his teeth.

      “Brandt and I run a covert ops team. Our mobile unit has always had three people but our third retired recently. We’re often on the frontier. You’ll be receiving a promotion to Sub-Commander, by the way. While we’re here in Borran, this is our home base. The doors and other entrances are now keyed to your call. There’s transport out in the sheds. You should feel free to come and go as you wish, but only people with level three clearance and above are allowed at this location.”

      Sera put her empty plate on the table and crossed her legs. She listened closely as she bit into a piece of purri fruit.

      Brandt handed her a file. She ate the last bit of the fruit, wiping her hands before opening the folder to examine the pictures and documents inside.

      “The Imperialists have attacked four separate outposts. Clandestine outposts. From these outposts, we believe that they’ve been able to get more of our classified data.

      “We’ve tracked some of the stolen information back to Nondal.” Ash sat back and Brandt watched Sera as she read the information.  Watched her eyes as she took in what had been stolen. And, impressed, he watched her piece things together.

      “We’ll be going in two turns. A bit of scouting of our own to Nondal. The file has the intel and also what will be your identity. Memorize the material and leave any and all connection to your identity here,” Brandt explained and then hesitated a moment. “From this moment on, you’re assimilated into our cover as a whole. Ash and I are seen as Family members with lots of credits and too much spare time. You’ll be playing into that as well. We’ll work on the details when we return from Nondal. It’s not easy living a life where people underestimate you. But in truth, it’s quite useful.” He shrugged.

      He’d leave off the part about how it hurt to be discounted when in fact he and Ash were dedicated, intelligent and hard working. It wouldn’t necessarily always be that way. At some point he hoped they’d be able to drop the spoiled rich boy routine.

      Sera nodded absently as she looked at the evidence in her lap. Evidence that a member of one of the most important Families in the Federation had collaborated with the Imperialists.

      “That memo pad on your communicator is keyed to your voice,” Brandt pointed out.

      “Don’t forget Sera has a photographic memory.” Ash nodded at her.

      Brandt raised his brows and nodded. “Ah yes, I remember. Handy little skill that. I’m guessing it’s why you’re so good at languages.”

      “Well, it’s not photographic. I’m not perfect. But I do have a very good memory. Don’t ever say something to me and try to insist that you said something else later on.” Sera glared at Ash—who had the good sense to wince—before going back to read the rest of the file.

      Both men waited until she reached the part of the dossier that contained information about her cover identity.

      She read it quietly, body becoming more and more still. Her face flushed and Brandt could see her jaw clench tighter and tighter until she tossed the file on the table and leveled those midnight-blue eyes at Ash.

      “No.”

      “Look, Sera…” Ash began.

      She shot up then, hands clenched into fists at her sides as her chest heaved. “I. Said. No. I won’t.”

      Ash stood. “You’ll do what you’re told, damn it.” His hand whipped out and cupped her throat. Collaring it with his palm and fingers.

      Her eyes widened.

      Brandt moved to intervene but before he reached them, Sera broke Ash’s hold and he was on the ground with her foot on his throat. “You will not ever touch me with familiarity. Never collar my throat with your hand. I will kill you if you try it. I’d rather sit in the brig until I die than let you fuck me over again, Ash.”

      “Sera, stand down,” Brandt said, keeping his voice calm and even. Ash had gone too far. Overstepped. That thing with his hand at her throat was uncalled for.

      “I am not a whore.” Her voice was quiet when she removed her boot and turned, leaving the room quickly.

      “What the hell is wrong with you, Ash? You didn’t have to push her like that.”

      “Brandt, I know her better than she knows herself. She needs to be mastered. She wants it.”

      “Ash, this is not about your cock! This is about our mission. She is your team member and you are her superior officer. You’re out of line. You’re pushing too far and too hard.”

      “Don’t you tell me what I’m doing, Brandt! You don’t know her.”

      “You don’t either, Ash. The person you left ten years ago is gone. In her place is a different woman. Your actions put cracks in her foundation and you will not exploit that to get into her uniform. I won’t allow it.”

      Before Ash could respond, Brandt left the room and headed up to her quarters.
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      Sera slammed the door and leaned against it, reaching deep to try and locate some kind of inner strength and stability. Her heart threatened to burst from her chest and she fought the conflicting shame and desire that rushed through her body.

      “You will not cry!” she whispered, taking a deep breath.

      That moment when his big hand and powerful fingers closed around her neck—not hurting—it had come back to her with vivid clarity. Each night when she walked into their home, she’d shed her public self. She’d changed into one of the diaphanous gowns with thigh high slits he’d selected for her. And became his.

      The black case lay on her bedside table. Each time she  opened it with care, pulling out the wide leather collar, taking it to him. Kneeling, she’d hold the collar out for him to put on her.

      There were days when he would shake his head slowly and put the collar aside. “Tonight, Sera, my words are your collar.”

      He would often come to her as they prepared the evening meal or some other household activity and put his hand at her neck like that, holding her to him as he devoured her mouth.

      It had been a very long time since anyone or anything had made her feel that cherished and safe.

      She’d never submitted to another man after the day she moved out. She didn’t plan to let Ash lure her into some elaborate mindfuck game now either. It had been a long, hard road to pull herself out of the pit of self-loathing he’d dug for her with his fancy nuptials splashed over every vid screen and newspaper in the Federation.

      There was no way she’d throw all that work away.

      She began to pace, working through her options. There was no technically about it, she’d been outright insubordinate down there. She’d refused a direct order and assaulted a superior officer and a member of the Families.

      “Sera?” Brandt called out softly as he tapped on her door.

      She froze a moment and ruthlessly turned off as much of her emotions as she could. She would not give them anything. She would not shed another tear for Ash Walker if she could possibly help it.

      Crossing to the door she took a deep breath and opened it. “Yes, PC Pela?”

      “May I come in?”

      “If you’re planning to help him with this ridiculous ploy you’re wasting your breath.”

      “I’d just like to try and work through this to find a solution. On my word as an officer, I promise I won’t force you to do anything you don’t want to do. I just ask that you listen to me and help me to find a resolution here.”

      Sighing, she stepped back and waved him inside.

      “Thank you.” Brandt moved past her to the small couch and sat.

      Sera went to the fridge and pulled out two bottles of water, handing one to him as she took the chair across from him.

      “Sera, you know Nondal is a patriarchal ‘verse. As a woman you’ll be forbidden to move freely unless you’re a wife or concubine accompanied by your husband or lover. And a concubine won’t be expected to observe all the same rules as a wife. You’d have more freedom as a concubine.

      “But if you don’t go in as a concubine you won’t even be allowed to leave the transport. We need you on the ground. We need your ears and your experience with the Nondalese if we’re to get inside. You saw that file, you know who we suspect.”

      “I won’t pose as his concubine, PC Pela. I won’t. I’ll never allow Ash Walker to make me feel like a whore again.”

      “Please, can you call me Brandt? A three person team is very intimate. We’ll be out in the field for long periods of time. If we stick to referring to each other by rank it’ll just be tedious, don’t you think?”

      Sera narrowed her eyes but nodded after a few long moments.

      “Okay, good. Now would it be acceptable to you to be my concubine? Rather, um, to pose as my concubine?” He took a quick drink of his water.

      Sera thought it over. Brandt was right. Nondal was a ‘verse where she’d be unable to move about at all without a man. A wife would be expected to mix with the other married women and stay separate from her husband except for certain social events and after retiring for the evening. But a concubine could easily move about with her lover. The Nondalese would dismiss her as a pretty piece of fluff. A piece of fluff could hear a lot.

      She nodded slowly. “All right.”

      Brandt smiled at her and her heart sped up. She realized she’d just agreed to pose as his lover for as long as necessary. It would certainly take some time to get in with the right people on Nondal. They’d be watched closely and she’d have to be convincing. The Nondalese were notorious for spy cameras everywhere. But as she looked at him she realized it wouldn’t be too very hard to act like a woman smitten with him.

      “I’m glad we could work this through. Your clothes for the assignment are in the transport already. You are aware what you’ll be expected to dress and act like?” Sera appreciated that he said it so carefully.

      “I’m aware. I’ve never been to Nondal but I’ve dealt with enough Nondalese people to know.”

      “And from your file it appears that you have extensive background in the local accents? We’ll be dealing with mainly upper class Nondalese.”

      Nondal had a very stratified class system. Each class grouping had linguistic variants and accents. Most citizens in the Federation Universes spoke Standard. In addition to Standard, on Nondal the population spoke Nondalese. But there were small but important differences in the language that varied by group. Those small differences made the language nearly unintelligible to most people. Fortunately for Sera, she’d done extensive study on the different variations and that would be a big asset to the team.

      “Yes. But Ash is very recognizable, how is he planning to get any information at all?” Nondal was a very closed society. The lower and working classes did not have free access to news from the Known Universes. Or contact with outsiders even. Their travel was restricted and most Nondalese never even left their domed city levels much less folding to visit other universes. But the upper classes did have access to the outside news and information, and they’d hold their knowledge of gossip and celebrity news as a mark of their status.

      “How closely have you followed him over the last ten years? Just between us.”

      She studied her hands. “Not very. Not after his engagement was all over the place. But his wedding was big news for a very long time. It was inescapable. His face was on every vid screen and newspaper and every damned day of their honeymoon, which seemed to last forever.”

      Sera returned her gaze to him. “After that first year, I made it a point not to see him or hear what he was up to. But given that his Family is so powerful it’s not like you can hide it.”

      “No. You can’t. So we’ve played on it. I told you a bit downstairs about our general cover. From the outside, Ash Walker is a playboy with too many credits and too much free time. Sure he has a position in the military, but he doesn’t do any more than collect the credits and show up every once in a while. It makes him ripe for approach by certain people and we’ve cultivated it for the last seven years now.” His smile wasn’t a happy one. “Just two irresponsible men out for as much pleasure as possible.”

      “Playboy? And how does his wife feel about that? Or does she just look the other way?” Whoops, that may have sounded a tad bitter.

      “Kira dissolved their union seven years ago. She’s remarried one of Ash’s cousins. What Ash does is of very little consequence to her. You didn’t know?”

      Her breath caught a moment. “I’ve had better things to do than read the Family pages in the newspapers or watch the vids about you people.”

      Brandt winced. “That’s some chip on your shoulder you’ve got there, Sera.”

      “Let’s get this straight, Brandt. Ash Walker professed his undying love to me one day and the next he brought me the paperwork to be his mistress. Because, and imagine my surprise, it turned out he had a fiancée. He’d even shown me the deed to the new apartment he’d purchased for me. Near his house of course. He could leave her bed and come to mine with impunity. His resistance to marrying according to his family’s wishes lasted about as long as his love for me did.

      “The Families have walked all over me and mine and acted as if they are better by virtue of blood than people who actually shed it. So it’s not a chip, Brandt, it’s called experience.”

      “My father is a decorated military officer who led the troops at Varhana. He lost an arm that day but continued to fight alongside a great many soldiers including my older brother and my uncles. I’ve given up a life of leisure to fight against the Imperialists. We’re not all the same. I know who you come from. I know you were wronged but I’m not Ash. My family, although they have their own flaws, aren’t the Walkers.”

      Sera sighed. “You’re right. I apologize. I’m being unfair.”

      Brandt’s estimation of her rose. Having the courage to apologize when one was wrong was a quality he wished more people possessed.

      “Isn’t it difficult? I mean, clearly you’re not simply rich losers looking for a good time. What do your families think?” She couldn’t imagine what it would feel like if her father thought she was a lazy good for nothing fool.

      Before Brandt could answer, there was a rap at the door. Sera closed her eyes for a moment before getting up.

      “Do you want me to deal with that?” Brandt asked quietly.

      She stopped halfway to the door and turned back to him. “Thank you but no. I have to deal with this if I’m going to be on the team.”

      When Sera opened the door Ash was there as she knew he’d be. As she felt he’d be.

      “May I?” He jerked his chin, indicating he wanted to enter.

      She stepped back and he walked in, moving to sit next to Brandt.

      “Sera, you can’t continue to assault me every time I piss you off.”

      Brandt sighed. “Ash, we’ve moved past that. Sera is going in as my concubine. She feels comfortable with that and it’s really no difference one way or the other. We were just going over our cover.”

      “Well isn’t that cozy?” Ash’s voice was cutting.

      “If this is going to work, you cannot continue to be a ‘verse class asshole, Ash.” Sera wanted to pop him one but she was too tired to move.

      Ash looked at her with surprise and than laughed. “Fine. I see you’re still a smartass. And you need to teach me that move you pulled down there. You’re a lot faster than you were ten years ago.”

      “We’ll see. Now, Brandt, you were about to tell me about your cover.” She moved her attention back to Brandt.

      “Yes, it’s difficult but we all pay a price in some way. The best rule of this sort of work is to play as close to the truth as humanly possible. My Family is powerful, in ways even more so than Ash’s. But I’ve not been seen on the front like my father was. All my work has been quiet and behind the scenes. Ash and I have been close since he married my sister. I’m just a guy from a Family full of heroes looking for something to make me stand out.”

      Sera blinked several times before she could even find the words. That niggling she’d had the night before became totally clear. Kira was a Pela. Just like Brandt. “You’re Kira’s brother?” She didn’t like the sound of her voice. She heard the raw emotion, didn’t want them to.

      “You didn’t know.” Brandt said it and felt like a heel. How could he have been so stupid? The whole thing was stupid. He never should have brought her name to Ash. She’d been such a great candidate for the team and he’d truly thought they could overcome her issues with Ash. But all they’d done since the moment they decided on her was to fuck her life over.

      “No. I’m very tired. We have time to go over this. I’ll read the file and what you’ve put in my system.” She stood woodenly.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t know you weren’t aware.” Brandt raised his hands but let them fall to his side.

      “Please. Just go.” The strain was clear on her face.

      Sighing, Brandt pushed Ash out the door ahead of him. He knew Ash would want to stay and badger her and Brandt could see in her face that there was just no more room for that.
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      Brandt was the one who slammed into his room this time and Ash followed, tossing himself on the bed with a grumble.

      “We’ve really fucked up, Ash. In less than twenty-four hours we’ve swooped in, broken up her team, torn her from her life, tossed her ex-lover in her face and made her feel like a whore. Each surprise we’ve given her has been worse than the last.”

      Ash knew it. Her pain tore at him. He wanted more than anything to make it right. He would make it right. “Yes. Okay, I admit it. I shouldn’t have collared her neck downstairs. That set her off.” Ash watched Brandt as he pulled his shirt off and sat on the edge of the bed to yank his boots off. “But she does something to me. She always has. I just got my roles a little mixed up.”

      “My, you’re the master of understatement tonight. What were you thinking?” Brandt turned but his hair was tight in Ash’s grip, the long rope of it wrapped around his fist.

      Ash moved to his knees directly behind Brandt. “I was thinking just how much I wanted to fuck her. How much I wanted to restrain her wrists and ankles and spread eagle her on my bed. How much I wanted to use the flogger to tease across her nipples and over her mound until she was glistening and writhing and begging me for more. I want her back, damn it. I want her.” Ash’s lips brushed against Brandt’s ear as he murmured the words, “And you as well.”

      “I’m not in the mood, Ash.” Brandt’s teeth were clenched as he said it, but Ash heard the slight tremor in his voice, knew the idea of the three of them together intrigued him too.

      “Oh?” Ash reached around to grab Brandt’s cock and squeezed until Brandt moaned, relaxing against him. “You may not be, but your cock sure is. Hmmm, whose turn is it?” Brandt’s groan was like a dark caress as he reached back, sliding his hand up Ash’s thigh.

      “I believe it’s mine. But instead of whipping your ass for being such a fool, I’ll let you suck my cock instead,” Brandt said as he turned and stood, unbuttoning the placket of his pants and looking down at Ash.

      For Brandt, switching with a man as powerful as Ash Walker was as much about the exchange of power as the sex itself. Normally, both of them preferred women but he and Ash had grown so close that after he and Kira had split, they’d ended up together from time to time. Because they were both dominants, they’d had to switch or constantly ended up arguing. So they took turns. Every other time one got to be dominant and the other submitted.

      His head fell back as Ash’s hand closed around the root of his cock. He’d deal with the situation they’d created with Sera in the morning. Right then, he just wanted to feel.
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      Sera woke up at dawn as she always did. Knowing they’d be traveling to another part of the Known Universe, she made a mental note to adjust to Standard Time but knew she’d have to also get used to Nondalese local time as well.

      She’d stayed up until nearly two reading the files. Her brother hadn’t been annoyed when she’d called in the small hours of the morning to badger him for a favor. Gods knew he’d called her at midnight more than once to get him out of a bind.

      Her brother Paul was a clever man and Sera was glad he was on her side. His results were impressive and she went over the data again in her head as she showered, continuing to work it over as she got dressed.

      It most certainly looked like Giles Stander was a key figure in this whole thing. The Stander Family had a whole lot of influence, especially in the border universes. The bulk of their money and importance came from their trade in goods. They had a lot to gain if the war continued and kept products expensive on the frontier.

      Her research on the nifty electronic gear in her quarters showed a distinct lack of ideological stances on the part of the Stander Family. They didn’t appear to be true believers in the Federation’s precepts of democratic rule, nor did they look like they embraced the Imperialists’ belief in universe-wide fascism as a tool for greater stability. Still, that it seemed to be a purely economic motivation was worse in Sera’s mind. She could understand doing something you believed in, but doing something for profit and all else be damned was lower than low and she was quite ready to take them down for it.

      After reading over everything and piecing through what she had, Sera couldn’t help but feel there was more than just the Stander Family involved. The whole thing screamed a wider conspiracy. Each Family controlled different segments of everything the Federation did. So while Stander might be able to get them certain things and the bombings and other infiltrations could garner more, it seemed logical to bring in more Family members. The big question mark of course, was who else? The key would be to note who Stander’s closest compatriots were once they got to Nondal.

      She made herself kava and noted with some satisfaction her pantry was well stocked. She made the bread, cheese and fruit into a morning meal as she attempted to compartmentalize her emotions.

      It just had to be done. She was right for the job, they weren’t lying about that. Her linguistic skills alone would have made her a perfect candidate, but she could handle herself in a bind too. It wouldn’t be easy to deal with them, but she’d do it. She believed in what she was doing and even though she felt manipulated

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  

OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/undercover-highres.jpg
Some desires can't stay hidden...

" undercover







