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The air raid siren shook the walls of the wide rotunda, rattling the transpara-shield dome above the tiled floor. The politicians below it glanced upward at the noise, but when the t-dome didn’t flicker or spark, they continued their conversations and idle walks.
“Everyone meander for your lives,” Ash muttered. She didn’t bother to look at the comm-cuff looped around her wrist to see if the siren was a false alarm. Like the politicians she was assigned to protect, she knew it wasn’t worth a single tap on the cuff screen.
This assignment wasn’t worth a tap on the cuff.
“You going to move, Ashdyn?” The terse question came over the voice-link hooked over her ear. Ash’s gaze traveled across the rotunda to where Hauch, one of her new teammates, stood guard. His big body blocked off the entrance to the subterranean conference corridor, an underground complex that was the most secure meeting place on Meryk. And inside one of those rooms—the Werth Room, though Ash wasn’t supposed to have that intel—the most powerful individual in the Coalition sat at a data-table plotting a course of action that would decide the future of the Known Universe.
The minister prime had been plotting that course for a full standard month.
Ash bounced on her toes. It was the only way to expel the sudden burst of energy that urged her to run. The alarm hadn’t caused it. This damn assignment did. Her skills and training were wasted here. There wasn’t one telepath among those politicians. And even if there had been, Ash couldn’t guarantee she’d detect them.
This was not the best way to preserve and protect the Coalition.
“Answer me, Ashdyn.”
Ash’s nostrils flared at the use of her full last name. Hauch didn’t know her. No one on this new team did. And she didn’t care to know them. The only names that mattered to Ash were now laser-carved into Merykian granite in a memorial on the other side of the city.
Ash exhaled, unwilling to let that pain back in. “Give it two minutes. They’ll announce the false alarm.”
She shifted in her too-tight body armor. Her custom-fitted armor had been confiscated after the disastrous mission to Chalos II, and since her financial accounts were still locked down, she hadn’t been able to purchase a new set.
“It’s not your job to anticipate false alarms. It’s your job to clear the rotunda.” The look Hauch gave her said he blamed her for this assignment. From the beginning, he’d been the soldier most resistant to her presence on the team.
No, that wasn’t true. Ash was the soldier most resistant to her presence. If she’d put in the effort, she could have proved she belonged. All she would have had to do was run a few of her typical stunts. Then she’d earn their acceptance.
A loud laugh bounced off the rotunda walls. More politicians. They looked important in their light-trimmed suits. Their expensive comm-cuffs glittered beneath the artificial lights, and assistants trailed them as if they were centers of gravity, pulling worlds into their orbits.
“If you don’t move your ass,” Hauch said, “I’ll have you assigned to sanitation duty with the bots.”
“That shit would be more entertaining than this.”
“What did you say?”
The threat in Hauch’s voice didn’t faze her. She’d spent a year training under the most intimidating man in the universe. She’d resisted Rykus’s influence, his interrogations, his accusations. And then, after she’d proved her innocence and found her sanity again, she’d resisted his attempt to put light-years between them. Instead, they’d spent four days together on a tachyon capsule that bent space and time to bring them to Meryk.
To Meryk. Where Rykus had been taken in for “questioning” and they were separated.
“You heard me, Hauch.” It might have been unfair to take her frustration out on the other soldier, but Ash was pissed the prime wouldn’t tell her anything about Rykus’s whereabouts. And she was pissed she couldn’t find him on her own. All she knew was that he’d left Meryk. It had taken her hours to uncover that information, but she’d found his name hidden beneath layers of security on the manifest of a capsule that left the star system two days after they’d arrived. The capsule had six destinations, and so far, Ash hadn’t found Rykus listed on any of the debarkation reports.
She stepped away from the wall where she’d stood for the past two hours. Hauch looked like he was about to leave his post too, but not to clear the rotunda. No. He wanted to leave his post so he could rip her head off.
“I’ll meet you halfway,” she said.
When he stepped away from the door, she knew he’d taken her words for what they were: an invitation to fight. Ash would take the heat for the altercation, probably get demoted and transferred to a team not half as skilled as this one, but hey, Ash had been blamed for worse.
She should do it. Stretch her muscles, bruise some skin, get kicked off the team. At least then Hauch and the others could get a real assignment.
“The rotunda.” Hauch’s tone contained enough rage to melt that door behind him.
Ash’s gaze focused on that door. Well, why not?
She strode across the rotunda, carving a straight-line path through the crowd.
None of the politicians paid attention to her, and she didn’t pay attention to them. I only have eyes for you, Hauch.
When she was five paces from him, he took another step away from the door. “Clear the famginn rotunda!”
“Reverting to your native tongue? That’s unprofessional.” Soldiers adapted to Coalition common speech, dress, customs, pretty much everything unless they were in a high-stress situation or on leave. That vein popping out of Hauch’s forehead told her exactly how high his blood pressure had spiked.
Not high enough yet. She needed him pissed off a little more, just enough to move another centimeter…
He stepped into her personal space, his height and broad shoulders practically blocking out the t-dome above them.
A leg sweep and a hard hit to his chest sent the big man to the ground.
The attack didn’t keep Hauch down. He was back on his feet and reaching for her more quickly than she’d expected, but a twist of her arm and a careful jab to his throat had him choking long enough to tap her comm-cuff and send her clearance key to the door’s security panel.
It opened. She darted over the threshold, started to seal the door, but Hauch was up again. This time he locked his hand around her wrist and wrenched her arm into a Hraurkurian Hold, a grappling position that would keep even a strong man restrained for a good while.
But Hauch didn’t know Ash was an anomaly, that she was smarter, stronger, faster and much more skilled than the average person. And like most men who weren’t assholes, Hauch was trying not to break her.
His mistake.
Ignoring the sharp pain in her shoulder, she angled her body toward Hauch as far as her ill-fitting armor would allow, then she funneled all her strength into her legs and jumped. When Hauch’s strong arms brought her back down, she kicked the side of his knee.
It popped in a way that guaranteed he’d be limping for a few days, and Ash was free. While he was off-balance, she gave him a hard shove backward.
But she still didn’t have time to get the door shut. Hauch stretched his injured leg over the threshold. A sensor registered the object, preventing the door from sliding shut, then her teammate was up and lunging forward.
“Stay down, damn it.” She barely dodged his attack. Her counter was sloppy, but Hauch put his weight on his injured leg, and the knee didn’t hold him. He tried to push through it, to make it work. Ash respected the effort—her teammates weren’t amateurs—but a damaged joint was a damaged joint. He went down, and she was able to leverage his weight over her hip and deposit him back on the opposite side of the door.
“I’m doing this for you, pal.” She tapped an emergency closure command into the keypad beside the door. It slammed shut in Hauch’s face.
“Hauch to Trident Team.” His words grated over the voice-link hooked over her ear. “Ashdyn’s lost it. She left her post and is in the secure corridor. Intent undetermined.”
“You don’t waste time, do you, Hauch?” She started running. The emergency closure code she’d used on the door also contained a lockdown element. It secured all doors in and out of the underground complex. But since it was easy for her to implement, it would also be easy for her teammates to override it. She had three, maybe four minutes.
“Ashdyn, unlock the doors.” That was Liles, her team lead, who’d been guarding a different entrance to the underground for the past two hours.
“Sorry, boss,” Ash said. “Already committed.”
“Team, switch comm channel to the one we used on the Gamden Raid.”
“Not fair.” Ash’s halfhearted protest didn’t draw a response. Her voice-link clicked as Hauch and Mandell, her third teammate, followed Liles’s order and switched channels. It was definitely possible Ash might end up back in a cell after this.
It didn’t matter. One way or another, she was done with guard duty.

RYKUS WAS HOPING for a reprimand and rank reduction, but one look at the faces of the three-person panel guaranteed he would receive far worse than that.
A dishonorable discharge.
Prison time.
Perhaps permanent grounding to his home world.
He stood too straight, but it was the only way to contain the anxiety punching holes in his heart. He hadn’t felt this way in almost twenty standard years, not since he’d stood before his father and told him he was leaving the Javerian military to join the Coalition.
Clasping his hands behind his back, he stood in the center of the room and made sure his expression matched the grim faces that stared up at him. Up because the two men and one woman were sitting at a long table that had been hastily shoved into the room, not on a raised platform where the Coalition’s soldiers typically met with justice. The legal proceedings had been closed to the public, closed to the media, closed to every individual who might leak a syllable of sensitive information.
“Commander Rhys Rykus,” Magistrate Dietz, the man serving as head of the panel, said. “We’ve reached a judgment.”
Judgment. The words pelted him like shrapnel. He’d told himself he could handle whatever sentence they threw at him, but he hadn’t known until that moment how much his identity was linked to the Fighting Corps. He’d defied his father when he’d joined the interplanetary force, and he’d given everything he had to it for the past two decades. He’d expected to give more for twice that long. Who would he be if he was forced to return to civilian life?
“Multiple charges of misconduct have been brought against you,” the magistrate said. “We are meeting here today to address each one.”
Dietz’s voice rang loud, as if he were addressing a large audience, not a single individual standing three paces away. The man had too much experience with politicians and cameras. Rykus had limited and regrettable experience in front of both, and he had to squeeze his teeth together to keep himself from demanding that Dietz get to the point. Showmanship wasn’t needed here.
“First, I will remind you that you have undertaken an oath of silence. Not one word of these proceedings will make it past these walls.”
The oath had been taken by all four people in the room. Ash had insisted on the secrecy.
Ash.
Rykus wanted to close his eyes and remember her, remember those four days and nights on the Fortune’s Citadel, the scars he’d traced with his lips, the body he’d held in his arms, the scent of the woman he’d defied orders to save. But he’d chosen this path—the right, honorable path—and Ash was out of his reach.
“I understand,” he said.
Dietz used his stylus to tap something on the data-table. “To the first indictment, the abduction and assassination of War Chancellor Grammet Hagan, the charges have been dropped. The investigation into his death is ongoing, and you have cooperated fully.”
That was the easy one. Hagan had been assassinated on Ephron, but the stories from the individuals who’d pointed fingers at Rykus fell apart under the most rudimentary questioning. A telepath had been among the force that pursued him and Ash. Ash hadn’t been able to identify the individual who’d killed Hagan, and without any other way of knowing who possessed the power to speak to and alter minds—a power that few people in the Known Universe believed existed—they had no way of capturing the individual.
“To the second indictment,” Dietz continued. “Violation of an order from a commander of a ship, we have found you not guilty.”
Rykus’s gaze jerked to Bayis. That charge had been brought directly by the admiral. He hadn’t had a choice. Once Rykus had been accused of Hagan’s murder, Bayis had to follow procedure. He’d confined Rykus to his quarters aboard the Obsidian, shut him off from communications, and denied him access to most of the ship and its databanks. The only reason Rykus had been able to circumvent the detainment was by swallowing his pride and contacting his father, the Grand General of Javery’s armed forces and a man who had a powerful influence on the planet’s politics.
Bayis’s expression didn’t change. The admiral was a friend, but he was an officer and a professional. If the panel had found him guilty, Bayis would have sat there with the same blank face.
I should be guilty of this charge. Rykus was being let off because of a technicality, a favor he’d called in. Why?
“To the third indictment,” Dietz said. “Providing aid and comfort to an accused traitor of the Coalition…”
Dietz’s words rolled through Rykus’s ears like Rykus’s heart rolled through his chest. This was one of the two charges he feared the most. Not because of the consequences, but because of the implications. The third and fourth indictments proved his judgment had been clouded. They proved that, when it came to Ash, he couldn’t be the steady, unwavering soldier he’d trained his whole life to become.
Dietz peered up from the data-table. “We have found you not guilty.”
Air tangled in his lungs. “Sir?”
“We have found you not guilty.”
“But—” Did Rykus want to argue for a reversal of the panel’s decision? Aiding a traitor was a serious crime. Not as contemptible as the indictment that would come, but one that would destroy his life. It would certainly destroy his career.
His gut twisted. He’d always taken responsibility for his actions. He made decisions only after weighing the consequences, and then he accepted those consequences whatever they were.
“I helped Lieutenant Ashdyn with the full knowledge that she had charges of treason pending against her.”
Bayis’s expression remained neutral, but Dietz and Prime Tersa exchanged a look.
“You’re aware of the repercussions of a guilty charge?” Dietz asked.
“Fully aware.”
A muscle in Dietz’s face twitched.
“Commander.” The prime clasped her hands on the data-table, and her long silver braid swung over her left shoulder. “The circumstances surrounding Lieutenant Ashdyn’s arrest were unconventional. You acted in the best interest of the Coalition. In fact, your actions can be seen as heroic—”
“Heroic.” The word tasted like acid, and now the verdicts were beginning to make sense. “No.”
Tersa’s eyebrows went up. “No?”
“No.” He squeezed the word through gritted teeth.
“Commander,” Tersa said. “Lieutenant Ashdyn would be dead if it weren’t for your faith in her, and we would be sitting here without any idea of this hidden threat. War Chancellor Hagan was compromised. For how long, we don’t know. But I’m grateful we’re aware of the danger now.”
He despised the way she emphasized that word, grateful. He’d been thanked too many times in his life for a different event that he didn’t deserve praise for. He wouldn’t accept praise for this one either, especially not when he knew the expectation attached to it.
“I won’t be paraded—”
“You’ve served the Coalition bravely for years. You’ve put your life at risk and saved hundreds of thousands of people.”
“Gaeles Minor was—”
“The entire Known Universe recognizes your name because of what you did there. The people respect you. I respect you. And you have an obligation to—”
“I have an obligation to do my duty.” He felt the tendons in his neck tighten. “To honor the military code.” A code he’d violated more than once with Ash. “I damn well won’t—”
An air raid siren shook the small room. He tensed even though it was undoubtedly another false alarm. Every time a speck of dust shifted in Meryk’s near-space, some newbie technician overreacted and sounded a system-wide alert. The whole of Coalition space was on edge. Since the attack at Ephron, the enemy had been appearing in and out of Coalition space, testing the Fleet’s reaction time, collecting intel, and generally wreaking havoc on interstellar commerce. The Sariceans hadn’t yet appeared in Merykian space, but Rykus almost hoped they would. Here, in the heart of the Coalition, they were ready to meet the enemy.
The prime raised her voice over the siren. “I don’t think you understand the power you have. You don’t understand your influence and how you can use your reputation to save more lives.”
He’d heard these same arguments after the tragedy of Gaeles Minor. The Coalition had wanted to tour him around then. Instead, he’d kept away from the cameras, first while he healed on Ephron, and then on Caruth where he trained anomalies out of public view.
On Caruth, where he’d met Ash.
Damn, he missed her. He half wished she’d run into the room to evac the prime, but Rykus had made Bayis plant evidence that he’d left the planet. It would take Ash a while to determine his departure itinerary was false.
He focused on the prime. “I’m a soldier. I strategize. I fight. I kill the enemy.”
“You were in a noncombat role on the Obsidian.”
“I was prepping for an operation.”
“You were boosting troop morale.”
“It was a mission that had a high level of risk.”
“Your next mission also has a high level of risk, and morale throughout the Coalition is extremely low due to the Sariceans’ attack at Ephron.”
She was maneuvering him. He knew it, saw the trap placed just below the dangling bait, but he couldn’t let it go. “What mission?”
She had the decency not to look self-satisfied. “We’re at war with the Sariceans and an unknown contingent of telepaths. We need to know if there’s any connection between our enemies.”
“You think the telepaths are Saricean?” Rykus asked.
“Perhaps it’s a side effect of the radiation poisoning.” Tersa delivered the statement deadpan. Her body language didn’t say she believed her words, just that it was a theory. The Saris System’s sun began poisoning the populations of three of its four planets well over a century ago. It sickened the old and the young, shortened their lifespans, and caused their skin—particularly the sensitive, sun-beaten skin of their faces—to form an iridescent sheen. But to believe that the cancer could also cause a mental mutation like telepathy? Rykus wasn’t buying it.
“Admiral Bayis,” Tersa said. “Bring Commander Rykus up to date on our plans.”
Bayis’s jaw clenched. It was a subtle, almost invisible movement, but from him, it was telling. “You’ve heard of our new class of sentient ships?”
“I have.”
“The first ship is complete. She was commissioned into service last week and is here to finish outfitting for her first mission. She’s fast and she’s lethal, and her intelligence-gathering capabilities are unsurpassed.” His eyes lost some of their chill. “The Kaelais will expand the sphere-of-war by .05 percent with a ninety-six percent accuracy. That gives us a five-second edge over our enemies.”
Rykus kept his expression steady, but that edge was impressive. Over the centuries, the practical distance battles in space were fought across had grown. An intelligent captain coupled with a good sentient-class ship could overcome the time delay caused by that distance. Advances in technology and mathematics shortened the time by seconds too, but for a new ship to cut the delay by a full five seconds, allowing the Coalition to note enemy maneuvers sooner, was truly significant.
Rykus’s gaze slid to the minister prime. “And that edge will help on this operation of yours?”
“It won’t be needed,” she said, “but it’s reassuring to the admiral and a few other individuals involved in the plan.”
“Prime Tersa has arranged for a meeting with the Sariceans,” Bayis said. “On their terms and in their territory.”
“That’s… interesting.” It was unexpected. The Sariceans didn’t allow many individuals from outside their system to visit their planets. They had the most advanced protective grid in the Known Universe. Nothing, not people or data or drones, entered or exited their space without them knowing. Getting a key to pass that grid without raising an alarm was rare but possible. Intelligence had obtained a key for Ash’s previous team. It allowed them into Saricean space and to Chalos II, where they’d raided a database and obtained schematics to a Saricean shipyard. The mission had gone perfectly.
Until it hadn’t. The bastard who had slithered his way into Ash’s life had intercepted her team on the return home. He’d killed everyone but Ash. She hadn’t survived unscathed though. Jevan Valt had left her in a telepathic straightjacket, then planted evidence that she’d committed treason and murder.
Rykus’s right fist, the one he’d used to pound Valt’s face into a bloody mess, tightened at his side. “How did you arrange the—”
The chamber door burst open.
Rykus spun and crouched, ready to charge the invaders, but the person barreling through the door wasn’t the enemy. It was Ash.
Their gazes met, clung, and her steps faltered. So did Rykus’s equilibrium. He wasn’t a soldier in that moment. He was the civilian, the man, who’d spent four days on the Fortune’s Citadel with the strongest, most beautiful woman in the KU.
His lapse in composure lasted barely a second. Ash’s even less than that. She looped her thumbs into the pockets of her uniform, and the urgency with which she’d entered melted away as if she hadn’t charged into a closed meeting with a panel consisting of the most powerful people in the Coalition.
When a smile pulled at the corner of Ash’s mouth, Rykus realized he was still poised to attack.
Stupid, he thought, forcing himself to straighten and relax. The Sariceans wouldn’t have sent ground troops here, not without an aerial bombardment first. It wasn’t their style.
No, this was Ash’s style. Always making an entrance, doing something unexpected and usually more than a little forbidden.
“These are closed proceedings, Lieutenant Ashdyn.” Tersa’s voice cut through the air. She and the other two members of the panel were standing.
Ash ignored the prime and kept her green eyes on him. “You fabricated the capsule manifest. Clever.”
“Not clever enough apparently.”
She snorted. “I’m not here to rescue you, Rip. I’m here for her.” She looked at the prime. “You might want to tell Hauch not to kill me.”
Tersa frowned. “Hauch?”
“Get on the famginn ground!”
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Rykus took Hauch down so impressively, Ash almost felt bad for the guy. He was already injured thanks to her, and his head hit the ground hard. Hauch still tried to fight, tried to break Rykus’s hold and get to Ash, but her fail-safe was built for war. He had no trouble keeping Hauch down.
Ash rarely let others fight her battles, but she crossed her arms over her too-tight body armor and watched Rykus. She liked the way he moved. Everything he did, from the holds he used to the way he angled his powerful body proved his skill, his refinement.
He’d proved his skill and refinement in other ways not that long ago.
“Enough,” Minister Prime Tersa said from behind the long data-table. “Rykus, let him up. Hauch, stay where you are. Ashdyn—”
Footsteps from the corridor preceded Liles and Mandell. Ash cut between the armed soldiers and her fail-safe. Her hand went to the Covar holstered at her side, but she managed to clamp down on her instinct to draw it. These were Coalition men, her teammates, even if she didn’t want to accept them. Their weapons might be drawn and pointed at her, but she wasn’t going to escalate things further. Contrary to past accusations, she did not kill Coalition soldiers.
“Seeker’s God,” Tersa said. “Everyone stand down.”
Liles and Mandell didn’t take their eyes off Ash, but they heard the prime. The distrust in their gazes, especially in Liles’s, who knew what Ash was, put a sour taste in her mouth. But Liles hadn’t told the other two men that she was an anomaly. Lucky for her because Mandell might have assumed she’d snapped. It was a risk all non-loyalty-trained anomalies lived with, and she supposed she wouldn’t have blamed him for thinking it. She wasn’t exactly acting sane at the moment.
Liles lowered his weapon first. After a brief hesitation, Mandell followed the major’s example.
Tersa’s sharp blue eyes cut in Ash’s direction. “Are you pleased with yourself, Lieutenant?”
She let a smile bend her lips. “Actually—”
“Ash.” Her fail-safe’s voice was almost inaudible, but it shut her down. Her gaze slid his way. He was looking at her now, not at Hauch who was still immobilized on the ground. Ash worked to calm her reaction to Rykus—that almost physical drumbeat in her chest—and gave a casual shrug. Even before the loyalty training brainwashed her class of anomalies, she’d been drawn to him.
Something flickered in his dark eyes. Something hot. Whether that was anger or a glimpse of a different kind of heat, she didn’t know. He shut it off and looked back down at Hauch.
“You good?”
When Hauch nodded, Rykus rose. He even helped Ash’s teammate up. Hauch tried not to wince, but Ash had damaged that knee. He couldn’t put weight on it. He hobbled on his right leg, trying to maintain his balance.
“That must have been an impressive feat of hopping,” Ash commented, picturing the tough, broad-shouldered man making his way down the corridor. “I almost wish I could have seen it.”
Liles and Mandell looked at the leg. She could see them calculating the distance Hauch had covered to get there, and though they kept scowls on their faces, their eyes betrayed a held-back laughter. They’d give him a hard time for the hopping after his knee healed. Just like Ash’s old team would have.
Her lungs constricted. She had to force herself to take a breath, to push away the pain of their loss. She couldn’t undo the past no matter how hard she tried. But she couldn’t keep avoiding it either. She knew what she needed to do to get some kind of closure; she just hadn’t been able to take those steps yet.
Soon, she promised. And if this confrontation with the prime ended the way she intended, soon might be today.
Rykus was watching her. Something told her he knew where her thoughts had drifted. Before his arrest, he’d held her half a dozen times when she’d woken up screaming her dead teammates’ names.
She hated that he’d seen her weak. She hated that he’d seen her hurting. She hated that he’d seen her appear anything other than strong and in control.
“You’ve interrupted a private meeting.” Prime Tersa’s voice helped Ash focus. “A meeting that is classified because you asked for all matters relating to your discovery to be kept secret. You agreed—”
“Yeah, about that. This assignment ends now.” The loyalty training squeezed her throat. Ash was a soldier. It was her duty to follow orders, not to question them. She’d been able to circumvent direct commands when she had been charged with treason a month ago only because of the situation—her silence had protected the Coalition. But now she was free of Valt’s manipulation, and the truth that telepaths existed was known by more people than just her. The loyalty training insisted she fall in line and behave. But Ash happened to be from Glory, a planet whose inhabitants always took issue with authority. And, well, Ash was Ash. The Fighting Corps tried to bleed native idiosyncrasies out of its soldiers, but she had never managed to “standardize her behavior.”
“Lieutenant—”
“I’m useless here. I told you I would be.”
“You weren’t useless on Ephron,” Tersa said. “You weren’t useless on the tachyon capsule.”
Her mind flashed back to the Fortune’s Citadel and to the four days and nights she’d spent in Rykus’s bed. She had desperately needed the retreat from reality, and it had been an exquisite escape until the last day when a telepath might—might—have brushed against her consciousness.
“I told you I’m not reliable,” Ash said. “That could have been nothing.”
“But it could have been something.”
“Give us a new assignment.”
“Give her a new assignment.” Hauch hobbled forward. His voice sounded tight. He really should put a rejuvenation brace on that knee.
“I’m fine with a new team,” Ash said. “I’m also fine with going after the enemy solo.”
She could practically hear Rykus grind his teeth. Ash lost count of the number of klicks she’d run and the hours of sleep she’d lost because of her insubordination on Caruth. Rykus had never tolerated it.
And that’s why she kept doing it.
When he drew in a deep breath, then ever so slowly let it out, Ash hid a smile. He’d recently become more accommodating of her behavior. Almost as accommodating as Tersa. The prime’s strategy for dealing with Ash was to acquiesce to a few of her requests, to make her feel important and integral to the defense of the Coalition, and hope that Ash repaid her with obedience. And for the past month, Ash had. But that was ending today no matter how much the loyalty training threatened to choke her.
“Major Liles, have your man take Hauch to a doctor. You might as well stay“—she scowled at Ash—”if Ashdyn will permit it. Your team will be getting a new assignment.”
The loyalty training relaxed its grip on her free will, but that didn’t lessen the tension in Ash’s shoulders. Tersa had acquiesced too easily. The prime wasn’t a pushover. She couldn’t simply be giving Ash her way just in an effort to appear accommodating. She must have already had plans to reassign them.
Ash held Tersa’s gaze a few seconds longer before turning to Hauch, who was still staring her down.
Mandell put a hand on the soldier’s shoulder. “Come on. You can settle this later.”
He helped Hauch hobble from the room.
“Everyone take a seat,” Tersa said. She followed her own advice, but Bayis remained standing.
“You’re turning this into a full briefing.” Bayis’s tone rivaled Rykus’s in the lack-of-inflection department.
“I’m making use of this time and interruption,” Tersa responded, “so, yes. This is a briefing.”
“This isn’t the way things are done.”
“Adapt, Admiral. And sit.”
Bayis’s gaze targeted Ash like this was her fault, but he complied with Tersa’s order.
Five chairs lined the back wall. Rykus grabbed two, then dropped one down beside Ash.
“It’s good to see you again, Rip.”
He didn’t respond. He just sat in his chair and faced the three people seated behind the data-table. Liles retrieved a chair and sat as well.
Casual as could be, Ash turned her chair backward and straddled it.
“Before we were interrupted.” Rykus fixed his gaze on Tersa. “You mentioned a meeting.”
“Yes. Five days from now. We have an invitation to meet a Saricean eminence. They will allow a single ship to depart a tachyon capsule in the Ysbar System. We will meet at Ysbar Station to discuss a settlement between us.”
“A peace treaty?” Rykus asked.
“Perhaps,” Tersa said.
Liles leaned forward. “They gave us a pass into Saricean space?”
“They did.” Tersa’s voice was bland compared to Liles’s. Like every other Coalition citizen and soldier, Liles wanted revenge. The Sariceans’ surprise attack at Ephron had killed thousands and destroyed the infrastructure of the planet’s capital city. It didn’t matter that the Coalition had been planning a similar preemptive strike. The Sariceans had beaten them to it, and it was time for payback.
“We will meet with the Sariceans as arranged,” Tersa said. “We will not use this pass to strike at them.”
“Then why do you need my team?”
“Protection,” Bayis cut in before Tersa could answer. “The minister prime intends to meet personally with the Saricean eminence.”
Ash’s gaze jerked back to the prime. Rykus went still, and Liles muttered a curse.
“They’re baiting you for an easy kill,” Liles said.
“It’s a diplomatic meeting. There will be no violence.”
Liles shook his head. “The Sariceans promised a nonviolent meeting at Gaeles Minor. Instead, they butchered our people.”
“People die in firefights,” Tersa said. “It was a battle, not a butchery. And I have reason to believe the spark that ignited that event may not have been the Sariceans’ fault. If I can undo the harm—”
“The harm?” Rykus’s quiet, lethal tone caused chill bumps to prickle down Ash’s arms. “We lost thousands of men and women in that battle. We almost lost the planet.”
Ash had to concentrate to keep her leg from jumping. The loyalty training flushed through her veins, attuning her to her fail-safe. She wanted him to give an order, something to do or say so she could morph the displeasure in his voice into—
She dug her fingers into her crossed arms and locked her gaze on the prime.
Ignore the pull and breathe, Ash.
Tersa folded her hands on the data-table. “I understand your sentiment, Commander.”
“If you’re willing to make a deal with the enemy, you don’t.”
Tersa lifted her chin, impervious to Rykus’s ownership of every molecule in the room. “The Sariceans have always claimed we fired first. Just like the pursuit force on Ephron claimed that you fired first.”
Magistrate Dietz whispered something into Tersa’s ear. Ash didn’t bother to read his lips. She shifted in her one-size-fits-most armor. It chafed against her rib cage, just like this conversation’s direction was beginning to chafe against her nerves.
“You’ve spent this past month arranging a meeting with the Sariceans?”
Tersa’s cool blue eyes met hers. “We are at war with the Sariceans.”
“They’re not the biggest threat against us.” Valt and his fellow telepaths were the poison that could take down the Coalition.
“You were on Ephron,” Tersa said. “You saw what they did.”
“I felt what the others did.”
“And that’s why you are here. That’s why you are coming with me to the meeting.”
“That meeting is suicidal,” Rykus said.
Tersa turned her attention to him. “I don’t believe it is.”
Dietz started to lean toward Tersa again, but the prime waved him away. This time Ash watched him. He was the person in the room she knew the least about. He’d been appointed to his position of lead magistrate. That meant he’d had a complete and thorough check of his background, but War Chancellor Hagan had been fully vetted too, and he’d become a telepath’s drone. It was possible Dietz or Tersa could be one as well, but no matter how Ash mentally pushed and pulled at their minds—and really, Ash had no idea what she was doing—she felt nothing from either of them. She felt nothing from anyone in the room except her fail-safe, and that had nothing to do with telepathy.
With effort, Ash shifted her thoughts from Rykus back to the prime. “You think the Sariceans have been…” She glanced at Liles. “Affected?”
After a long hesitation, Tersa said, “I do.”
“Affected?” Liles frowned. “I’m not following. What is this other threat? And what does Ashdyn have to do with it?”
Tersa’s blue eyes remained on Ash. “You need to make a decision, Lieutenant. We can continue to speak in vague terms about the other enemy, or you can trust a man we’ve chosen to bring into our circle. You can trust a man that your fail-safe respects. Or we can leave him ignorant and see how that unfolds.”
Another attempt to pretend the power was in Ash’s hands. Tersa’s pretenses were getting old.
Liles turned his body to look at her, a confrontational pose. He had been patient. He’d played the mediator between her and the other two members of her new team more times than she could count. And he knew she was an anomaly and hadn’t told anyone. He was probably trustworthy. But the more people who knew about the existence of telepaths, the greater the risk that the knowledge would spread.
“This is the best lead we have.” Tersa softened her voice as if the hint of sympathy would change Ash’s mind.
“That’s not true.” She leveled a glare at the prime. “You have Valt.”
“Valt is no longer useful.”
“The only way he’s not useful is if he’s dead.”
The sympathy faded from Tersa’s eyes. “He’s told us everything he knows. His people aren’t a society in the traditional sense. They are spread out and compartmentalized.”
“Give me five minutes with him. We’ll see how compartmentalized they are.”
“You’ve assured us you will kill him if you see him again.”
“I will.”
Tersa pressed her lips together. “We can’t allow that.”
“If Valt has told you everything he knows, you don’t need him anymore.” Ash slid her hands down to the sides of her chair’s seat back. She wanted to pick the thing up and throw it at the prime.
“Who is Valt?” Liles pronounced each word separately and in a tone that said he’d had enough.
Tersa looked at Ash and arched her eyebrows. An invisible fist rattled the chains that controlled Ash. She wanted to fight the loyalty training to prove that she could, but there was no credible reason to. Liles was a good man.
She squeezed the edges of the chair harder, then released it to wave one hand through the air in a go-ahead motion.
“Thank you,” Tersa said coolly. Then she turned her attention to Liles. “You weren’t at Ephron, so you didn’t hear the rumor.”
“The rumor that one of our own turned on us and betrayed us to the Sariceans? Everyone’s heard that.”
Ash rested her forearms on the back of the chair again. She’d been cleared of charges, but that accusation still stung.
“As rumors are, the tale is twisted,” Tersa said. “There was a betrayal, but to the best of our knowledge, the timing of the Sariceans’ attack was not caused by it.”
Liles nodded once, acknowledging the words.
“War Chancellor Hagan was compromised,” Tersa said. “He had an assistant, Tram Stratham. The man was a telepath and a traitor. He manipulated Hagan’s mind, stole information, and forced decisions on us that benefited an unknown contingent of additional telepaths. He’s dead now, courtesy of Lieutenant Ashdyn, but another man, Jevan Valt, attempted to do the same to her. He did not succeed. His failure is the reason we know these telepaths exist and are a threat.”
Liles watched the prime with eyes only slightly narrowed in skepticism.
When he didn’t speak, Tersa continued. “Ashdyn is the only way we have to detect telepaths and their drones.”
Ash shook her head. “You can get more out of Valt. If he’s not talking—”
“He is talking,” Tersa said. “He talks and talks and talks. We’ve learned that his goal was to control the leaders of our Coalition. We learned that you, Hagan, and the senator Valt worked for were drones. We learned Valt can’t manipulate you from a distance and that you have difficult walls to break through. He’s also told us that, now that you’re aware of your exposure to telepaths, you can feel when they’re nearby.”
“And of course you trust everything he says.”
“We have reason to believe he’s telling the truth.”
“What reason?” Ash demanded.
Tersa’s nostrils flared. “Our interrogators are good at their jobs.”
“I’m very aware of that,” Ash said.
Tersa snapped her mouth shut, and beside Ash, Rykus shifted. Guilt radiated from him. Even though he hadn’t known the Coalition’s interrogator had been sent in to torture her on the Obsidian, he felt responsible. When they were on the Fortune’s Citadel, he’d told her he should have discovered the truth sooner. He should have trusted her completely from the beginning.
Ash had told him playfully that yeah, he should have. Then she’d climbed on top of him and kissed him.
She didn’t blame her fail-safe. None of this was his fault.
Tersa erased her chagrin and started again. “Valt indicated a rival faction may be influencing the Sariceans. I need you to verify if that’s true.”
Faction. Her previous team lead’s last words—words she’d misunderstood until she’d confronted Valt in a capsule’s cargo bay—were an order for her to fight the factions. She intended to do that, but first she had to discover exactly what those factions were, how to find them, and why Trevast had known anything about them.
“What else has Valt said?”
Tersa studied her. Ash met the icy blue eyes and made sure not a trace of emotion remained on her face. She wasn’t sure she was successful. When Tersa finally spoke again, Ash felt as if she’d been calculated.
“Assist me at Ysbar Station, and perhaps I’ll secure the interview transcripts for you.”
“I can get to him on my own.”
“Can you?” No inflection in that question, just two words spoken monotone. And two words that made a good point.
Ash was an anomaly and had the right training. She could break into wherever they were holding Valt except for the one little fact that she’d have to hurt or kill Coalition men and women to do it. She’d done her best not to kill or permanently injure anyone when she’d escaped the Obsidian, but those circumstances had been different. She’d had to survive so that she could protect and preserve the Coalition. Now that the existence of the telepaths was known by more than just her, she’d lost that excuse to wiggle free from the yoke of the loyalty training.
This was precisely why the Coalition had begun brainwashing Caruth-trained soldiers, this and the assurance that it kept anomalies from snapping. She might be able to circumvent her fail-safe’s compulsion every now and then, but this would be going directly against an order from the leader of the Coalition. The loyalty training wouldn’t allow that.
“Evidence,” Liles said. “I need evidence before I can believe any of this.”
“There’s Ashdyn,” Prime Tersa said, “though I can understand if you don’t trust her. There’s also Jevan Valt, who is imprisoned on Caruth. The other men who could attest to the truth of this matter are dead. You will have to go on faith and the fact that no one sitting in this room is a fool.”
“You said Valt made a senator his drone,” Liles said.
“He did. The senator from Rimmeria.”
Liles’s glower deepened. The senator from Rimmeria was assassinated a month ago. She and Rykus had learned that while on board the Citadel.
Liles folded his arms across his chest. “The telepaths, if they exist, are killing off the evidence.”
“Yes,” Tersa answered.
“They don’t know Valt’s alive?”
“If they do, they can’t reach him. He is well protected.”
Valt shouldn’t be protected. He should be dead.
“None of this matters though,” Tersa said. “Your team’s mission is decided. You will escort me to the meeting on Ysbar Station, and we will determine if the telepaths have had anything to do with this war between us and the Sariceans.” Tersa held up a hand. “And before you interrupt again, Lieutenant, detecting telepaths isn’t the only reason I’m meeting with the eminence. It’s a reason I am meeting with him.”
“Which eminence?” Rykus’s deep voice reverberated through the air, and awareness of his presence refocused Ash’s attention. He had the ability to make the calmest, quietest words sound like they were delivered via every voice-link in the KU.
“The eminence.” Tersa tapped a command into the data-table, and an image of a robed figure projected above its surface.
Liles straightened. “You arranged a meeting with Eminence Avesti?”
“Now you see why I must go.”
Ash stared at the Sariceans’ leader. Their religious law stated that all the eminences had the same amount of power, but in practice, influence pooled around one individual, the pearl-faced man hovering above the data-table. The holo picked up the arrogance in the eminence’s unnaturally blue eyes, a color that was a side effect of radiation poisoning from the Saris System’s suns. The iridescent freckles and sunspots covering his face were another side effect. They could be easily prevented, remedied, or covered up by cosmetics, but the Sariceans chose not to, believing them to be marks of wisdom and, ironically, health. According to doctrine, all the followers had to do was visit the chosen planet and they wouldn’t be touched by cancer. Inexplicably, living on Saris or staying for a long visit seemed to work.
“Are you sure we can’t assassinate him?” Ash asked.
The question was half in jest, but Tersa must not have picked up on it. She scowled at Ash. “We will not. Admiral.”
Bayis took the cue and retrieved something from beneath the data-table.
“Commander.” Bayis held out a comm-cuff. He waited until Rykus took the device before he continued. “I’m sending the mission brief to all three of your profiles. I mentioned the new sentient-class ship that was just commissioned. Her name is the CSS Kaelais. I’ve assigned Captain Naethan Furyk to her helm. The Kaelais has arrived in Merykian space. She’ll pick up a full contingent of soldiers. Rykus will be in command of them. And he’ll accompany Trident Team and the prime to the meeting with the Sariceans.”
Ash glanced at Rykus. They’d be on the Kaelais together. It wasn’t how things were supposed to go. Loyalty-trained anomalies were deliberately kept away from their fail-safes when given assignments. It was the solution the scientists had come up with to the whole must-follow-their-fail-safe’s-orders side effect of the brainwashing. Ash had other ways of fighting that side effect, but one look at Rykus’s grim face said that didn’t matter. On the Fortune’s Citadel, they’d agreed their relationship only had a chance if they didn’t work together.
“You don’t need me there,” he said.
“Of course they need you, Rip.” Ash rested her arms across the back of her chair. “They don’t trust me.”
“We would trust you more if it weren’t for your”—the prime waved her hand—“escapades. But if we encounter telepaths on this mission, I need assurance they won’t gain control of you again.”
“I was there last time,” Rykus said. “My presence didn’t help.”
“She didn’t shoot you.”
“Because I shot her.”
“And you will shoot her again if someone takes over her mind.”
“That’s something we agree on,” Ash said.
Rykus’s gaze jerked to her. She saw the dissent in his eyes, the absolute condemnation of the idea. Ash couldn’t remember Valt’s order to kill her fail-safe or her struggle against it. All she knew was she’d had the crosshairs of her weapon aimed between Rykus’s eyes. If she lost control again, Rykus had to take her out.
He shuttered his emotions and focused on the prime. “This mission should be canceled.”
“It won’t be,” Tersa said. “You have ten hours to prepare for departure.”
A protest tried to crawl up Ash’s throat, but the loyalty training shoved it down. Ash was a soldier, the Sariceans were an enemy, and she would wage this war no matter how much she wanted to slip out of the assignment and focus on more personal demons.
But she didn’t yet have enough intel to track and kill those demons. If Tersa happened to be right and there was a link between the telepaths and the Sariceans, the trip to Ysbar Station might not be a waste. And if Ash took care of a few things before she left Meryk, she could use the transit time for research.
“I need something first,” Ash said. The words weren’t intended as an objection or ultimatum, but the way Tersa stiffened indicated the prime expected an argument.
“Yes?” Tersa asked.
“I want my accounts unlocked.” Unlocking her financial accounts would resolve a few of her problems—the damn body armor for instance—but not all of them. Not the one that really bothered her.
Tersa’s face formed a cold mask. “Your accounts will be unlocked when you tell us where your credits have gone.”
Her accounts had been frozen when she was accused of treason and murder. They’d tried to track her withdrawals, but Ash had been careful. The only transactions the Coalition investigators had been able to trace were the ones planted by Valt, and Ash wanted to keep it that way. “It’s a private matter.”
“Then your accounts remain closed.”
“Then find yourself another telepath detector,” she said. “I won’t reenlist when my term is up at the end of the month.” The bluff burned her throat like acid, but Ash maintained her relaxed, almost insubordinate posture. Her term of enlistment did expire soon, but she’d never given one thought to leaving the Fighting Corps—no loyalty-trained anomaly had ever left it. Tersa didn’t need to see her struggle though. She didn’t need to know how hard it had become to breathe.
“The Coalition needs you,” Tersa said. “And violating this order would be a good way to end up back in a cell.”
Ash clamped her hands on the back of her chair and was about to rise and tell Tersa to try it, but Rykus stood first.
“There’s a fourth charge against me,” he said quickly. “You haven’t read the verdict.”
Verdict?
Ash’s gaze shot to the three-person panel, and she felt something in her mind slip. They were here to sentence her fail-safe, to convict him of crimes.
“Major Liles, Lieutenant Ashdyn,” Tersa said. “You are dismissed.”
Her heart punched against her chest, and she squeezed her hands into fists to fight off the sudden, cold pricking sensation crawling around her fingers. Rykus shouldn’t be facing any charges. He’d saved her life. He’d protected the Coalition. If they found him guilty…
No.
She closed her eyes.
No.
They wouldn’t. Tersa needed him to keep Ash in line. Plus Bayis had already stated Rykus would be in command of the Kaelais’s soldiers. He wouldn’t be given that responsibility if he was imprisoned or court-martialed.
That was the only reason Ash was able to talk herself off the ledge. It was the only reason she was able to follow Tersa’s order and leave. That and the one small task she needed to do before she left Meryk.
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The faded silhouette of the CSS Kaelais hovered in the sky between Meryk and its nearest moon. The atmosphere and angle of the sun allowed it to be seen even in the bright afternoon. It was a sleek, graceful ship that looked more like a pleasure cruiser than a lethal killing machine, and nearly everyone in the park gazed at it instead of the children playing.
Ash was one of two people whose attention wasn’t locked on the heavens. But unlike the other individual, she watched a blue door in the row of homes across the street from the park. It was a door she had entered before, but the simple steps she’d taken two months ago were impossible to take now. Her feet were leaden, her heart unwilling to pump enough blood to allow her the strength to rise from the park bench. She might very well be sick.
But she needed to enter that door. She couldn’t put it off any longer. Her ride to the warship overhead would depart in an hour. Who knew when she’d be back on Meryk? She might not make it back at all.
She rubbed her thumb over the smooth, transparent device in her hand. It was the same type of data-drive her old team had used on their last mission. Due to its speed, capacity, and stealth—not just visual stealth, but also digital—it was illegal to possess outside of approved military operations. And this operation definitely wasn’t approved.
She closed her eyes. It was distasteful to think of what she was about to do as an operation. She should be here for personal reasons. She should be here because it was the right thing to do. She should—
“Ash?”
The voice jolted Ash to her feet.
She turned. Lydia stood a few meters away with Grant, her kid.
Trevast’s kid. Even at five, he looked like his father.
Emotion clawed through her, triggering the instinct to flee. She glanced up at the Kaelais, then scanned the park before her gaze went back to Lydia.
These were the people Trevast had left behind, the people who had been told Ash had murdered their husband and father. Did they know what really happened? Shit. Ash hadn’t thought to ask, and the way Lydia stared made her think no one had revisited with the truth.
Lydia dropped Grant’s hand and lunged forward. Ash didn’t defend herself—she deserved this assault—but Lydia didn’t punch or push or tackle her to the ground. She didn’t wrap her hands around Ash’s throat.
She wrapped her arms around her shoulders.
The embrace hurt Ash more than any attack could have.
“I knew it wasn’t true,” Lydia said. “He loved you like a sister.”
Ash bit the inside of her cheek. She had to keep it together. Trevast’s widow was keeping it together. Lydia was pale, her eyes watering, but she wasn’t curling into a ball the way Ash wanted to.
“It’s good to see you again.” Only a lifetime of concealing emotions allowed Ash to make her voice sound normal.
Lydia stepped back. “Grant, you remember your daddy’s friend, Ash, right?”
The little kid grinned. “You got me the multi-tool for my birthday.”
“A completely inappropriate gift for a five-year-old, yes,” Lydia said, gently scolding Ash. Ash had bought the pocket-sized tool with the illegal signal jammer to irritate Trevast. It had worked.
“That’s me.” She smiled through the pain.
“How long have you been on Meryk?” Lydia asked.
“Not long.” Too long. Ash should have knocked on Lydia’s door the day she landed, but she’d been a coward.
She was still a coward. Discreetly she slid the transparent data-drive into a pocket. She should do the right thing now, give her condolences and depart. She didn’t need to make this an intelligence-gathering mission. There was likely nothing to gather.
“Why don’t you come inside,” Lydia said.
“I deploy soon.” She retreated a step.
“Already? I thought they’d give you the three standard months’ leave.”
“Usually they do.” Run, her conscience told her. Get out of here before you violate Trevast’s memory.
“Come in,” Lydia said. “Just for a few minutes. I’ll make you a drink.”
The Kaelais pulled Ash’s attention back to the sky. Her orders were to report to the ship. She didn’t have to look at her comm-cuff to know she was running out of time. The loyalty training served as her clock, tugging her puppet strings with each second that ticked past. That coupled with her cowardice made it almost impossible to accept Lydia’s offer.
Almost.
She’d made it a policy to circumvent the loyalty training whenever possible. So if it demanded she leave, then screw it. She would stay no matter how much her conscience wanted her to run.
She would stay, and she would do this.
“I might have a few minutes to spare.”
Relief and worry lit Lydia’s face. It was an odd combination. Maybe she hadn’t wanted Ash to say yes?
“Great.” Lydia smiled, took her son’s hand, and started toward the row of homes.
Ash waited a moment, just long enough to notice the movement of a man in the park, the one other person whose attention hadn’t been riveted to the Kaelais like everyone else.
Ash pretended not to notice him and followed Trevast’s widow. The blue door slid into the white stone wall. Stepping over the threshold, Ash’s throat closed up. She wanted this to be two months ago. She wanted to grin at Trevast as she handed his son a gift he’d specifically forbidden her to give. She wanted him and the rest of the team to be standing in the social room, cracking jokes, acting like civilians and dads and sons and brothers. She didn’t want the memory of their deaths.
“Run up to your room, Grant.” Lydia looked tense. Nervous. “Have a seat, Ash. I’ll be right back.”
Ash didn’t drop onto the couch or the half-broken recliner that had been Trevast’s favorite. As soon as Lydia left the room, she walked to the wall that held the family’s entertainment system and found the small port that provided an access point to the home’s databanks.
She inserted the transparent drive. The system didn’t chime or register the device in any way, but Ash tapped on her comm-cuff, opened the not-quite-legal application that shouldn’t be installed there, and executed an algorithm very similar to the one she’d used on the mission to Chalos II. She had a hunch this would work flawlessly.
Turning her back to the system, she faced the opposite wall. Lydia hadn’t moved or changed any of the holos on the shelves. A 3D image of Trevast and his family sat happily atop one. He looked real. He looked happy. More importantly, he didn’t look like he was condemning her actions.
Perhaps he wanted her to be here? He wanted her to pry? To violate the family’s privacy and learn the truth behind the warning he’d whispered as he died?
Or was that wishful thinking? Trevast’s smile didn’t look as relaxed as before. It was starting to look forced.
She squeezed her eyes shut. His expression hadn’t really changed. It was all in her mind.
Lydia returned from the kitchen and handed Ash a steaming cup. Ash took a sip—
And choked when the alcohol hit.
“Keelian liquor?” Ash coughed.
Lydia blinked. “Yes, sorry. I…” She took a long sip from her own mug and didn’t wince from the heat or the burn. Lydia was from Keel. The inhabitants of that planet could tolerate a high level of alcohol, but even Keelians drank their heated liquors with caution. When mixed with certain tea leaves, their drinks were potent.
Lydia set her mug on the low table beside the couch. “I need to know how he died.”
Ash almost choked again. “What?”
“Was Brand’s death quick? Was he… afraid?”
Ash was tempted to down the full mug of alcohol. Instead, she set it next to Lydia’s on the table.
“The Fighting Corps didn’t give me details on what happened,” Lydia rushed on. “They said you were a Saricean spy, and that you’d caused Brand’s death. I knew it was a lie—you’re family. I know you did everything you could to save him, to save all of them, but I need to know…” Her voice caught. “I need to know if he suffered.”
Ash stared at the dirt stains on Trevast’s favorite recliner. Lydia hated that thing. She’d threatened to dump it every time he left on a mission. And every time they survived, he told the team he had to get home to check on his chair. It was still here, still waiting even though he’d never return to check on it again.
The memories of his last moments pressed in, squeezing the air from her lungs. Her hands prickled, the first sign that panic was closing in. She clenched them into fists and took a step backward. She couldn’t lose it in front of Lydia.
“I—”
“You can lie.” Lydia retrieved her mug and clutched it between her hands. “Or not lie. I just need to hear… something.”
Breathe. That’s what Rykus whispered in her ear to calm her on the Fortune’s Citadel. Breathe, baby. It will pass.
She closed her eyes and focused on those words, on the memory of his voice, the gentle request. Breathe in and out. You’ll make it through this.
When she reopened her eyes, the pain was still there, but she was in control. She was steady.
“I don’t need to lie,” she said. “The enemy threw a flash grenade into our shuttle.” The truth. “It knocked us all unconscious.” Another truth, though a misleading one. “It was over quickly.” A complete fabrication. Though the whole ordeal had lasted less than fifteen minutes, Trevast hadn’t died immediately. He’d suffered long enough to deliver his warning.
Lydia collapsed on the couch. “Thank you.”
Ash blocked out the whispered words she didn’t deserve and glanced at her comm-cuff. Her code had tagged multiple encrypted files the databanks had tried to keep hidden. It just needed a few more minutes to lasso those files onto Ash’s drive.
Ash moved to the couch and sat beside Lydia.
“Trevast said something on our last mission. He…” Ash drew in a breath, taking a moment to detach herself from the scene replaying in her mind. “Did he ever talk to you about factions?”
“Fractions?”
“Factions.”
Lydia’s forehead wrinkled. “What type of factions?”
“I don’t know. I… I might have misheard him.” She hadn’t. Every time she relived her teammates’ deaths, she became more certain that Trevast knew something about the telepaths.
“I can’t think of what he might have meant.”
Another glance at her comm-cuff. The algorithm, using a rhythm Ash had created and customized to Trevast’s idiosyncrasies, was still doing its magic.
“I probably misunderstood.”
“Probably,” Lydia agreed. “It had to have been hard for you.”
Hard for Ash? Lydia was the one who had lost a husband. She’d always looked after Trevast and the rest of the team, sent care packages, made dinners when they were all dirtside. Most military marriages didn’t last, but theirs had. At least it had lasted until Valt’s betrayal.
Ash’s comm-cuff pinged. She glanced down, saw it was a reminder from Liles to get her ass to the transport.
“I need to go. I just came by… I just came by to say I’m sorry. And if you need anything, ask.”
Lydia stood when she did and smiled. “I have a good support group here. Just… just do whatever you can to kill the bastards who did this.”
“I will,” Ash promised. She wanted to end Valt now, but she had to follow orders first. After the meeting with the Sariceans though… Valt had two weeks max to live.
“One last question.” Ash stepped to the window so she could peer out a slit in the curtain. “Is there any reason someone would be watching you?”
“Watching me?” When Lydia moved to the window, Ash took a few steps backward toward the entertainment system.
“Near the street. Black shirt. Black pants.” She pocketed the invisi-drive. “Comm-cuff in hand but not really looking at it.”
Lydia nodded. “I see him. But no. There’s no reason someone would be watching me.” She turned to Ash. “Is there a reason someone would be watching you?”
“Only about a million.” Ash hadn’t noticed him until she reached the park. Careless of her. If he really was following her and not Lydia, then he had to have stalked her from the capitol.
“Do me a favor,” she said. “Crack open the door. Not enough for anyone to see inside, but just enough for someone to think I’m about to walk out.”
“Should I call for help?”
“No.”
“Ash.” She recognized that tone. Lydia had used it all the time on Trevast when she thought he was about to do something stupid.
She gave Lydia a reassuring smile. “Everything will be fine.”
Lydia sighed. “Be careful.”
Ash walked to the back door, peeked out the window, then exited.
Soft, purple-tipped faugur grass stretched from Lydia’s row of houses to another row twenty meters away. The lawn was split by a wide trail of flattened grass. It wasn’t muddy despite the rain that had come that morning. Dead faugur absorbed moisture and didn’t like to release it, so it created a dry, almost solid pathway for the handful of people walking between the rows. Almost everyone was in a pair. Two men weren’t, and one of those two men walked just a little slower than the rest.
The black-clad guy in the park had a friend.
Tersa had hired people to track Ash before, but neither Friend nor Park Guy looked like I-Com agents or military. They looked like hired thugs. Would the prime have paid them to follow her? It didn’t seem to fit with what Ash knew about the woman.
Friend’s footsteps slowed when he saw her, then sped up again as if he was continuing his casual stroll. His path brought him closer to Ash. He tapped on a voice-link fitted over his left ear.
“She’s spotted me,” Friend said.
Ash expected the warning. She didn’t expect the weapon he drew.
No way had Tersa sent these men.
Ash dove when he fired. She was just close enough to kick his knee when she came out of her roll. It knocked him off-balance before he could re-aim.
She grabbed the weapon and rose, tried to yank it from his hand, but he held on and squeezed the trigger.
The bullet struck the side of the row of homes; Ash’s elbow struck his chin.
She kneed him in the groin, jerked the gun free, then maneuvered him into a Hraurkurian Hold. “Twitch and you lose your brains.”
“You’ve made a mistake.”
“I don’t make mistakes. Who sent you?”
“I don’t know what—”
She pressed the barrel of the weapon into his temple. “I also don’t play games.”
Someone screamed. Others called for authorities, but at least they kept away. Park Guy would be there soon, and Ash didn’t want innocents caught in cross fire.
“Is it just you and your friend?” Shortest route from the park was through the homes, but most would be in auto-lockdown already. Likely, Park Guy would come around the row.
“Go rot in the Pits of Zeverren,” he said in his native language.
In Ash’s native language.
Shit.
“Who the hell sent you—” She looked up in time to see Park Guy come into view, weapon drawn.
Her attacker’s body and Ash’s ill-fitting armor stopped the barrage of bullets. The impact knocked her backward, but she aimed the dead man’s weapon and dropped Park Guy with a single shot to the head.
“Damn it.” She shouldn’t have gone for the kill shot.
Sirens bellowed in the distance.
“Damn it, damn it, damn it.”
She confiscated the dead friend’s comm-cuff and would have run to grab Park Guy’s, but she didn’t have time to get arrested. She was already going to be late to the Kaelais.
One cuff would have to do.
She scanned for an escape route. She could hack one of the homes’ auto-locks, but a cracked-open door caught her attention. Lydia.
Ash dashed inside. “Thanks. Sorry.”
“Basement garage,” Lydia said. “Hijack my skimmer and be careful.”
“Really sorry.” Ash ran to the hall, found the door to the basement, and located the family’s silver-blue skimmer in its parking spot. It only took seconds to break the security lock, then she climbed into the pilot’s chair, overrode the vehicle’s safety measures, and manually sped from the garage.
Personal skimmers were required to travel via roads on ground level, but Ash joined the mass transit air-lanes, the quickest route to the spaceport. After putting a few kilometers between her and Lydia, she slowed and steadied her breathing, but she didn’t relax. The authorities could easily find her on security vids. If her situation had been different, if she had been any less necessary to the Coalition’s next mission, and if the dead guys were ID’d as anyone other than who they undoubtedly were, she would have been screwed.
But lucky for her, she now had access to the most powerful person in the KU.
Ash tapped on her comm-cuff, wrote up a quick message, and smiled.
Tersa was going to be pissed.
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Eighty soldiers crammed into the Ground-to-Space transport. Rykus took a seat near the front exit, but he felt the news of “Rest in Peace” Rykus’s arrival pass from one individual to the next all the way toward the back of the GTS. It always took a few days for the veneration to subside. He hated the attention, but after nearly a decade, he’d learned to tolerate it. He acknowledged the brief, respectful greetings of the men around him, then tightened his seat harness and settled in for the ride.
The GTS wasn’t built for comfort. The exit from Meryk’s atmosphere jostled the hell out of its occupants, and the pilot did nothing to make the journey easier. They never did. A healthy rivalry existed between the Fleet and the Fighting Corps, and anytime a spacer had a load of soldiers on board, they made the ride rough. Weak-stomached men and women had long ago learned to down antinausea meds before takeoff.
Rykus hadn’t taken anything, and his stomach rolled as the roar of ascent battered the small craft. He was used to the sensation, but when he closed his eyes, he remembered the last time he’d been on a ride this turbulent. He’d almost killed Ash. He’d been pursuing her at too-high speed into Ephron’s atmosphere because he’d let her escape on the Obsidian. He’d tried to undo that momentary lapse in judgment and do his duty, but Tersa was right. If he hadn’t made that mistake, if he hadn’t broken procedure, he might never have learned the truth. The existence of telepaths would have remained unknown, and so would have the strength and depth of the woman he’d trained. The woman he was inexplicably drawn to.
Every minute with Ash rattled him. He was addicted to her, addicted to the heated, rapid beat of his heart when she was near, to the jolt of exhilaration when he kissed her, and to the rush of adrenaline when she took control and did more than just kiss him.
The roar of friction subsided, and conversation in the GTS picked up again. Rykus frowned at the increased undertone of awe in the soldiers’ voices, but after a discreet glance at those around him, he realized that, for once, their words weren’t directed at him. They were directed at the Kaelais.
They’d all seen images of the warship, but being in her presence was a humbling experience. Rays of light from the Merykian sun glittered across her hull, causing the vessel’s iridescent tiles to fluff like feathers. It was an illusion, of course, but an impressive one. She was completely unlike the last ship he’d been assigned to, a relic that had, for practical and tactical purposes, been pulled out of a museum. Every ship built in the last century was sentient or semi-sentient. They computed and acted on a massive amount of information without any human guidance, and they learned how to predict the needs and decisions of every soul on board. They were efficient and effective, but as sentient technology evolved, so did sentient warfare. The battles were still controlled by the commanders of the ships, but cryptology became more crucial and complex. The old way of hacking and digitally straightjacketing enemies changed. Instead of encrypting each byte of data with a numbers-based algorithm, human instinct and creativity entered the equation. The result was a sub-battle that was fought by specialists who excelled in a form of cryptology that was more magic than math.
The transport passed one of the thirty-six spherical drones that orbited the Kaelais. Those drones and the integrated technology on board contributed to the five-second advantage Admiral Bayis had been in awe of. Rykus hoped that edge was worth the billions the Coalition had invested into the new ship. He didn’t care what the vessel looked like or how state-of-the-art her design was; he only cared if the Kaelais saved lives.
When the drone’s blinking lights moved out of view, Rykus focused on the ship’s docking bay. The long, horizontal doors had retracted, leaving a gap so wide he didn’t know how the atmospheric shield held. The thick, liquid wall rippled more than usual, but the GTS passed through without collapsing it.
The transport pitched down nose first when the Kaelais’s artificial gravity exerted itself. After a rougher-than-necessary compensation, the pilot eased them into a set of docking clamps.
Rykus rose as soon as the air pressure equalized. His personal belongings had been sent ahead, so he maneuvered around the men and women who were grabbing their duffels and made it to the exit first.
As soon as the door slid open, his comm-cuff vibrated. He glanced at its screen. A synchronization message popped up: the Kaelais asking permission to integrate his profile into her administrative hub. He granted the request, swiped it away, then stepped onto the first metal stair.
Another vibration. Another request. He swiped again.
Two more vibrations and requests followed. Damn virgin ship. If she was as advanced as Bayis claimed, she should be able to predict his preferences and auto-integrate him into—
He froze on the last metal stair. Minister Prime Tersa stood before him, slim arms folded beneath her breasts and impatience in her eyes.
“This is the last transport,” she said. “We should be leaving orbit within the hour. So tell me, Commander, where is your anomaly?”
He stared at the prime. Her posture was so rigid and straight she looked like an ice sculpture on the verge of shattering.
“I take it she’s not on board.” He stepped to the Kaelais’s deck, forcing Tersa to take a step backward.
“She’s lucky she’s not in a prison cell.”
Not the first time those words had been said about Ash.
“What happened?” It took an effort to keep his voice level. He’d seen a look in Ash’s eyes back in that underground room, a momentary madness he’d glimpsed only a few times before. It had been so brief he hadn’t had time to be alarmed, but it worried him.
Tersa tapped on her comm-cuff, then swiped its surface toward Rykus with an unnecessary amount of aggression.
The transfer interrupted the ceaseless synchronization requests, and on the screen, two dead men stared up at the camera. One had a hole in his head, the other had at least six bullets scattered across his torso. There was bruising around the latter’s throat too, and Rykus could imagine the scene: his anomaly taking the bullet-riddled man into a secure choke hold and using his body as a shield while she calmly, effortlessly targeted the second man and pulled the trigger.
“She killed two men in the middle of the day with more than a dozen innocent people looking on.”
“Did she initiate it?” he asked.
“Did she— That’s what you’re concerned about? We now have to delay our departure because one individual decided to visit an old friend minutes before she was to report to the spaceport.”
“Old friend?”
Tersa made a noise. “An attempt was made to take her life, Commander. You’re responsible for her.”
He moved away from the transport so the rest of its occupants could disembark. “I’m also responsible for the other three hundred souls you’ve put me in charge of.”
“She could have been killed.” Tersa’s voice dropped to a whisper as soldiers filed past them.
“Ash can take care of herself,” he said. “As you can see.” He nodded toward her comm-cuff. “Who were they?”
She stared at him. The smooth, stern face didn’t hide the intelligence in her eyes. Tersa hadn’t become minister prime by accident. She was observant and cunning and quite possibly cutthroat, and something about her reminded him of Ash. When Tersa’s gaze flicked down his body and then back up, he realized what it was. Like Ash, Tersa knew how to measure and manipulate people.
“Walk with me.” She pivoted and strode toward the docking bay’s central exit.
Rykus fell into step beside her. She started to say something, but he spoke over her, demanding again, “Who were they?”
Tersa’s mouth tightened. “They were hired thugs. Want to guess where they were from?” Her eyes flicked his way, but she didn’t give him time to respond. “Glory. It’s coincidental, is it not, that her past would take an interest in her now after five years of her being gone? Any idea why that may be?”
“No,” he answered honestly. Ash’s home world was a shit hole. It joined the Coalition almost a century ago. In that amount of time, most planets would have improved and prospered, but Glory broke the pattern. No matter what the Coalition did, the planet sank further into decline. He and Ash hadn’t talked much about her past, but he knew she’d survived on the streets. She’d found ways to coerce protection from the precinct bosses, the crime lords who’d stab her in the back the moment it became profitable. With that kind of life, it was likely she’d pissed off a person or two.
“I want to know who they are and why they attacked,” Tersa said. “You will find out and report it to me.”
The order scraped across his composure like a shuttle that had missed its docking clamps. “I’ll ask her. I won’t command her.”
“It’s imperative we know who those men were.”
“I’m here in case a…” There weren’t any spacers or soldiers in close proximity, but classified information didn’t need to be thrown around a ship’s corridors. “In case someone gains influence over her. I won’t use compulsion unless it’s a matter of life or death.”
“They were there to kill her,” Tersa said. “If she’s dead, we’re blind. Her life can’t be put at risk.”
“Except on this mission of yours,” Rykus said.
Tersa lifted her chin. “This meeting is that important.”
He took a step toward her and demanded, “Why?”
She stood her ground, but her eyes darted away. Maybe because he was intimidating. Maybe because she was hiding something. The time he’d invested digging into her history hadn’t been profitable. He’d found no sign of unethical conduct, no vices or violations of law. She appeared to be the strong, infallible woman that she’d presented to the public two years ago when her home system nominated her for the position of minister prime.
Tersa started walking again. “You haven’t interacted with many people since the events at Ephron. You haven’t seen the fear, the slumped shoulders, the look of defeat so many men and women are carrying with them. The Sariceans dealt us a blow, Rykus. The blow to our confidence was just as great as the blow to Ephron’s infrastructure. Morale could defeat us.”
If the soldiers and spacers heard their leaders talking like that, Tersa might be right. She might be stepping into the void of her own prophecy.
“I want you at my side in an hour,” she continued. “The soldiers you’re now in command of will be assembling on rec deck. All of them except Ashdyn, of course.”
He didn’t want to waste time standing around listening to speeches. He had work to do, but because he was a soldier and he recognized Tersa’s authority as leader of the Coalition, he kept his protest chained.
“Do you know where Ash is?” he asked.
“She better be on the way here.”
“You said she was visiting friends. What friends?”
“Not friends. A friend. An acquaintance. Trevast’s widow lives in that neighborhood.”
Concern latched onto him so suddenly it felt like there was a hitch in the Kaelais’s gravity. Ash had gone to see Lydia. Every instinct urged him to find her, to take her in his arms and make sure she was okay. On the surface, she dealt with the deaths of her teammates well, but nightmares plagued her sleep. Sometimes they plagued her daylight hours too. She hadn’t accepted their losses yet. Worse, she hadn’t accepted that she wasn’t to blame for their murders.
His comm-cuff picked up its incessant sync requests again. One of them came through as urgent. A quick glance at the screen indicated his personal ID had been marked hazardous.
Hazardous? What kind of glitch was that?
He looked at Tersa, but she was frowning down at her cuff too. Then the V between her brows disappeared and her gaze went to the end of the corridor.
Rykus followed her line of sight to the Fleet officer who strode toward them as if he owned the entire ship. In a way, he did.
Every soldier and spacer Rykus had met had a great deal of respect for Captain Naethan Furyk. He was supposed to be a tactical genius, someone who won every battle and simulation that was thrown at him, and someone whose victories were studied almost as much as the infamous Tobias Locke’s. A few years ago, he’d been projected to become the youngest Fleet admiral in the history of the Coalition, but for some reason that had never happened. Rumor said he was still the best captain in the KU and deserved the admiralty, but there were also whispers that he was incredibly demanding of his crew. He expected precision and adherence to every rule and procedure in both the Fleet Code and the Coalition’s Laws of Military Conduct, and if you stepped out of line even once, you were finished under his command.
But if you could adhere to his high standards, being on his bridge or an officer of a noteworthy department could result in a quick ascension in the ranks.
It was obvious no one was ascending anywhere today. Furyk approached with the posture and expression of a man setting out to commit murder.
His eyes locked on Tersa. “Why do I have orders to delay departure?”
“Captain Furyk.” Tersa punctuated her calm tone with a pleasant smile. “This is Commander Rykus. I believe he can account for the delay.” She shifted her gaze to him. “I’ll see you in an hour, Commander.”
Rykus watched her walk away.
“Explain,” Furyk said.
Rykus looked at the captain. Furyk was tall and fit, and while he might project a powerful front, Rykus was used to staring down soldiers who thought they were the biggest badasses in the Fighting Corps. He wasn’t intimidated.
And Furyk obviously wasn’t intimidated by his reputation. Fair enough. Rykus would be blunt, and the two of them would either get along without a problem, or they’d clash like an Esyllian at a funeral.
“An anomaly is coming on board,” he said. “Her name is Ramie Ashdyn.”
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Ash spent the time on the short-range jumper poking into her attacker’s comm-cuff to see what she could learn. Predictably, it wasn’t much. His name was listed as Cavan Sarthak, an alias of course, and after scraping off the layers of his fake history, Ash found that he had zero verifiable activities before he departed Glory two weeks ago. It was a dummy comm-cuff. She wouldn’t be able to determine who purchased it without tracking down the seller. Only a few shops in Glory’s capital sold cuffs that would pass the Coalition’s background checks. Ash had a good enough reputation with the shady business owners that she might be able to get a lead on who sent the thugs, but she’d have to travel to Glory and make contact in person. That wasn’t on her present itinerary, but fortunately, it didn’t need to be. She already had a good guess as to who’d sent them. Or rather, a handful of good guesses.
She stuffed the dummy device into her Coalition-issued duffel. She wanted to unhook her own comm-cuff and search the data she’d stolen from Trevast, but cracking into those files would take time, and the private jumper that Prime Tersa had so graciously hired for her was almost to the Kaelais. She’d seen the wide docking bay doors close like a clam a few minutes ago, so the jumper’s pilot maneuvered them to one of the docking tubes that served as backup points of entry. Five minutes later, she swung her duffel over her shoulder and stepped onto the Kaelais’s deck.
Its pristine deck. She’d never been on a ship this unblemished before. Even the recycled air smelled crisp and clean.
“Welcome aboard, Lieutenant Ashdyn,” a feminine voice said into the voice-link hooked over her ear. “All Fighting Corps members and nonessential crew are to report to Recreational Deck One. Would you like directions?”
“Essential announcements only, Kaelais,” Ash said. Her preferences should have already been set to that. “But give me directions to my bunk.”
“All Fighting Corps members and nonessential crew are to report to Recreational Deck One. Please proceed to your left. You’ll find Lift Six—”
“Override that order.”
“You don’t have permission to issue overrides.”
Well, wasn’t she an obstinate hunk of metal.
Ash tapped on her comm-cuff and pulled up the auto-interface with the Kaelais. She’d only had this cuff for a month. She was still adding to and altering its programs, and since the Kaelais was the first sentient ship she’d interacted with since going on active duty again, she hadn’t quite adjusted all the algorithms and workflows yet.
She made a not-quite-sanctioned tweak, then said, “Recheck my permissions.”
“No.”
“No?”
The Kaelais didn’t respond, but around the bend in the long corridor, a conveyor-bot approached.
“Your personal belongings will be delivered to your bunk while you proceed to Recreational Deck One.”
Ash thought she heard a note of satisfaction in the Kaelais’s digital voice. New sentient ships were always temperamental. Ash had served on one before that had been less than six months old. The experience had been… annoying, but she’d learned some tricks to get along.
Trick number one: the ship couldn’t give you orders if you couldn’t hear it. She unhooked her voice-link from her ear and shoved it into her pocket. Then she stared at the conveyor-bot. A part of her was curious about the all-call on rec deck, and since she was likely already in trouble for being late, she probably shouldn’t push things further.
She set the duffel on the bot. “Anyone touches that, I’ll rewire your cooling systems.”
The conveyor-bot pivoted with a bit too much flare, then scurried off.
Lift Six was easy to find. Ash took it down two levels to the ship’s rec deck. She wasn’t the only one late to the all-call. A pair of spacers exited the lift with her. The Kaelais had been fully crewed before it arrived in Merykian space, but the two men still scanned the deck as if they were seeing it for the first time.
Ash scanned it too. The rec deck was the largest open area on the ship. It wasn’t limited to just one level. It rose up three decks high. Officers stood on the first balcony, a jogging track that ringed the crowded sport courts and seating areas. A level above the first ring was an obstacle course and above that, a drainable swim circuit. Neither of the last two was in use now. This was a step above the standard rec deck Fleet included in all sentient-class warships. A while back, government officials read a study suggesting extended time on board a ship could be harmful to an individual’s health. Psychologists had insisted on a wide, open recreation area for the “mental soundness” of the crew. Of course, a later addendum to the report stated only a small percentage of the population suffered from space dementia, but by that time the Fleet was unwilling to give up its diversions. And this particular rec deck was one hell of a diversion.
The spacers Ash exited the lift with melted into the attentive crowd. They were listening to an officer rattle on about the technological wonder they were on board. Ash ignored the speaker and strode across the blue tiled floor. The whole ship sparkled, even the honeycomb of circular windows that formed the wall between the upper decks. On the other side of one of those shiny windows was the bunk room Ash would share with the members of her team.
Her stomach twisted at that thought. She wasn’t afraid of them. Not really. Hauch would likely be an issue, but she could take care of herself. The problem was, living in close proximity to them meant she wouldn’t be able to avoid their banter, their camaraderie, their habits and quirks. She’d have to get to know them, and there was a chance they might not all survive their next mission. And if they did survive it, they might not survive the next one or the one after that.
Ash bit the inside of her cheek, counted to four while she drew in a breath, held it, then counted to ten while she emptied her lungs.
Feeling better, she rimmed the crowd until she found an empty bench circling a column. From it, she wouldn’t be able to see the speakers at the other end of the rec deck, but she could still hear them, and if she really cared to watch the traditional rundown of behavior expectations, drill schedules, and so-called motivational speeches of the upper ranks, she could turn to one of the holovids projecting down from the ceiling.
She settled onto the bench and took out her comm-cuff. The Kaelais was the first ship of her line, and Ash hadn’t had a chance to memorize her layout and specs. That was one thing drilled into Caruth-trained anomalies: always know every detail of every assigned ship and location. That habit had saved Ash’s ass when she’d been imprisoned on the Obsidian, so she intended to keep up the practice. Usually it wasn’t a problem getting the ship specs, but in addition to her financial accounts still being locked down, her current permissions didn’t include access to Level Red classified information.
So she’d just have to make her own access.
Using another unsanctioned application, Ash cloaked her profile, then logged in as a dummy user with administrative clearances. That gave her access to the Kaelais’s databanks. It would still take time to get the individual keys that would translate the encrypted data, but if the officer droning on at the helm-end of the deck was any indication, Ash had plenty of time. She located a mundane system that might be easy to break into, then she put to use those hack-sig classes she’d sat through on Caruth.
Ten minutes later, she was still trying to find a weakness she could exploit. Someone had made some interesting modifications to the standard Coalition data-code. It made infiltrating the system a bit of a challenge.
“Hey!” someone hissed in the crowd.
Patterns rolled across her comm-cuff. She highlighted one string, then gently tugged it free of the data. It should be the Kaelais’s next stop, but inserting variables of Ysbar Station didn’t help her find the encryption’s rhythm.
“Hey!” The whisper grew louder.
She pulled another random thread, tried the variables again. If she could discover the pattern to this supposedly simple code, it would give her a good idea of the quirks that might influence the encryption of the ship’s more sensitive systems. But it looked like someone had recently altered the Kaelais’s itinerary. The time-line to the rendezvous still worked, and if she input the possible ports of call…
A smile shot across her face. Ash almost laughed out loud. Holy hell, the prime had guts. Rykus was going to lose it when they—
“Stop!”
Ash jerked her gaze toward the approaching voice. A woman shoved her way out of the thick crowd. She had her comm-cuff in her hand. Her eyes remained locked on its screen, but she turned slowly until she directly faced Ash.
The woman looked up. Ash remained seated but cocked her head slightly to the side.
“What the hell are you doing to my ship?” the woman demanded. Someone else broke away from the crowd—another spacer, this time a man. He caught up to the woman and grabbed her arm.
“Don’t make a scene, Kaylee.”
She shook her arm free. “She
doesn’t have permission to access restricted data.”
“Not here,” the man said. He glared at Ash. “In the corridor.”
A black sunburst overlaid the silver insignia on their uniforms. They were both crypties—cryptological and information warfare specialists—and by the woman’s attitude, that meant Ash had screwed up and triggered some alarm.
She frowned down at her comm-cuff, selected the string she’d strategically tugged free—
“Hey!” Kaylee yelled again. She lunged for Ash’s cuff.
“Uh, not going to happen.” Ash stood and held the device out of reach. Dozens of people watched them now. Their attention didn’t faze her, but when ship security invaded her peripheral vision, she suppressed a groan and headed for the exit.
“What’s the problem?” the security guard demanded once they were in the perimeter corridor.
“She’s trying to access restricted data,” Kaylee said.
Ash fastened her cuff around her wrist and crossed her arms. “She’s overreacting.”
“Hand over your comm-cuff, and we’ll see,” Kaylee said.
When the crypty stepped forward, Ash almost laughed. Even though she had no way of knowing Ash was an anomaly, she was an idiot to start a fight with a soldier.
On the other hand, the crypty did have her colleague and the security guard to assist her. Not that it mattered much—Ash could take all three—but that would create future problems and, most likely, Rykus wouldn’t be too pleased with her.
The last thought almost made her change her mind and engage, but she bit back the part of her that wanted a fight and said, “I’m just doing my job.”
“By hacking into classified information on my ship?” Kaylee demanded.
Ash shrugged. “Until my clearances come through, yeah.”
“No one plays with my ship’s code. Give me your cuff.”
“Again, that’s not going to happen. And I’m pretty sure this ship is under Captain Furyk’s command, not yours.”
The security guard took a step closer. “State your name and assignment.”
Ash rubbed the headache growing at her temple. “This is a misunderstanding.”
“Your ID should automatically come up on my cuff,” he said. “That’s one violation of protocol. We can work out the others in the security bay.”
She lowered her hand. “I’m not going to the brig.” She’d spent enough time in a Coalition cell. If this guy tried to put her back in one, to hell with taking the high road. She’d fight.
“Specialist Teal is one of the lead crypties on this ship,” the guard said. “She’s bridge personnel. Therefore, she has authority over you while you’re on board.”
“And, what, you have a crush on her?”
Standing quietly to the side, the other crypty tilted his head toward the ceiling and let out a sigh. This obviously wasn’t the first time Kaylee had caused trouble.
Ash’s gaze dipped to his name-tape: N. Shaw. She’d dig into his and Kaylee Teal’s pasts later.
“State your name and assignment,” the security guard said again. “Or put your hands on your head and we can do this the hard way.”
Yeah, the guy definitely had a crush. It was just her luck that the one guard who’d been nearby was friends with Specialist Teal.
“Just contact Commander Rykus or Major Liles,” Ash said. “Hell, contact the minister prime if you want. I’m authorized to—”
“Ramie Ashdyn.” Teal lifted her gaze from her comm-cuff.
Ash snapped her mouth shut. Had the crypty really just broken through Ash’s dummy ID? She’d used that ID and its admin-linked permissions a dozen times since she’d created it on Caruth. No one had ever broken it before, certainly not in a handful of seconds.
They stared at each other. Teal went still, and there was a hint of recognition in her eyes even though Ash was certain she’d never seen the woman before in her life.
The only other time Ash had been surprised by someone who made her hacking abilities look juvenile was on Ephron, when she’d sent a transmission to the Obsidian. Her encryption had appeared to remain intact, but a tracking code had been woven into it, one that didn’t raise alarms. She’d thought Rykus had betrayed her when they walked into a Coalition trap, but Admiral Bayis said a crypty had put in the code, a crypty who also happened to be an anomaly.
The emotion in Teal’s eyes changed. It went from recognition, to apprehension, to resolution in a single second. She had little combat training. She knew she had no chance in a fight against Ash, who’d been trained on Caruth, but she didn’t care.
Ash squared off with her. This woman was the reason the Coalition recaptured Ash on Ephron. She’d almost cost Ash her life, almost destroyed everything.
Ash wanted to rip her pretty little head from her shoulders.
Shaw stepped between them. The two were close. Partners. Maybe not in bed but definitely on the bridge where they’d work together protecting the Kaelais from enemy cyberattacks. They had to know each other’s habits and thought patterns. It took a hell of a lot of coordination to create decoys and slither undetected through a ship’s databanks and sensitive systems.
“We don’t want any trouble,” Shaw said. His broad shoulders fully blocked the other crypty.
“Speak for yourself.” Teal’s voice came from behind him.
Ash barely heard the mumble, but she noted the flash of exasperation that skated across Shaw’s face.
“You keep her in line,” Ash said.
Shaw didn’t nod, but gut instinct told her she was right. That was likely one of the reasons they’d been paired. Anomalies were notorious for their little quirks—even Ash had one or two she’d admit to having—and the Fleet must have seen that he had some kind of calming effect on the other crypty.
Ash wanted to press him for an answer. She wanted Teal to step around him and keep this confrontation going. Fighting was something Ash could do—maybe it was her quirk, the need to get physical—but Tersa’s voice on the speaker caught her attention.
She moved toward the rec deck’s entrance, but the security guard cut her off. His hand went to the truncheon looped into his belt. The stick made him confident.
Unconcerned, Ash looked past him to the jogging-track-turned-political stage. Yes, she had heard her fail-safe’s name. He stood beside Prime Tersa looking serious and imposing.
Serious and imposing and pissed. Had he learned their new itinerary?
The guard shifted so that he was in her line of sight again. “This is the last time I’ll ask. Turn around and—”
Ash looked at Shaw. “You really don’t want any trouble? Then take care of him.”
“Done,” Shaw said. “Shinsky, get lost.”
Shinsky glanced at Teal, who hadn’t taken her eyes off Ash.
“Touch my ship’s code again,” she said, “and we will have issues.”
“Guess I’ll be seeing you then.” Ash maintained eye contact for a few more seconds, then ever so nonchalantly, she turned her back on the crypty and made her way inside the rec deck. A raucous applause, accentuated with hurrahs and shouts, erupted as she reached the edge of the crowd. She stopped and stared at the upper level.
Well, look at that. Tersa had managed to convince Rykus to step up to the podium. Ash glanced at the nearest holovid, noted the rigid set of his jaw and the way his brutal gaze lingered on Tersa. Apparently this was unplanned.
This was going to be so interesting.
Rykus shifted his attention from the prime to the crowd. The rec deck grew silent without him having to say a word. He had that kind of presence, the kind that physically disrupted the space around him. Even if he hadn’t been a war hero, people would have remapped their routes to give him a wide berth. His expression, his posture, everything about him screamed that he was rough, ruthless, and demanding. He’d always pushed his soldiers past their breaking points, and Ash had always taken pleasure in putting herself back together so he had to push her again.
“The prime wrote me a speech.” His words reverberated off the walls, plucking the invisible cord that connected Ash to him. The low, almost inaudible hum of the ship became noticeable in the new silence. A few individuals shifted their weight and glanced at each other. Beside Rykus, Tersa’s expression hardened.
“I don’t give speeches.” He swiped his hand across the surface of the podium, flinging away the words that were undoubtedly projected in front of him. Several dozen hurrahs—some a little uncertain, others a little more boisterous—echoed across rec deck.
Tersa’s eyes narrowed farther, and a smile pulled at Ash’s lips.
“I give facts,” he said. “And the facts are that we’ve been hurt. The loss at Ephron was a blow, and you’re worried they’ll do it again. The Sariceans have new technologies that might change the way wars are fought.”
Off to the side, Tersa’s unwavering poise… wavered. Technology had been what Valt and his cohorts were after when they’d intercepted Ash’s team two months ago. He’d believed the Sariceans had created a tachyon drive, a method of travel that equipped individual ships with the ability to bend time and space to hop across the universe. He’d murdered her teammates and handicapped Ash’s mind to confirm that belief. The only way to travel interstellarly right now was via huge, vulnerable, and absurdly expensive tachyon capsules. In order to protect the capsule, warships had to remain in its vicinity to fight off enemy vessels. It prevented fleets from throwing their full power against their enemies. Plus, if a capsule was destroyed or knocked out of commission, it stranded warships far away from their home bases. In short, it was a shitty, risky way to get around.
“You all know what I’m alluding to,” Rykus said in response to the murmurs now snaking through the crowd. “The minister prime might think you can’t unravel rumors from the truth, but you know when to call bullshit on their lies.”
More than one person in the crowd whispered “tachyon drive.” They did know what he was talking about.
Ash glanced at Tersa. Bet she was regretting the decision to put him on stage right about now.
“I’m not going to lie to you. War isn’t a game. Death isn’t something people return from.” He paused. His mouth tightened. “It isn’t something most people return from.”
The gathered men and women laughed. “Rest in Peace” Rykus. He hated the nickname, but it fit him so well.
“But make no mistake.” He placed both hands on the rail. “We have advantages. We have technologies they don’t. And we have you, the backbone of the Coalition. No matter how many people and planets the Sariceans control, they can’t compete with your creativity, your courage, your will to fight and win.”
Hurrahs erupted across the deck.
“We do the impossible. We overcome our adversaries. The Sariceans may have won the battle at Ephron, but they won’t continue on this path. If they do, we’ll take the fight to them.”
More hurrahs.
“If they do, we’ll rip apart their defense net.”
Fists punched the air.
“If they do, we’ll strike at the heart of their civilization.”
Boots stomped. Voices shouted agreement.
“They started this war. We will end it!”
The cacophony shook the rec deck. Ash was pretty sure the reverberation was felt all the way to the bridge. Hell, it was probably felt all the way to the plush offices of the Coalition Senate.
Ash’s fail-safe was one inspiring SOB.
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“I asked you to give a speech to motivate them, not to agitate them and unilaterally announce a policy change.”
“I did what you wanted.” Rykus turned away from Tersa and the crowd of officers waiting to exit the jogging track.
“You made them bloodthirsty.”
“You need bloodthirsty soldiers during wartime.” He spotted a less crowded exit a quarter of the way around the track. He headed that way in long, determined strides that were meant to leave Tersa behind.
She made a noise, then hurried to catch up. “I’m trying to avoid war.”
“Are you?” He slowed enough to look her in the eyes. “What was the buildup at Ephron? What was Operation Star Dive? You were going to spark this war. You’re just angry the Sariceans beat you to it.”
Tersa glanced behind them, but no one was close enough to overhear their conversation. “It wasn’t me who pushed for it. It was Hagan and his cronies. That’s why the upcoming meeting is important. I don’t want any accidents or instigation on our part.”
The meeting. The ill-devised, certain-to-be-suicidal meeting. He shouldn’t be wasting his time with Tersa’s political maneuvering; he should be formulating plans to save their asses when everything went to hell on Ysbar Station.
His gaze flickered down to his comm-cuff. He’d been signing in to view the ship’s roster of soldiers when Tersa had called him to the podium. He needed to see the resources at his disposal. This deployment had come on suddenly, and with so little time to prepare, he hadn’t even glimpsed the list of the ship’s top soldiers.
They reached the exit and stepped into a lounge area. Couches and wide, plush chairs in Fleet blue were set up in three separate rings. Emblazoned into the low tables placed in the center of each circle was a silver ship crossing an infinity sign. The officers’ lounge was empty at the moment, but men and women were filing through the corridor on the other side of the dark glass wall. They wouldn’t have privacy for long.
“What exactly is your plan?” he asked. “How far will you go to prevent all-out war? What will you give up? Because you will have to give up something. The Sariceans have made it clear that they mean for their laws and culture to be the ultimate authority in the KU. If you don’t accept that Saris is the chosen planet, that God touched its blessed dirt with his golden sandals and flavored the sweet air with his breath, then the only thing you’re doing is postponing the war.”
“Religion has no place in these negotiations.”
“I’d like to see you tell that to Eminence Avesti,” Rykus said. “While you’re at it, tell it to the devout Seekers spread across the KU.”
Tersa’s blue eyes narrowed.
He snorted. “That’s the reason you’re keeping the meeting secret, isn’t it? It has nothing to do with your theory that the telepaths are Saricean. If word of a meeting between the Coalition’s highest-ranked leader and a Saricean delegation got out, the Seekers would be pissed.”
“Word will not get out.”
He laughed. “The Seekers have invested an unfathomable amount of credits in exploring the universe. The public goes along with it because they want to discover new planets, new resources and technology. And you encourage it because you need Seeker money.”
“We—the KU—need their discoveries, yes, but ending this war before it begins benefits everyone.”
He looked out the dark window, watching spacers and soldiers pass. Seekers were the dominant religion in the KU. They’d searched for millennium for the chosen planet. When contact was made with the Sariceans, and the Sariceans proclaimed that Saris, their capital world, was the world, protests and riots and demonstrations had spread across the KU. They’d simmered down over time, but the Sariceans’ strike at Ephron had reignited the hatred.
“If the public learns about this meeting,” he said, “the Seekers will think you’re endorsing Saris as the chosen planet.”
“I need you on my team, Rykus.”
“I wasn’t aware there was a choice of teams.”
“Don’t be naive. You have the power and prestige to create your own sphere of influence if you wish. I need your help.”
“I’ll follow orders and—” A soldier walking past the window drew his attention. Rykus caught only a glimpse of his profile before he moved out of view, but he was almost certain he recognized the man. Shit.
“Commander?”
He ignored Tersa, unhooked his comm-cuff, and tapped in a command.
“Rykus?”
He pulled up the ship’s roster and entered a name.
“What’s wrong?”
Shit.
Shit.
He forced all emotion from his expression and met Tersa’s gaze. “Brookins, my previous executive officer, is here.”
She glanced out the dark glass, but Brookins was long gone now. “I asked that your top advisors be transferred to the ship. Since this was short notice, I thought familiarity would be beneficial. Was I wrong?”
“No.” He cleared his throat. “No. You were right.”
But hell, he never would have chosen to have Brookins and Ash on the same ship. They were both anomalies, which meant they were both slightly crazy. They didn’t know how to fail, and both thought there was no limit to what they could do. If Brookins had been one of his cadets, he and Ash might have been able to work things out. But Brookins had been trained by Arek. When anomalies from different instructors were in close proximity, fights tended to break out. They all thought their instructors were the hardest, the most demanding, and they had an irrationally strong will to prove it with their fists.
The only reason more brawls didn’t break out on warships was because anomalies tended to keep their identities to themselves. It was too late for that with Ash and Brookins. When Ash had escaped the Obsidian, she’d put a bullet in Brookins’s chest. Brookins would kill her.
Or Brookins would try to kill her.
And Ash would try to kill him back.
Hell.
“As I was saying before, Commander, I need you on my team. I need you to keep Lieutenant Ashdyn under control. I want to know who those two men she killed were and where her funds disappeared to.”
“I’m not your spy.”
“No.” Her voice turned cold. “But you are a commander in the Coalition’s Fighting Corps. If you want to remain one, you will follow your orders.”
“My orders don’t include violating a soldier’s free will.”
“They do when that soldier might be compromised.”
“Ash isn’t compromised—”
“Or perhaps it’s you who’s compromised. Charges were dropped against you, but they can be reinstated.”
He turned away from the window, facing her fully and squaring his shoulders.
“They can be reinstated against Ash,” Tersa said. “I wonder what she would do if she were placed back into a cell.”
He froze.
“I wonder what she would do if you were placed in a cell.”
A chill shot up his spine. Tersa had seen it, that momentary look of insane fury that had come into Ash’s eyes when she’d realized he’d stood before a jury in that underground room. The loyalty training was supposed to keep anomalies from snapping, but the program was young. It had less than five years of implementation. It might not be 100 percent effective.
Ash hadn’t liked it when they’d landed on Meryk and he’d been led away for questioning, but he’d prepared her for it. He’d told her his debriefing would take some time. He hadn’t told her charges were still pending against him. If he was suddenly thrown into a cell…
Not knowing how Ash would react… that terrified him.
He made himself breathe, made his fists relax and his shoulders hang loose. Never let opponents see they’re getting to you.
“I’ll do my job.”
“I expect no less,” Tersa said. “And you will be completely professional around her. The fourth indictment against you was dropped, but if I have to reinstate charges, I will.”
Charges of an inappropriate relationship between a senior officer and an individual under his command. He was guilty of that crime. The panel knew it, and yet they’d “found no evidence of wrongdoing.”
“Think about it, Commander,” Tersa said. “Have a good evening.”
After she exited the lounge, Rykus ran a hand over his short-cropped hair. He stared at the polished surface of the nearest circular table. His life had once been just as simple and smooth. It had been structured and promising and full of accomplishments that he could wave in front of his father, who’d never approved of his enlistment in the Coalition’s Fighting Corps. But then Ash had struck across his path. She had blemished his record. He wasn’t the same man anymore.
He didn’t want to be the same man.
“For someone who doesn’t give speeches, you sure deliver a good one.”
He tensed. Ash’s voice came from the back entrance, the one that led to the jogging track. When Rykus turned, a temptress leaned against the doorframe. The bright lights of the rec deck highlighted the curves of her body. Spending time with her on the Fortune’s Citadel had been a mistake. Now that he’d thoroughly touched and kissed every millimeter of her skin, he couldn’t remove her memory from his mind. But he had to. And he had to stay away from her. At least during this mission. It wasn’t just Tersa’s threats. They weren’t supposed to serve together. He wasn’t supposed to be in a position of authority over her.
“My favorite was the part about not coming back from the dead. Lots of laughs at that.”
He deepened his scowl and fastened his comm-cuff back on his wrist. There was temptation in her teasing smile. He wanted to give in to it.
Instead, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Nice of you to finally show up.”
“I ran into a bit of a delay.” She shrugged a shoulder and moved away from the door, which slid shut behind her.
“Who were they?” he asked.
“Never seen them before in my life.” Her hips swayed when she approached.
“Not even when they tailed you?”
She paused a few paces away. “Maybe I thought the prime put a shadow on me. I would have hated to kill one of her people.”
“And maybe you were careless. I thought I trained you better than that.” It was safer to be critical than to be concerned.
“You did.” She propped her hip up on the back of a couch. “I might need another lesson.”
He ignored the suggestive lilt in her tone, demanded again, “Who were they?”
“Hired thugs.”
“Why would they be hired to kill you?”
“You can probably figure it out.”
“Ash.”
She crossed her arms, mirroring his posture, but the way she clenched her jaw betrayed the tension running through her. Likely, his tone was plucking at the loyalty training.
He blew a breath out between his teeth. “Fine. Don’t tell me.”
A vee formed between her brows.
“It’s your choice.” He turned away. He’d find out who the thugs were another way. He wouldn’t use his power over Ash to force the truth from her.
He stuffed his hands into his pockets and walked to the window that overlooked the jogging track. Now that the assembly had dispersed, soldiers and spacers began to reclaim the lanes.
“How much digging did you do into my finances?” Ash asked.
This time it was his turn to frown. “What do you mean?”
“When I was on the Obsidian,” she said. “You investigated me. You tried to track down where my credits disappeared to. Did you make any progress?”
“Very little,” he admitted. Ash should have been among the wealthiest 20 percent of the Coalition, but according to the records he’d studied, for most of her enlistment, she’d been among its poorest citizens.
She pushed away from the couch and approached. “They went to Glory.”
“To Glory? Why?”
Her gaze dropped to his boots, then slowly rose back to his face. “Are you going to tell Tersa?”
“I’m supposed to.” His tone had deepened, a reaction to her close proximity. He tried to ward off the heat she caused to ricochet through his body, but Seeker’s God, she smelled good. Despite her terribly fitted body armor and the fact that her hair was falling loose from the band she’d pulled it back into, she was alluring. She always had been.
“It would be our secret,” she said. A simple sentence, not a simple meaning. She wanted him. She’d have him right there, right now if he gave her the slightest sign.
His hand tightened at his side. One small movement and he could place it on her hip.
Get it together, Rykus.
“You haven’t integrated with your team.” He threw the words at her in self-defense.
Ash stiffened. “We were put on guard duty. There wasn’t much need for integration.”
“You know what I mean. If you go into combat, they need to trust you. And you need to trust them.”
“It’s not a matter of trust, Rip.” She moved away. He’d succeeded, thrown her off her game. A part of him was disappointed.
“I know,” he said. “How are you sleeping?”
She looked sideways at him, a smile bending her lips. “I’d sleep better if you were with me.”
An image of her naked body flashed into his mind. She was spread across his bed on the Citadel, inviting him to take her.
He swallowed back his lust. “I walked right into that one.”
“You did,” she said. Then she reduced the space she’d put between them.
He held up a hand. “Ash. We can’t.”
“That’s not what you said on the Citadel.”
“The tachyon capsule was…”
Her eyebrows lifted, probably waiting for him to say “a mistake.” It wasn’t. What they had between them was only complicated.
He lowered his hand. “I’m in a position of authority over you.”
Ash opened her mouth. He knew her well enough to predict a quip about sexual positions, so he cut her off with an “It’s wrong.”
She folded her arms. “We already had this discussion.”
“We weren’t supposed to be together. To be working together. We were supposed to be on opposite sides of the universe.”
“Yeah. Things are different now. I get that,” she said. “What I don’t get is why you don’t want to give this a chance. Did someone threaten you? Did Tersa threaten you? Because I have a whole arsenal of threats I can fire back.”
The sudden fierceness that edged her eyes made his gut clench. He couldn’t tell her the truth. She’d lose it. She might not snap, but she’d do something rash, something the Coalition couldn’t ignore no matter how much they needed her to detect telepaths. He had to make it through this assignment, be completely professional, then figure out how to make things work with Ash.
But Ash wasn’t the type of person you could simply say “wait” to. When she wanted something, she went after it. So he made his expression cold and merciless. Any normal person would recognize the warning and back off.
Ash sniffed. “I didn’t think you’d cave so easily to a public perception problem.”
“It’s not public perception.”
“If I hadn’t enjoyed the time on the capsule so much, I might feel used.”
“You’re getting petty.”
“And you’re being an asshole.” She let the last word hang for a second, then added, “Sir.”
It knifed through him exactly as she’d intended. He should demand the term of respect from all his subordinates, but Ash’s “sirs” had always felt like shrapnel between the ribs. He didn’t want to hear that word from her. He wanted other sounds on her lips: her heated moans and pleasured gasps, his murmured name.
“You should prep for the mission,” he said.
Ash’s hands were curled into fists. She took one deep breath, two deep breaths, then her fingers relaxed and the tension whooshed out of her.
She toyed with the comm-cuff looped around her wrist. “You hate the prime’s plan.”
“You hate it too,” he said.
“It’s the wrong target. And it feels like a detour.” She let her hand fall away from her cuff. “Did you notice how certain she was about Valt?”
“Yeah.”
“If he’s manipulated his interrogators…”
His eyes locked on hers. “If I find out he’s manipulated anyone, it’ll be a race to see which one of us kills him first.”
Ash’s smile dented his defenses. There were no pretenses in it, just a rare, raw sincerity he’d travel through hell to glimpse again.
“If you find out why she trusts him, you’ll tell me?”
He kept still, careful not to let the emotion he felt in his chest show in any way. If she knew how much those smiles weakened his resolve, she would use the weapon every chance she had.
“I’ll tell you,” he said. “If you elaborate on the ‘to Glory’ thing.”
The light in her eyes changed, morphing into an emotion that bordered on mischievous. “Why do you think I’m sending funds to Glory?”
“If I knew, I would have been able to follow the credit trail.”
“Take a guess.”
“Just tell me.”
“Too easy, Rip.”
Her nickname for him was distracting. So was the way that thin braid had slipped from her hair band. His fingers ached to reach out and touch it.
“You’re procrastinating,” he said. Ash had probably made the braid slip free on purpose.
“Maybe.”
He let out a sigh. Then he played her game. “You have a child you’re taking care of.”
Ash burst out laughing. It was the reaction he’d wanted. Genuine emotion from a woman whose every glance and movement was calculated.
“That doesn’t even count as a guess,” she said. Her eyes were as clear and vibrant as he’d ever seen them.
“Just tell me. What’s important to you on Glory?”
“You really should be able to figure it out.”
He frowned. More than three-fourths of Glory’s population was destitute. Crime was rampant. So was corruption. Things hadn’t improved at all until a few years ago, when the aid organizations began to more effectively distribute…
His eyes widened.
“The aid workers?” he said, remembering from her records one brief reference to an individual who’d sponsored Ash’s enlistment into the Fighting Corps. “You’re funding them?”
She slouched onto a couch cushion and propped her feet up on the low table in front of her. “In a way.”
“The Coalition would be able to trace that.”
“True.” She crossed her ankles. “But I’m not funding them via the Coalition. The government wouldn’t use the credits the way it should.”
“So the money is going where?”
“It’s going directly into the pockets of Glory’s crime bosses.”
He felt his jaw go slack. “The bosses you escaped?”
“Yep. The bosses who control everything, including who is and is not allowed to operate businesses in certain precincts.”
“GalactiCorps is an aid organization, not a business.”
She shrugged. “The only reason the workers aren’t dead is because I pay for their protection. It’s bribe money, Rip. The Coalition would have discharged me if they’d found out.”
He shook his head. He wasn’t denying the truth of what she said, but the reality was slow to sink in. His anomaly was protecting aid workers on Glory, a planet she despised. Ash put on a front of being hard, independent, and remorseless, but she had a heart she kept hidden. He’d seen glimpses of it before, but he’d never known just how deep her compassion could go.
“You surprise me sometimes,” he said softly.
She gave him a small half smile. “It’d be a boring universe if I didn’t.”
Boring and cold and gray. Since he’d allowed himself to admit that he’d fallen for her, she had become the spark that linked the galaxies together. Without her, life was as dead as a world without an atmosphere.
“You haven’t transferred anything in two months,” he said, another piece of the puzzle slipping into place. “That’s why you were attacked.”
“Probably.” She lowered her feet from the table, leaned forward to rest her arms on her knees, then changed both the pitch of her voice and the subject. “I know a secret.”
The words dangled there in front of him, a musical lure he should sail away from.
Leave, he ordered. Leave now.
When he glanced at the exit, she stood. Her steps toward him were smooth. Deliberate. He stiffened, and Ash stopped and arched an eyebrow.
“Afraid of what I’m going to do in a public lounge?” she asked.
“No.”
“I was just going to tell you an interesting bit of information I picked up.” Her gaze traveled down his body, then back up. “That idea wouldn’t have entered my mind of you hadn’t flinched.”
“I didn’t flinch.”
“You really think I’d try something here?” She waved her hand toward the Fleet-blue couches.
“It wouldn’t be your worst place or timing.”
She laughed. The sound speared straight to his heart and wrapped his willpower around her fist. He should have left the moment she’d walked in. He almost started for the exit now, but the end of her laugh didn’t have the same amount of amusement as the beginning of it had, and when he looked closer, he saw the pain she tried to keep hidden behind her green eyes.
The worst timing had been when they were on Ephron trying to evade capture by the Coalition soldiers who’d murdered War Chancellor Hagan. She’d been out of her mind with grief over her lost teammates and… Well, Rykus had obviously been out of his mind too. He’d kissed her, not with the intention of what came next, but to bring her back from her nightmare.
“Sex in a combat situation.” Ash dropped her voice to a whisper and eased closer. “Incredibly hot but a very bad idea. You preferred the tachyon capsule.”
She was close now, close enough he could reach out and touch her. If he wanted to.
He wanted to.
But he knew what she was doing. She was diverting his attention away from the fact that she still hurt.
He’d do anything to take that pain away. He could do it. All he needed to do was take her into his arms. But then he’d be lost. He wouldn’t be able to do his job.
“What’s the secret?” His voice sounded rough.
It took a few seconds, but she buried the hurt away, covering it with another smile. “I believe we’ll be entering the time-bend in ten hours. Then we have almost a week until the scheduled meeting with the Sariceans. Any idea what we’re doing with that time?”
Military exercises and drills. The Kaelais was a new ship with an unfamiliar crew. Captain Furyk intended to break her in, but the sparkle in Ash’s eyes said that wasn’t the complete plan. “Enlighten me.”
She moved behind him. “Us anomalies always thought you were spawned straight from hell.” She moved close enough that he could feel the heat of her body but not her touch. “Imagining you as a child, with siblings and parents and all those relationships normal people have… It just wasn’t possible.”
He didn’t move. Neither did the air in the room. “Continue.”
“I don’t think I need to.” She circled back in front of him. Her smile faded some, and she watched him, a touch of curiosity in her eyes. Waiting to see how he would react.
“Javery.” The planet’s name left his tongue like a curse. The minister prime was taking them to his home world. There was only one reason Tersa hadn’t told him: she knew he’d explode. He was on the edge of it now. The pressure built and built. She wanted him to use his relationship with Javery’s top military officer to persuade the planet to join the Coalition.
“It won’t fucking happen.”
“You might mention that to Captain Furyk then,” Ash said. “I’m pretty sure he’s aware of the secret itinerary.”
“Tersa thinks I can reason with my father.” His hands clenched into fists. “I don’t talk to my father.”
“Maybe this is just an intervention and the prime wants to do what she can to heal old wounds.”
He glared. Ash snapped her mouth shut, but a small grin remained on her lips.
“I’ll deal with it,” he said. He’d deal with it right fucking now. “Report to your team lead and stay out of trouble.”
He headed for the exit.
“I need a favor.”
Ash could have said almost anything else and he would have kept going, but she wasn’t the type of person who asked for help.
He stopped. Looked over his shoulder.
“Can you convince Tersa to unlock my accounts and restore my permissions?”
Right. The two thugs. The reason Ash had been late to the Kaelais and the way she’d secretly helped the people of her home world.
“If the payments start up again,” he said, “will you be in the clear?”
“Maybe.”
He faced her fully. “I will on one condition. You have to integrate with your team.”
“I am integrat—”
“No. You’re on the roster, but you’re not making an effort to be part of it. Put in the effort.”
She looked away. The pinch of her brow indicated exactly how much that effort would cost her.
“If I do,” she said, “you’ll convince her to unlock everything?”
“I’ll convince her.”
“Without telling her where the credits went?”
He nodded. Tersa wanted to know, but he’d be damned if he told her, especially after this Javery stunt.
“Okay. I’ll do it.”
“Good,” he said. “And, Ash. I’m the commanding officer aboard this ship. I’m on this mission to keep you in line. I’m not to touch you.”
“Keep me in line?” Ash’s laughter echoed off the corridor’s walls. Her green eyes brightened, and that teasing, fun-loving smile settled on her lips when she took a step toward him and met his gaze. “This is going to be a fun deployment.”
Ah, hell. Wrong words, Rykus. Wrong damn words.
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Captain Furyk loved his drills. They started as soon as Ash reached her bunk and continued on and off for the next ten hours. That was how long it took the Kaelais to make her way to the Pinnacle, the military tachyon capsule that would take her and the rest of the 6th Fleet to the unpublicized stop at Javery and then on to the meeting with the Sariceans. If it wasn’t against protocol, Ash was certain Furyk would have had them practicing every form of emergency procedure straight through the entry into the time-bend. Instead, he gave all souls on board an hour reprieve before starting up again.
Her teammates and the other soldiers grumbled about the repetition, but Ash didn’t mind. The interruptions gave her excuses to focus on something besides Liles and her other two teammates. She wasn’t ignoring them, but she wasn’t “integrating” either. She was watching her back, waiting for the moment when Hauch would jump her. If he were like every other man and woman in the Coalition’s Special Forces, he wouldn’t let what she’d done to him go without reprisal.
But eventually the drills slowed. Ash had more free time, more time to attempt to pry into Trevast’s files and more time to think.
The thinking was dangerous. It led to her questioning why she was sitting idle on a tachyon capsule bound for a place that had nothing to do with Jevan Valt. When she’d agreed to go on this mission, she’d done so because it was only one week’s delay, and it was possible—possible—Tersa might be right. The Sariceans might have also been infiltrated by telepaths.
If that was the case, it would mean Valt had told his interrogators something true. That would lead to them trusting more of what he said, and Ash didn’t like the idea of anyone believing Valt’s words.
She didn’t like Tersa’s assurances that Valt wasn’t going anywhere.
She didn’t like that Valt was alive.
Ash tried to smother her memories, but the wound her teammates’ deaths had left in her remained sharp. She needed to sleep it off. That should be easy considering she’d barely slept in three days, but the tightness in her chest, her paranoia over Hauch, and the malfunctioning light above her head that switched on and off throughout the night made it difficult.
It also didn’t help that she was due for a booster. Ash was reliant on the Coalition for the injections. It had never been an issue before, but after the withdrawal she’d gone through a month ago, she was going to make damn sure it wouldn’t become one again in the future. She was spacing out the doses, increasing the amount of time she could go between the boosters without it affecting her performance. It was possible to get off the drug completely, but it would require medical attention, and even then, it was risky.
She closed her eyes and covered a yawn with her fist. That was a problem to work out later, once she’d had a good night’s sleep…
Pressure built at the base of her skull. Ash jerked upright and rolled away from the sensation.
The floor greeted her with a teeth-rattling smack on the chin. It knocked her awake but didn’t fully chase away the sensations from her dream.
She hadn’t relived her teammates’ murders this time. Instead, she’d been on the Fortune’s Citadel. She’d been in Rykus’s bed when she’d felt the pressure. It was like a tangible hot breath on the back of her neck.
She’d leapt off the floor, then ran out of the room trailing, tracking, tracing the telepath. She’d followed the bastard to the edge of the ship where he’d disappeared.
Completely disappeared.
Now she wasn’t even sure if she’d felt the pressure in the first place. If she had, and a real telepath had been there, then he’d been toying with her.
The only thing toying with her now was her memories. Fucking dreams.
Plastic bit into her palms when she pushed herself off the ground. Pieces of the cover to the light above her bunk were scattered across the floor. She’d put her foot through it when it had gone off yet again in the middle of the night. The Kaelais hadn’t been too pleased about that. It had rejected her profile, then run through the synchronization process again, vibrating persistently enough for her teammates to hear. Ash had finally shut the thing down completely. She brushed pieces of plastic off her hands, then turned the cuff back on. It stayed blessedly silent.
Standing, she grabbed her black uniform off the shelf at the foot of her bed, then pulled it on over her skintight shorts and compression shirt. She leaned against the wall to stuff her feet into her combat boots, and that’s when she noticed Hauch. He was awake and watching her from the bunk across the room.
Of course he’d be the one to see her roll out of bed.
Grabbing a hair band and a few other essentials, she silently slipped out the door.
The Kaelais’s lights were dimmed for the night shift. She headed toward the chow hall, passing nooks that contained small trees that helped filter the Kaelais’s air. Despite their presence, environment systems hummed loudly in the corridors. The ship was working overtime to clean the air of the individual scents and smells from almost a hundred different home worlds. In another few days, after the crew had been eating Fleet-standard rations and breathing in sanitized oxygen, the purifiers could take intermittent breaks. The smell of culture would be standardized, and the soldiers and spacers would, for the most part, assimilate into one military culture. It happened every deployment, and Ash always hated it.
That’s why she made a game of not assimilating.
She threaded a hand through her hair, which hung loose below her shoulders. Her fingers found the thin lock she kept braided for Rykus. She let it slip free when she reached her destination and erased the faint smile from her lips. The large room was almost deserted. Only a few people, mostly spacers, sat at the tables. Ash took a seat close to the metal bar that separated the room from the kitchen, then set her comm-cuff flat on the surface of her table. She rubbed her eyes, then accessed the program she was using to try to crack into Trevast’s files.
Immediately she came across the same obstacle she had the last time she’d looked into them. She was almost certain a trip wire had been woven through the encryption. If she triggered it, it might erase the data. She’d spent the last day trying to find a way to circumvent that possibility, but every access point raised the same alert. She hadn’t known Trevast had the capability to add this type of layering into his encryptions. Most normal people couldn’t do that.
A clank from the kitchen drew Ash’s attention. She looked up and saw Specialist Kaylee Teal.
Cleaning the dishes.
Bots ran all but the finest restaurant establishments in the KU, and a warship’s mess hall definitely didn’t meet the standard to require human assistants.
Grinning, Ash fastened her comm-cuff around her wrist and strolled to the bar.
“Trouble with the robots?”
Teal spun. When she saw Ash, her eyes narrowed. “The bots are just fine.”
“What did you do?” The bots were only taken out of commission for “maintenance” when someone needed to be disciplined.
Teal dropped a processing cube into a deep sink. Sudsy water splashed across the metal bar, hitting Ash and soaking one of the dirty dishes someone had left there, but Ash didn’t give the crypty the satisfaction of a reaction.
“How are you sleeping?” Teal delivered the words more like a punch than a question.
Ash managed not to look at her hand, where the plastic from her broken light fixture had left a small cut. Keeping her expression neutral, she met the other woman’s eyes and noted the deep intelligence in them, the rebellious fire. Teal might not be Caruth trained, but she was an anomaly. Lethal in her own way. She’d helped the Coalition recapture her on Ephron, discovered Ash’s illegal admin ID in a handful of minutes, and apparently, she’d screwed with Ash’s bunk light. Point to Teal.
Nonchalantly she rested her arms on the bar. “I need to put in a repair request for my bunk light. Thank you for the reminder.”
Teal rolled her eyes, then grabbed another processing cube.
“Seems like you know your way around bot-run kitchens,” Ash said. “Get in trouble a lot?”
Teal didn’t respond. When it looked like the crypty was going to play the you-don’t-exist game, Ash made a show of unhooking her comm-cuff. She swiped the screen a few times, tapped through a few news alerts and messages, then yawned. “The Kaelais is a really nice ship.”
Teal slammed a clean cube onto the counter. “You illegally access my ship’s files again and I’ll short-circuit that cuff while you’re wiping your ass.”
Ash laughed. “I’ll be more careful next time I access off-limit systems.”
Teal folded her arms. “What is it you want?”
Ah, now she had her. “You’re an anomaly. I’m an anomaly. I thought we could be friends.”
Teal’s gaze darted to the nearest spacers. They were several tables away—too far to hear Ash’s words—but when the crypty addressed her again, she lowered her voice. “You’re trying to make me a target.”
“Because of the anomaly thing? People knowing what you are should make you less of a target.” Theoretically. In practice, though, it tended to do the opposite.
“Yeah, well, you’re not Fleet.”
“Thank God.”
“I have enough problems without you adding to them.”
“Captain Furyk has it out for you, doesn’t he?”
Teal started to say something. Stopped. “How do you know?”
“I crossed paths with him yesterday. He obviously knows what I am, and he doesn’t like it. And since he has a reputation for being tyrannical about rules and regs, I’m guessing anyone who’s unconventional would grate against his nerves.”
Teal studied her. There was that calculation in her eyes again, that little tic that you just didn’t find in many non-anomalies. “You have issues with rules and procedures.”
“Most of the time,” Ash said.
“Is that why you went AWOL on Ephron?” The sudden change of subject no doubt was intended to throw Ash off-balance.
“You think I was AWOL?” she asked smoothly.
“It’s what I was told.” Teal’s tone said she knew that was a lie. The question was, would Teal accept the lie and stay out of trouble? Or would she go digging for the truth?
“What else were you told?”
“Absolutely nothing,” Teal said. She crossed her arms and straightened, not bothering to hide a self-satisfied grin. “Nothing from the Coalition at least. It’s difficult to dig up information on anomalies when the government keeps only printed records of the important information and that’s locked up on Caruth or Meryk or some other highly protected archive. Other people aren’t so careful, though, especially not two lowlifes from a backwater world like Glory.”
Ash’s easy smile wavered. Teal had heard about the attack. It had made the newsvids, but Tersa was supposed to have covered up Ash’s role in it. She must not have covered it up very well, though, or was Teal bluffing? Glory was part of Ash’s official, digital record. Everyone knew the planet was filled with lowlifes. On the other hand, Teal had chosen her words carefully. Perhaps she’d dug up more information on the two thugs than both Ash and the Coalition had been able to?
Ash wanted to ask, but this crypty was freaking good. Ash didn’t need Teal exploring her past on Glory any more than she may already have. Some secrets needed to remain hidden.
Teal put both her hands on the metal counter and leaned forward. “You’re hack-sig training is shit compared to mine. Don’t screw with my ship or her files. If I find out you so much as access a meal plan without the proper permission, I’ll make your life on the Kaelais hell. You’ll wish you were still dealing with malfunctioning light switches.”
That was a threat Ash was certain Teal could deliver on. Unfortunately for the crypty, Ash took threats as if they were challenges. She was about to tell Teal to bring it on, but the woman was still maintaining eye contact. She didn’t look away. At all.
A prickling sensation crawled up Ash’s spine. She turned.
And found Hauch standing behind her.
Ash’s heart rate picked up, preparing her body for the confrontation. Finally. “Morning, Hauch.”
“Who’s Jevan?”
That question caught her off-guard. It triggered her survival instinct, making her very aware of each individual in the room: Teal behind her, the spacers scattered farther away, and a short distance to Hauch’s left and right, Liles and Mandell, both leaning casually against tabletops but in perfect position to intercept Ash should she run.
She could still flee through the kitchen—Teal wasn’t Caruth trained, so there was no way she could stop her—but that wasn’t going to happen. Ash never backed down from a fight.
“Nice to see you have lots of friends,” Teal said behind her.
“You want to get some combat experience?” Ash asked. She hadn’t expected Liles and Mandell to join in on Hauch’s revenge.
“We’re not here to fight,” her team lead said.
“He is.” Ash nodded toward Hauch. The big man took a step forward. Ash was supposed to get along with her new team—supposed to integrate—but it wasn’t her fault if her team didn’t want to integrate with her.
Mostly not her fault.
“I asked about Jevan.” Hauch took another menacing step forward. Ash widened her stance and raised her hands, ready for him to make the first move.
He eyed her aggressive stance. “You swing and I will take you down.”
Behind her, she heard a noise. She turned her head enough to see Teal hop onto the metal counter and sit, feet dangling and ready for some entertainment.
“Jevan Valt is her fiancé.” A smug smile lit Teal’s face. It would be oh-so-easy for Ash to plant her hand in the middle of the crypty’s chest and give her one good shove off the counter.
Hauch’s gaze shifted to Teal. “I’m surprised you two are friends.”
“We’re not.” Teal’s voice lost all hint of amusement.
Hauch turned his attention back to Ash. “Fiancé?”
“Former,” Ash said.
“He’s vanished,” Teal put in.
Seeker’s God, what all did she know?
The crypty was a problem, one Ash needed to take care of, but Hauch advanced again. Ash watched his eyes, his body movement. After seeing her interact with Rykus in the conference room on Meryk, he undoubtedly knew what she was now. He knew she wouldn’t be easily broken, and he wouldn’t hold back. The muscles in his broad shoulders bulged beneath his fitted black uniform. He was intense, scary, powerful. This confrontation was going to hurt.
A pace away, he stopped. “My sister is an anomaly.”
The words hit her like a fist.
She stared. She blinked. “What?”
When he invaded her space farther, she retreated.
“My sister. She’s like you.”
His confession beat at the shield Ash had wrapped around herself. She didn’t want him to share part of his life with her. She wanted to fight. Fighting was straightforward and uncomplicated.
“Damn it,” Teal said from her perch on the counter. “This is an intervention, not an ambush.” With a loud sigh, the crypty returned to the kitchen. Ash wanted to join her. Better to beat pots around than to have this discussion with her teammate.
“Tell us about Jevan Valt,” Hauch said. “Why is he missing, and why are you shouting his name in your sleep.”
“I don’t talk in my sleep,” she snapped. At least she hadn’t. With the secrets she kept, she would have been dead long ago on Glory. Hell, she would have most likely been dead on Caruth too. Either that or expelled from the Fighting Corps.
“You’ve said his name the last two nights,” Hauch said. “Right before you jerked awake.”
Heart pounding, Ash glanced at Liles. He watched their exchange with a passive expression. He could have told the others everything he knew, but Hauch and Mandell had a level of interest that told her they didn’t know anything more than Valt’s name. Liles was leaving it to Ash to explain.
She stuffed her hands into her pockets to show she was relaxed. It was a dangerous move if Hauch decided to attack. “Liles can fill you in on the details.”
“We asked,” Hauch said. “He won’t.”
“Then go ask Rykus. I’m not permitted to release classified info—”
Liles pushed away from the table. “No. You’re going to explain. You’re going to trust us, or you’re gone. I don’t give a damn what the prime wants.”
She’d never heard an outburst from Liles before. Even when she’d invaded the meeting on Meryk, he’d been calm. Her actions and attitude must have been whittling away at his patience these past four weeks. He’d finally had enough.
“Why don’t we head down to rec deck and work this out?”
“We’re working this out right here, right now,” Hauch said.
Mandell took that as his cue to act. He left his perch on the table and turned to face the spacers who were scattered around the mess hall.
“Clear out,” he ordered.
Everyone in the room had stopped their conversations. They were watching how things unfolded, but now that Mandell was staring them down, most pretended to be interested in their empty plates.
“We have ten minutes of chow time left,” one undaunted spacer said.
“Nah.” Mandell walked toward him. “You’re done.”
Mandell was the most wiry of the three-man team. He was the youngest too, matching Ash’s twenty-five standard years, and that invincible light in his gray eyes made her not want to engage in one moment of conversation with him. He reminded her of Kris, a soldier who was part of her old team for only a handful of months before Valt murdered him. When she looked at Mandell, she saw her failure. If she talked to him and the others, they’d see her failure too.
“They can stay,” Ash said. When she tried to take a step toward the exit, Hauch moved and blocked her path.
Her hands fisted at her side. She would be disciplined if she fought outside of the sparring ring. She’d especially be disciplined if she threw the first punch, but maybe she didn’t care.
“You have ten seconds to vacate.” Mandell’s voice filled the mess hall. Most of the spacers chose to stand and leave. They recognized Mandell could take them down without so much as a blip in his heart rate. But the spacer who’d spoken up a second ago remained seated. He looked up, unimpressed, when Mandell stood over him.
“Five seconds,” Mandell warned.
“Fuck you—”
“Sussman.” Teal’s voice rang out from the kitchen. “The captain will keep the bots in maintenance mode for a month just for you if you pick a fight with a soldier from Trident Team.”
“I’m not picking a fight—”
Mandell’s foot hooked Sussman’s chair, spilling the spacer to the floor. Sussman jumped up—
And slammed back to the floor with one effortless shove from Mandell.
He tried to get up again. Then again.
“Only direction you can go is out,” Mandell said.
Sussman cursed in his native language, but after one last failed attempt to rise, he gave up. He flipped to his stomach and crawled toward the exit.
Ash crossed her arms. “And people wonder why Special Forces teams get reputations for being assholes.”
Mandell had a half grin on his face when he shrugged and returned to his perch on the table.
“Kaylee,” Hauch said. “You’re out too.”
“No thanks,” the crypty said. “I’ll stay.”
Hauch pinned Teal with a glare.
“Joking, joking,” she said, holding her hands up in surrender. “But I’m blaming you if Furyk jumps down my throat.” She tossed a towel on the counter. “Vortex Six tonight?”
Hauch’s expression softened. He nodded. “An hour before night shift.”
“You two know each other?” Ash asked after Teal left.
“Everyone knows Kaylee,” he said. “Take a seat.”
She didn’t move.
He grabbed a chair and slammed it on the floor in front of her. “Sit.”
“I’ll get coffee,” Liles said quietly.
She closed her eyes, drew in a deep breath. She’d agreed to integrate with her team. She could do this, and didn’t they deserve to know the truth? The truth might keep them safe.
Slowly she sank into the chair.
She rubbed the back of her neck.
Her throat tightened. It felt like she’d swallowed shrapnel, but somehow she forced the words out.
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Speaking about what had happened on the mission to Chalos II was difficult, not only because it still hurt to mention her teammates and her failure, but also because she’d been silenced by Valt for so long. On board the Obsidian, she’d tried to prove her innocence, but she’d been mentally prohibited from giving any clue that would clear her name or lead to the truth that telepaths were real and had infiltrated the Coalition. She expected the same blackouts, the same debilitating headaches, when she told Hauch and the others about her escape to Ephron’s surface, the assassination of War Chancellor Hagan, and all the details that came in between. But the more she spoke, the more the fear went away. Her throat loosened. Her muscles relaxed. By the time she’d finished her story with the confrontation in the cargo hold, she was breathing steadily again.
“How did you break Valt’s influence?” Mandell asked.
“Rykus broke it.” She stared at her full cup of coffee, which was now cold between her palms. “He loyalty trained me again.”
Anytime someone learned Ash was a loyalty-trained anomaly, a stiff silence fell. It was falling now as Hauch and Mandell really thought about who and what she was. They were realizing they were talking to a brainwashed individual, and while that was supposed to make everyone safer, it made them uncomfortable. Some people even pitied the anomalies.
“Do you have to do everything Rykus says?”
Ash gave Mandell a tight-lipped smile. “I’m supposed to do what he says, especially when he triggers the compulsion. But I have my own mind. I make my own choices. The instructors are fail-safes. They’re imprinted on our minds in case the loyalty training isn’t one hundred percent reliable.” That was the story at least, and the reason why the program continued after the side effect was discovered.
“In case you snap,” Mandell said.
“The loyalty training was created to prevent that. It seems like it has, but there’s always the chance. And then there’s the chance we could go rogue. We could use the training and the boosters the Coalition gives us and either turn our backs on it or fight against it. People have allegiances to their home worlds, and planets have threatened to withdraw. The brainwashing makes us more loyal to the Coalition than to our home worlds.”
“That doesn’t bother you?” Mandell asked.
“I’m from Glory. I don’t give a damn about my home world.” She just cared about a few people on it.
“You have no regrets?” Hauch asked the question with what seemed like a held breath. Those were the only words he’d spoken since they’d taken seats. Mandell had led the interrogation.
“I joined the Coalition before I knew what I was,” she said. “I joined the Fighting Corps because I believed in the mission to protect those who can’t protect themselves. So, no. I don’t regret it. I’ve been given food, shelter, credits, training, and an edge I couldn’t get anywhere else.”
She watched Hauch’s eyes. He was doing a damn good job of keeping his thoughts hidden, but his question had revealed more than he likely wanted her to know. Her guess? His sister was showing signs that she might snap, and he was searching for a way to save her.
Mandell leaned forward. “But if the loyalty training was broken once, it can be broken again. The prime thinks we’ll encounter a telepath at the meeting. What will stop him or her from taking control of you again?”
Ash gripped her mug. “I can feel when someone’s trying to pressure their way into my mind.”
“You couldn’t before?” he asked.
“I didn’t know telepathy existed before.” And Valt had pried into her mind when she was mentally vulnerable, like when she was sleeping or when she’d been having sex with the bastard.
She released the mug and forced her hands to relax in her lap. The desire to abandon this mission, to hitch a ride on a capsule that would take her to Caruth and to Valt fired through her. She wanted to kill him. Slowly. Slow enough to pry every last secret from his lips just before she gutted him.
“That’s why Rykus is here, isn’t it?” Mandell asked. “If you’re compromised, he’s the only one who can regain control of you.”
“That’s the theory.” Her words didn’t come out as strongly as she would have liked. Tersa might be confident he could control her if a telepath got inside her head again, but Ash wasn’t. She’d almost killed him before. If he’d made the wrong move, if Ash hadn’t been hurt and bleeding, if any number of unknown factors had been even a tiny bit different, her fail-safe would be dead.
She met Mandell’s gaze. She felt sick and vulnerable. “If I’m compromised, there’s no guarantee he can stop me. I need—” She cleared her throat. “I need you guys to promise me you’ll take me down if there’s even a hint that I’m not in control of my actions.”
Mandell’s eyebrows rose, making him look even more like Kris. “You want us to kill you?”
She met his gaze. “Yes.”
Beside him, Liles shifted. It was the first time she’d noticed her team lead move since she’d started her story. He’d listened with a grave, nonjudgmental expression, but now the skin around his eyes tightened.
“That’s a lot to ask of people you’ve barely spoken to over a month’s time,” Liles said.
“Yes.”
Hauch rested his forearms on the table. “I have no problem with killing you.”
Liles glanced at the bigger man before looking back at Ash. He studied her a moment longer, then said, “You’re a pain in the ass to keep in line. Maybe you’d be more humble if we put a few holes in you.”
“If they’re in, I’m in,” Mandell said a little too enthusiastically.
Ash snorted. “Glad you guys are excited about this.”
“Just doing you a favor.” Mandell grinned. He pulled his chair closer to the table and sat on its edge. “So this mission to Ysbar Station. It’s guaranteed to go straight to hell?”
“Pretty much,” Ash said.
His mouth tightened thoughtfully, revealing a dimple in the middle of his chin. “I could use some action after a month of babysitting duty.”
Liles rested his arms on the table. “The prime believes you can sense telepaths and their drones. How reliable are you?”
“That’s the problem. The telepaths can turn on and off their… abilities.” She didn’t know what else to call it. “They can hide from me. I don’t know about their drones. Hagan was the only one I came across, and that was by accident. He annoyed me. That could have just been his charming personality, but I don’t know if I can recognize another drone. I haven’t been able to test the feeling.”
“So theoretically, Tersa could be a telepath or drone?” Liles asked.
“She could be. You could be. Anyone could be. I’ve told her I’m not a reliable detector.”
“And she wants to go forward with the mission anyway.” Liles scowled.
“She thinks I’ll sense something at the meeting,” Ash said.
“What’s her plan if you do?” Liles asked.
“I have no idea.”
Mandell muttered something under his breath.
“It gets better.” Ash twisted the comm-cuff on her wrist. “Tersa’s information comes from Valt.”
“So this could be an ambush,” Mandell said.
“It’s the Sariceans.” Hauch crossed his arms over his massive chest. “It’s guaranteed to be an ambush.”
“We’ll go in prepared,” Liles said. “The prime is allowing eight Sariceans to be on station. With Tersa and Rykus, there will be six of us. I have no doubt we’ll blow them all to hell, but they’ll target Tersa. We need additional plans to extract her unharmed.”
“Rykus is working on that,” Ash said.
Liles grabbed her cold mug of coffee and his empty one. “It’s almost day shift. I’ll talk to him. You two”—he looked at Ash and Hauch—“get your asses to rec deck. You’re settling your disagreements in the sparring ring, then you’re both moving on. Understood?”
Hauch stared at Ash, then nodded once. He wouldn’t hold back or fight her as if she was a normal soldier. He’d fight her like she was an anomaly doped up on boosters. Hauch was strong; he had Special Forces training and a good decade of experience on her. He could get lucky and take her down.
“Understood,” Ash said. She met Hauch’s eyes and let a smile spread across her face. “I’m looking forward to kicking your ass again.”

HAUCH’S FIST rammed into her gut.
Ash doubled over, coughed, choked, and coughed again. Her vision blurred, but she kept moving and kept her gaze on Hauch’s blurry silhouette as he dove for a takedown.
She slipped sideways, spun, and caught her breath enough to land a hard kick to his left thigh. She’d kicked that spot several dozen times in the last ten minutes. Tough as he was, Hauch winced. He had to be bruised as hell beneath his pants.
Ash was bruised as hell everywhere. Hauch was kicking her ass, and she had the feeling that the only reason he hadn’t taken her down was because the crowd of onlookers scowled at his aggressiveness. Several times Ash had to stop them from interfering when Hauch landed particularly brutal hits.
She dragged the back of her hand across her mouth, wiping away blood. Her left cheekbone was swollen enough to impair her vision, and her entire body hurt. Keeping her hands up to defend herself was becoming difficult. If this continued, she would lose. It was too bad he’d had his knee in a rejuvenation brace the past two days. The injury she’d caused back on Meryk wasn’t slowing him down at all.
“You fight with your sister?” The words came out breathless. Hell. She should have taken a booster before she faced off with someone twice her size.
Hauch’s face twitched.
“Did she beat you up when you were kids?”
His fist flew at her chin, so close air gusted across her face. If that one had connected, it would have been lights out.
The soldiers and spacers rimming the sparring ring yelled and shouted. Ash grinned despite her injuries. Their protests had turned into sounds of appreciation about two minutes into the fight. She’d proved she could take care of herself.
Hauch’s leg struck her hip. She stumbled sideways, fell to the ground, then scrambled up again.
Okay, she could mostly take care of herself.
Retreating, she tried to steady her breathing, but her lungs didn’t want to reinflate. She sucked in a minuscule amount of air, wheezed it out, then sucked in a tiny bit more.
It all left again when Hauch slammed her into the floor.
She hadn’t seen him move, could barely feel him slip around to her back. He had her arm in a firm lock.
“Tap out,” he growled into her ear.
She slammed the back of her head into his nose.
He increased the pressure on her arm. “Tap. Out.”
“Fuck. You.”
She slammed her head back again, but no matter how hard Ash pounded him, he wouldn’t break.
Protests rose around the ring.
“You won,” someone said. “Just let her go.”
Even more pressure on her arm. “She needs to admit it.”
She twisted, flailed, tried to hook his leg with hers. Shadows clawed at her vision. Numbness started from her limbs and swept over the rest of her body. Her ears rang, muting the protests of the onlookers. The ringing was the last sound she heard before…
Before air rushed into her lungs. The pain in her arm and shoulder vanished, and she lay prone on the ground. It took a few more seconds for the oxygen to return to her head. When it did, she realized the ringing wasn’t just in her mind. An actual alarm was going off.
“We’re reverting to real-space?” someone asked outside the sparring ring.
“We’re supposed to be in the time-bend for another two days.” That was Mandell.
Ash spit blood and smiled. Saved by Tersa’s covert side trip to Javery. She’d have to thank the prime next time she saw her.
Rolling to her back, Ash stared up at Hauch, who was watching Mandell and the others check their comm-cuffs for status updates.
“I win,” Ash said, drawing his attention down to her. For several seconds, he stood there scowling. Then he exhaled, and the menace he’d been carrying around these past few days exited with the breath.
He shook his head—not denying her claim, but not agreeing with it either—and held out his hand. She took the peace offering, let him help her to her feet, then held on to him while she waited for her off-kilter equilibrium to flatten out.
Putting her hands on her hips, she drew in a deep, steadying breath and worked to calm her rapid heart rate.
“Catch.”
She turned, and Liles chucked a cryo-pack at her head.
Her response time was slow. The pack thunked into her face.
Hauch picked it up for her.
“Thanks,” she said.
He responded with a grunt.
Moving toward a bench on the outside of the ring, she pressed the pack against her swollen cheekbone. The cold felt luxurious on her hot skin. She needed to immerse her entire body in a cryo-bath.
“We’re stopping at Javery?” Mandell looked up from his comm-cuff.
Ash retrieved her own cuff, a K8-tactical knife, and a few other items from the bench and returned them to the pockets of her black dress-downs.
“Didn’t you guys know?” She fastened her cuff around her left wrist. “‘Rest in Peace’ Rykus is finally getting a homecoming.” And without a doubt, there would be fireworks.
“Do we get to go dirtside?” a spacer asked.
Ash’s cuff vibrated. She looked down at its screen. The Kaelais had a message for her. It had just changed her status to “unfit for duty” and gave her a directive to go to med-bay. And beneath the directive was a subtext that said “all shore leave denied.”
She was really starting to dislike this ship.
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Rykus finished fastening the last button on his dress uniform—a uniform he hadn’t worn since Ash’s graduation—when the second alarm rang, signaling the exit from the time-bend. He stared at his freshly shaven face and braced himself for the hit of nausea.
The Kaelais reverted to real time, and Rykus’s image contorted and fractured. His jaw widened, his brown eyes stretched, and his shoulders appeared crooked, like he was looking into a shattered mirror, not a live camera feed of himself.
His stomach churned. The nausea wasn’t entirely due to the distortion of tachyon travel. For the first time in more than five years, he was home.
He tugged at his cuffs and smoothed his uniform. A month ago, he’d given his father his word he’d visit in exchange for a favor. General Rykus had a hell of a lot of influence in Javerian politics. All he had to do was place a call to one of the Coalition authorities who, like Tersa, would do almost anything to please the Javerian triumvirate in order to get the planet to join the intergalactic government. Rykus had his transfer authorized within hours of contacting his father, and thanks to that favor, he’d made it to the sedated Ash before Stratham, a telepath, could kill her.
He owed his father, but he hadn’t planned to come here now and certainly not like this.
As soon as Ash told him about their itinerary, he’d confronted Tersa. And the prime had coolly asked about Ash’s finances and the two men who had attempted to kill her.
He’d pulled up abruptly and stood stiffly before her. Voice and visuals weren’t recorded inside officer lounges, but somehow Tersa knew he’d learned the answer to both those questions. Perhaps she was just guessing or his body language gave it away. Whatever it was, he didn’t deny it. He met her gaze and told her to unlock Ash’s accounts and forget about the would-be assassins.
She’d agreed with a single, silent nod.
She was maneuvering him. He’d almost told her to find herself another officer to lead the Kaelais’s troops, but he’d managed to choke down his temper. They were going to Javery. He was just along for the ride. He didn’t have to put one boot dirtside on his home world.
He shut off the video feed, then turned to his door. He wasn’t in a hurry to reach the bridge. His father would take his time answering a call from an unexpected Coalition ship. Once they confirmed their visitors posed no threat, Javery would route the request through person after person until—
A new alarm blasted through the air, a louder, more urgent wail. Rykus’s comm-cuff vibrated, then the voice-link hooked over his ear clicked on.
“All hands. All hands. To your reporting stations.”
What the hell?
He was out the door and running before the Kaelais’s electronic voice could repeat her message a second time. Shift change wasn’t for another hour. Rykus flew past officers half-dressed and scrambling from their holes. He bypassed the lift, then took the stairs to the command deck two at a time. Despite the late hour, Prime Tersa was already there, as was Captain Furyk and the night crew.
Reversion to real-space in Javery’s Tachyon Arrival Zone should have been a simple, routine procedure, not a cause for an alarm. Rykus had hoped this might be yet another one of the Kaelais’s inconvenient malfunctions, but then he saw the reason for the urgency.
A view of Javerian space stretched from one end of the bridge’s curved front wall to the other. Smaller views from different angles around the Kaelais lined the top of the screen while status updates scrolled across the bottom. Rykus ignored all the little distractions, his gaze riveted not on his home world but on the Saricean warships that orbited it.
A chill settled in his gut. The last time the Sariceans had invaded a star system, they’d decimated half a planet. No obvious fires burned on Javery, but that didn’t mean damage hadn’t been done. It didn’t mean that damage wouldn’t be done.
“This is not an invasion force,” Prime Tersa said to Furyk, who stood beside the command dais. “We will not engage.”
“We are at war with the Sariceans.” Furyk spoke with a calm, solid authority. “Our standing orders are to search out, capture, or destroy the prototype. If it is here—”
“It’s not here, Captain. Their capsule is right there on the edge of the Tachyon Arrival Zone.” She pointed to an image on the upper bar of the screen that was outside a line indicating the boundary of the TAZ. “A ship equipped with a tachyon drive doesn’t need a capsule to enter a time-bend. We will not exit our capsule until we have permission from Javery.”
“The Sariceans had capsules at Ephron. That doesn’t ensure the prototype is not here.” Furyk’s voice took on a sharper edge. “And if you interrupt me on my bridge again, Minister Prime, I’ll have you escorted to the brig.”
Tersa’s nostrils flared. Her jaw clenched. Rykus recognized the set of her shoulders and half hoped she’d push Furyk a step further, but Tersa must have sensed that Furyk’s threat wasn’t an empty one. She exhaled, and her stiff posture became a touch more respectful.
“My apologies,” she said. “But we will wait for a response from Javery. The meeting at Ysbar Station still stands, and it’s of utmost importance.”
“Captain. Prime.” Rykus inserted himself into the conversation. “Has the Air Guard responded?”
“No.” Furyk’s single word reverberated off the walls of the ship.
“Is there any reason for them to take this long?” Tersa asked.
Rykus looked at his home world. “You’re contacting them on a military frequency. They’re scrambling to soothe the Sariceans’ concerns.”
“Perhaps they’ve agreed to an alliance with the Sariceans.”
“They haven’t.” Not with his father part of Javery’s triumvirate. “Captain, if you will, contact General Rykus on native frequency 6116H8.”
“That will make a difference?” Furyk asked.
“It’s appearances,” Rykus said. “Javery has sworn to remain neutral in all intergalactic conflicts. Responding on a military channel could be interpreted as cooperation, but no one will object to personal calls home.”
Furyk nodded to his man at the comm station.
“Comm has been accepted,” the officer said immediately.
Furyk faced the front of the command deck. “On screen.”
Grand General Markin Rykus appeared at the front center of the bridge, pushing the image of the Sariceans’ ships to a smaller section of the wall. As usual, he was in his full formal uniform. New embellishments adorned the high collar, and the five triangular medals on his shoulders shone an iridescent black, signaling that his standing as Javery’s top military officer was uncontested. The last time Rykus had seen him in person, his father had just achieved his position and the medals had been slate gray. The people of Javery didn’t like change.
“General Rykus,” Furyk said from the center of the command dais. “Minister Prime Tersa of the Coalition of Sovereign Systems would like a word with you.”
Furyk relinquished his position, stepping off the dais as if the brief introduction had been an inconvenience. It undoubtedly was. The captain strode directly to the tactical console and watched the Sariceans’ warships.
“General Rykus,” Tersa said. “Thank you for taking my call. I—”
“I accepted a call from my son.”
If the general had been on board the Kaelais instead of several light seconds away, his tone would have made ice form on the walls of the bridge.
“You have Saricean warships in your orbit,” Tersa said. “Do you require assistance?”
“No.”
“The Sariceans have a history of unprovoked aggression.”
“The same could be said of the Coalition. Javery is a neutral planet. If you would like to negotiate a trade deal, you may contact the First Citizen, or you may leave my star system. Put my son on.”
“I understand your concern—”
The screen went black. Tersa’s mouth snapped shut. Wide-eyed, she looked in Rykus’s direction.
He shrugged. He’d warned her his father didn’t negotiate.
“Call him back,” Tersa said to the officer at the comm station. “Commander Rykus. You talk to him. I want a meeting with the full triumvirate. Arrange it.”
He’d told her that wouldn’t happen either, but he stepped onto the dais. He’d go through the motions and prove his point. When his father’s image returned to the main screen, he said, “Sir.”
“Rhys.” Neither his tone nor his expression softened. “It’s good to have you in system.”
The silence that followed the words invited Rykus to say that it was good to be back. Instead, he kept his voice neutral. “The Minister Prime requests a meeting with the triumvirate.”
Out of view of the camera, Tersa sighed.
“Denied,” General Rykus said. “Your sister is here. Your mother will be happy to have all her family home.”
Taya was there? She visited Javery almost as infrequently as he did.
Rykus’s gaze went to the green and violet planet in the upper left corner of the screen. Two huge, swirling storms crossed Javery’s biggest continent. The larger of the two was the Kampechu Torrent, a never-ending but weak-winded typhoon. The volatile weather used to cause deaths and wreak havoc on the environment, but Javerians had learned to thrive in the extremes. The downpours were collected and stored for the planet’s frequent dry spells. It looked like the Kampechu Torrent had passed over the capital within the past few days. Rykus had just missed it.
An unexpected pang settled in his chest. It wasn’t that he missed the torrent. He missed his home world.
It would be good to see Taya and his mother again. He might even be able to tolerate his brother. Tersa had ambushed him with this unscheduled stop, but this might work out for the best. He had an excuse to make the visit short if his father pissed him off.
But there was no need to show his hand to the general just yet. “I’m sorry I’ll miss Taya, but I’m here as part of my duty to the Coalition. I’ll return as promised when I’m granted a leave of absence.”
“You said you’d visit as soon as possible,” the general said. “I expect you at Cordell Spaceport in an hour.”
“No, sir.” He held his father’s gaze. How badly did he want his son there? Or, more precisely, how much was Mom bothering him about the visit?
Tersa stepped back into the camera view. “General, if I may—”
“You may not,” he said.
“Sir, my allegiance is to the Coalition and the citizens it protects.” Rykus chose the words deliberately, and his father’s eyes narrowed. “It would be reckless to leave this ship when I’m responsible for its soldiers and there are enemy warships sharing space with us. The minister prime wants a meeting. If that request was granted, I’d be obligated to provide a security detail for her. Given my familiarity with Javery, it’s possible I might be the best choice to lead that team. But without a meeting, there’s no cause for me to go dirtside.”
“Then go,” his father snarled.
Tersa stepped forward and tapped the privacy icon on the dais’s console. A hum came from the ceiling. Those outside the circular dais wouldn’t hear their conversation. “The Sariceans are here to negotiate a trade deal. We have sensitive and critical information the triumvirate needs to hear.”
The general’s hand moved, undoubtedly reaching for the button that would kill their connection.
“We also have on board the woman Commander Rykus broke procedure to save.” Tersa spit out the words so quickly Rykus almost didn’t follow them. But then his father froze, and he realized too late what the prime was about to do.
“I’m sure your family would love to meet her,” she said when it was obvious she’d hooked the general’s curiosity.
Seeker’s Hell. After all her warnings not to be involved…
The general’s gaze shifted back to him. “A woman?”
Rykus would not take Ash to Javery. It would be a disaster. “She’s an anomaly.”
“She’s his anomaly,” Tersa said.
A muscle in his father’s cheek twitched. “There are no Caruth-trained women.”
“There’s one,” Tersa said. “And she would love to meet your family, but she isn’t Javerian and won’t be allowed off ship without me.”
Rykus stared at his father. If he looked away, if he so much as glanced Tersa’s direction, he would unleash a wave of fury that would make his eruption during the anomaly hearings look tame. So he stood there rigid straight. His father wouldn’t agree to this anyway. Javery didn’t allow anomalies within its atmosphere. It even expelled its own citizens if their blood work came back with the genetic abnormality.
“Very well,” his father said.
“What?” He choked on the word.
“I will issue a temporary visa for Prime Tersa and the woman,” the general said. “You will be surrounded by my security forces at all times. You will follow Javerian laws and customs and will arrive unarmed.”
“No, sir,” he said, falling back on his military training to cover the stutter in his composure. Why the hell was his father agreeing to this? “Saricean warships are in system. We come armed or not at all.”
“The Sariceans are leaving.”
Rykus glanced at the enemy ships. They did appear to be drifting toward their capsule.
“I will see you in one hour at the spaceport.” His father killed the comm.
Tersa exhaled. “Thank you for your assistance, Commander.”
She reached for the icon to turn off the privacy shield, but Rykus covered the screen before she could tap it. “This is a mistake.”
“Allowing Ash to come with us? Probably, but you are to keep her quiet and polite.”
“You’ve met Ash. You tell me how well that’s going to work.”
“If you have to command her, you will.”
She’s an elected official. You’re a soldier. Killing her would be frowned upon. Probably.
“Why?” he demanded.
“What?”
“Why the hell is it so important to meet with the triumvirate?”
She let her hand fall away from the command screen. Her blue eyes took him in—his expression, his posture. She must have seen that he wasn’t going to be appeased without the truth. She lifted her chin. “Two reasons, Commander. The first I alluded to with your father. It’s the reason why the Sariceans are here: they need your thrysite.”
Thrysite?
Javery had deep, abundant thrysite mines. His family owned several. The mineral was used for building materials, industrial machinery, spaceship parts, and hundreds of other minor uses. But most of those uses could be replaced by alternative resources. The Sariceans shouldn’t suddenly be interested in obtaining more of the mineral.
Unless something about the thrysite made it ideal for creating their precious new tachyon-driven ships.
“How do you know they need it?” he asked.
“Analysis of the prototype at the Battle of Ephron as well as multiple references to it in the data Ash’s team stole from Chalos II.”
“You should have told me.”
“Before we left Meryk?” Tersa’s eyebrows rose. “You would have refused to come.”
She was right about that. “What’s the second reason?”
“That one’s a little more elusive.” Tersa scanned the bridge. Her gaze lingered on the individuals before she met Rykus’s eyes again. “The Coalition needs a win. Lieutenant Ashdyn is right. The Coalition is fracturing. There’s dissent and suspicion and threats being exchanged in the capitol’s corridors. It hasn’t become public yet, but we need to appear strong. A new system hasn’t joined us in almost a decade. Our time of expansion appears to be at an end, and senators are whispering about withdrawing. They hold Javery as an example of a neutral system that’s doing very well without our protection. Its economy grows without our help, and it has no current enemies. If we can bring Javery into the Coalition, we can hold it together for a few more years. It will give me time to strengthen it.”
“The Coalition has been around for centuries.”
“Interplanetary governments rise and fall. In all the KU’s history, none have lasted to the millennium mark. The Coalition is young. It’s fragile.”
Ash had called it fragile too. When she’d believed that the files her old team had stolen from Chalos II contained evidence of telepathy, she’d put her reputation, her freedom, her life on the line to keep the information secret. Rykus hadn’t understood that decision. He still didn’t.
“This is not the time or place for this conversation, Commander, and we have little time to prep for departure.”
“You told me to keep my distance from Ash.” The muscles in his shoulders were taut. Rykus had made sure he and Ash stayed on opposite sides of the ship, but it hadn’t been easy. He wanted excuses to cross paths, but he didn’t want this excuse.
“What I said still applies,” Tersa said. “You’ll make it clear that your father’s suspicions are incorrect.”
“You raised his suspicions.”
“To achieve a goal, Commander. And I would do it again.”
“You won’t.” He dropped his voice and stepped close, forcing her to crane her neck to meet his eyes.
He didn’t have to voice a specific threat. Tersa’s almost imperceptible nod indicated she knew she’d overstepped.
When she lowered her gaze, he moved, allowing her to press the icon to drop the privacy shield. She stepped off the dais, then tapped the voice-link hooked over her ear. “Kaelais: send for Lieutenant Ashdyn.” She dropped her hand, then turned toward Captain Furyk, who stood behind a man seated at the cryptological console. “The Saricean ships. Are they a threat?”
“They’re returning to their capsule.” He kept his gaze on the data scrolling down the screen.
“Good,” Tersa said. “Ready a shuttle to transport three individuals to Cordell Spaceport.”
Furyk spared her a brief, dismissive glance. “Not while the enemy is in system.”
“Our meeting at Ysbar Station doesn’t allow us time to wait.”
“You don’t have a choice.”
“Captain…” She faded off when he straightened and faced her directly. She suddenly seemed shorter than she had seconds earlier. “Fine. But I want the transport readied. It will leave for the surface the second the Sariceans capsule out.”
“Sub Bay 3. Four predators will escort you to the outer atmo.” He turned back to the crypt console.
When annoyance flashed in Tersa’s eyes, Rykus suppressed a smile. He approved of Furyk’s no-nonsense attitude. Tersa might be the leader of the Coalition, but aboard a warship, the captain was king.
“The prototype isn’t here, is it?” she said to Furyk’s back. When he didn’t respond, she walked to his other side to peer over the crypty’s shoulder. “Were you able to intercept communications?”
“No, ma’am,” the crypty responded. “The Sariceans shut down their data transfers when we appeared.”
“Their ships are half a galactic unit away,” Furyk said. “With the time delay, there should be at least twenty seconds of data collected.”
“Yes, sir. But it’s old data and impenetrable.”
“There is no impenetrable data,” Furyk said. “You should be able to get something out of it: the number of ships inside their capsule, their time in system, the names of their commanders.”
“I have the data, but without shuffling it through our systems in real time, I can’t see its responses. I don’t want to risk letting it out of containment.”
Furyk looked at the man. “Do I need to replace you with someone more capable?”
The crypty’s face flushed red. “Not even Teal could pry data out of—” He snapped his mouth shut. “No, sir. I’ll get in.”
Rykus ignored the cryptological talk. He knew basic hack-sig, and if security was more than he could handle on an op, he could blow his way into where he needed to be.
“Commander.” Tersa turned away from the crypt console. “Meet me in…”
She focused behind him. Her eyes widened. Her mouth worked, attempting to form words.
Rykus took a slow step back and followed her line of sight.
Ash strode across the bridge, bruised, bloodied, and disheveled.
She stopped a few paces in front of the prime. “You summoned, ma’am?”
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Ash held a cryo-pack to her left cheek. A cut sliced across her right brow. Her bottom lip was bleeding, and fresh bruises decorated her arms, the side of her neck, and likely other places beneath her black uniform.
Rykus’s first thought was that she’d finally run into Brookins. But, no, she was still standing, and Rykus had deliberately kept the two anomalies apart. They had different sleep cycles and no reason to cross paths.
“Seeker’s God, Ashdyn,” Tersa said, finally able to form words. “Do you instigate violence everywhere you go?”
“Not usually,” Ash replied. “Just lucky lately.”
“You look unkempt. You can’t look unkempt.”
Ash moved the cryo-pack from her cheek to her cut brow. “It’s a few bumps and bruises. I think I’ll survive.”
Tersa took an aggressive step forward. “Exactly what were you doing, Lieutenant?”
“I was, uh”—she glanced at Rykus, grinned—“integrating with my team.”
Hauch. The two had finally had it out. Perhaps that’s what Ash needed to let herself become part of the team. It was illogical, but so was his anomaly.
“You’re coming to Javery with us,” Tersa said. “Change into your dress uniform. Comb your hair and do something about your face.”
“Javery?” Ash looked at him again. “I get to go dirtside and meet the parents? Nice.”
The mischievous spark in her eyes assured him she was, indeed, okay, but it also sent a warning straight to his gut.
“It’s an official meeting,” he said. “General Rykus has questions.”
She tilted her head to the side. “Do I need to prepare for personal questions?”
“No,” he and Tersa said in unison. He held back a wince. He didn’t like being on the same wavelength with the minister prime. He didn’t like being maneuvered into bringing Ash down to his home world. And as much as he would like to see most of his family, he didn’t like the instant interest his father had shown when Tersa mentioned Ash.
“Go,” the prime ordered. “Make yourself presentable.”
“The way I look matters?”
“Image,” Tersa snapped. “We can’t have the Javerians believing we abuse our people.”
“I’m sure no Javerian soldier has ever gotten into a fight before.”
“Ice it. Put some cosmetics on it.” Tersa strode toward the bridge’s exit. “And don’t be late.”
Ash watched her go, then shifted her green eyes to him. “She’s really pissed.”
Aware of Furyk’s steady, almost accusing gaze and the glances from the rest of the bridge crew, Rykus motioned Ash toward the exit.
They walked in silence down the corridor. He should say something, prepare her for Javery and his father, then head to his hole to grab a few last-minute items, but he remained beside her.
“I won,” she said when they stepped onto a lift. “Technically.”
She punched the icon to go down a level to the soldier barracks. He eyed the icon to go up but didn’t touch it.
“Against Hauch?” he asked.
“Yes.” She kept her gaze ahead and smiled. “At the very least, I didn’t lose. The man’s made of bruidium.”
“In other words, he had you down and you refused to tap out.”
The smile turned into a full grin when she looked at him. Seeker’s God, even hurt and disheveled, she was beautiful. He was right to stay away from her. Every second with her weakened his resolve. She wanted him. He wanted her. He could say to hell with propriety, to hell with the scandal their relationship would cause, and be with her. Tersa had all but approved it for political expediency when she’d dangled her name in front of his father.
But what if Tersa followed through on her threat to imprison one or both of them? Could Ash handle it? Last month, Rykus had met briefly with his former colleagues before he and Ash had left Caruth. Javko had said the new instructor—the man who had replaced Rykus—had gotten into an altercation shortly after his cadets had been loyalty trained. One of his anomalies happened to walk by. He’d seen his fail-safe in a fight with three men and, according to Javko, the anomaly had gone mad. He hadn’t snapped, but he’d methodically beaten the hell out of all three men. Two died. One could barely remember his own name.
That could have been an isolated event. Rykus didn’t know, but even if Ash didn’t overreact, he was still her commanding officer. He had to keep things platonic while they worked together.
He looked at Ash’s bruised face. The ice was helping, but it wouldn’t be enough.
“When was your last booster?” he asked.
“I’m fine.”
“I know you’re fine,” he said. “I want to know if it’s too soon to inject another. How long has it been?”
“Not that long.” She turned away. That coupled with her succinct responses told him something was wrong.
“Ash.” He grabbed her arm and made her face him. “Answer me.”
His words weren’t spoken in a way to trigger the compulsion, but the loyalty training was always there, always pressuring her to do what he wanted. The desire to please lit her eyes briefly before her typical stubbornness set in.
“It shouldn’t be a hard question,” he said.
“It’s not.” When he scowled, she pulled her arm free. “I’m only a few days late.”
She shouldn’t be any days late. Anomalies injected the boosters every other week. That’s how the drugs were prescribed.
“How many?” he demanded.
“A few.”
“A few is three or more.”
“I know.” When he continued to stare, she sighed. “It’s been almost three weeks, Rip. It’s not a problem.”
Damn it, he knew what she was doing. And he knew why.
“You’re weaning yourself off the boosters.”
Ash shifted the cryo-pack to her left shoulder. “No. I’m just spacing out my fix a little.”
“I won’t let the Coalition withhold them again.”
He realized he shouldn’t have said the words right after they left his mouth. Ash’s eyes softened, and he was hit with the memory of the way she had looked on the Fortune’s Citadel: real and alive and unhindered.
Jaw clenched, he focused on the empty coffee nook behind her.
The cryo-pack on Ash’s shoulder went back to her face. “I could be imprisoned by the enemy. It’s in my interest to reduce my dependency.”
“The withdrawal almost killed you before.” He made his voice hard.
“I was hurt and had other issues.” Her tone matched his. No softness. No vulnerability. They were both protecting themselves.
“Inject the booster.”
She lowered the cryo-pack. “Is that an order?”
Seeker’s God. She had to make everything a challenge.
“Don’t make me make it one,” he said.
She crossed her arms. “I’m just another member of the Fighting Corps, Rip. You’re in command of every soldier on this ship. Giving me orders is your job.”
Her words, her tone, even the way she stood made fire slip beneath his skin. The heat in his chest exploded into full-throttled fury, and he swung her inside the coffee nook. His hand went to her right outer thigh where she kept the syringes in a small black case. He slipped it free and shoved it against her chest.
The momentum of the shove carried her backward into the counter. Leaning against it, she tilted her chin up and somehow made it seem like it had been her choice to end up there.
Despite a warning whispering from a corner of his mind, he advanced. On Caruth, one look from him was enough to send most anomalies scrambling, but not Ash. Never Ash. If she reacted the way the others did, if she didn’t fight him so hard, they wouldn’t be here. He wouldn’t be standing in a coffee nook wanting to shake her, and she wouldn’t be leaning against a counter, daring him to command her.
Daring him to kiss her.
“Medical care.” He stepped away suddenly, tried to re-center his thoughts. “You won’t survive without access to medical care, and you can’t guarantee you’ll have it when you’re on a mission.”
She stared at him. Several long seconds passed before she said, “If I’m on a mission, I’ll inject the boosters.”
His heart pounded. His muscles were tight. He needed to focus on something—anything—except what he wanted to do on the counter behind her.
“You don’t need to wean yourself.” Anomalies could break the addiction, but it was dangerous and, more than half the time, fatal.
“Thank you for your concern,” she said, her voice cold. “Is there anything else you would like to say?”
He stuffed his hands into his pockets so he wouldn’t touch her. “Just inject it. It will help with the recovery.”
“So I can be pretty for your family?”
His family. Shit. He wanted to keep her away from his father, who wouldn’t hold back his disapproval. Not that Rykus thought Ash would crumble before the general’s scowls and insults—she sure as hell hadn’t crumbled on Caruth—but Rykus might break. He might not be able to stay calm and professional and…
He clenched his teeth together. “Just do it.”
“And, what do you want me to do with the excess energy?”
He stiffened at the words. The injections were like a hit of adrenaline without the sudden exhaustion that affected normal people afterward. The anomalies needed to funnel the energy somewhere. A good long run or a heavy weight lifting session could ease the intensity of the high, but Ash had injected a booster on the Fortune’s Citadel. Together, they’d found another way to take the edge off.
He ran a hand over his hair. Seeker’s God, she was killing him.
“Do what you have to, Ash.” He escaped before he gave her exactly what she wanted.
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 Javery, Rykus’s home world, filled the viewscreen, its purple tinted oceans bright and glittering from the light of its sun. Only wisps of clouds covered the south central portion of the continent they headed toward, but a dark, swirling storm intermittently lit with lightning moved to the east: the infamous Kampechu Torrent.
Ash seethed with the same intensity as the storm. Rykus sat on the opposite side of Tersa, pretty much as far away as he could get in the small shuttle. He hadn’t said a word when they met in the docking bay. Neither had she because she was pissed. She’d injected the damn booster and regretted it immediately. Not just because her leg was jumping with unspent energy, but because she’d realized she’d only taken the shot of chems because her fail-safe had urged it. She’d caved to the loyalty training, and now she had to sit—sit!—and wait for a meeting with the leaders of a planet that had nothing to do with the telepathic threat to the Coalition.
She leaned against an armrest and tapped her fingers on the metal.
“Lieutenant.” Tersa dropped the flattened comm-cuff she’d been studying into her lap. “Can you be still please?”
“No.”
“No?” Her eyebrows went up. “You’re not on a mission in the mines of Kelin. You’re visiting Javery. You might as well be on vacation.”
“No,” she said again. “You can blame Rykus.”
Tersa looked the other direction.
“She injected a booster,” Rykus said.
“And that means she acts like a bot malfunctioning after a power surge?”
“It will wear off,” he said.
Ash let out a hard exhale. Then she leaned forward, rested her elbows on her knees, and rubbed at her face. She didn’t know what she was doing there. This detour hadn’t seemed like this big a waste of time three days ago. It had been a chance for her to do more data gathering, to pry into Trevast’s files, poke into Tersa’s background, and eventually find out if the eminences were being screwed with just like Ash and Hagan had been. It had also helped that it was highly likely the meeting would turn into an ambush. Like every other Coalition soldier, Ash wanted revenge for the attack on Ephron. She wanted to fight.
She wanted to fight right now.
She leaned back in her seat, and her leg started jumping again.
“This happens every time?” Tersa asked.
“Usually I have other outlets for my energy. And usually I’m not asked to sit and be civil. How much longer until we land?” She raised her voice to direct the question at the pilot.
“Ten minutes,” he called back.
“Is that enough time to be normal?”
“Depends on what your definition of normal is,” Ash said. She was almost certain she heard Rykus snort.
A touch of worry lit Tersa’s eyes. “You understand I had to get special permission to allow an anomaly to touch Javery’s soil.”
“You ordered me to come with you.”
“Because I had to. That’s what it took to get General Rykus to agree to a meeting. Ashdyn, this visit is that important. I wouldn’t have come here otherwise. And now that we know the Sariceans were here, it’s even more imperative to speak to the triumvirate. You realize that, don’t you? You realize that, if I can convince Javery to join us, it will strengthen the Coalition?”
There was a rawness in her words, a plea for understanding. That affected Ash more than any order or threat would have. When she’d first met Tersa, she’d made the prime promise secrecy before she detailed the events of Chalos II and everything that came afterward. Tersa had agreed. Ash had thought that was because she was like most politicians—addicted to secrets and scandals—but looking at her now, she knew that wasn’t the complete truth. Tersa saw what Ash did. She saw the vulnerability of the Coalition.
Ash’s gaze went to Rykus, whom she could see now that Tersa had turned in her seat. He was looking at her, listening with a carefully blank expression. He’d never understood why Ash hadn’t given him the cipher on the Obsidian. He didn’t think keeping the existence of telepathy secret was important. He didn’t worry about the revelation weakening the Coalition. He thought the government was strong and could weather the ripples of fear and suspicion the discovery would send through the Known Universe.
“I understand,” she said, maintaining eye contact with her fail-safe. He thought the loyalty training caused her to overreact to the slightest threat to the Coalition. He was wrong.
The transport shook as they hit Javery’s outer atmosphere. She tightened her restraints, then waited out the last few minutes of the journey.
The pilot made sure touchdown at the spaceport was as gentle as a nudge from a Merykian squirrel. That was either due to the presence of the minister prime or the Javerian delegation that waited on the landing platform. There were seven of the latter. All but the Javerian officer in the front center had rifles held at the ready.
“You told them we agreed to come unarmed, didn’t you?” Ash asked.
Tersa peered out the window beside the exit. “Yes.”
“Javerians don’t like anomalies,” Rykus said.
Ash looked at him. “You’re Javerian.”
His shoulders lifted in a shrug. That wasn’t a gesture she saw often from him, and the casualness of it caused a spark to sizzle in her chest. It flared hotter when their gazes met. She almost forgot about the prime’s presence and the fact that his father waited for them outside.
Rykus cleared his throat. Quickly he moved to the door and unlocked it.
Ash followed her fail-safe and the prime off the shuttle. Tersa’s shoes scuffed across the cement as she attempted to adjust to the heavier gravity, and Ash almost stumbled too. It wasn’t the subtle difference in the atmospheric pull that unbalanced her. It was the air. It smelled like Rykus. Or rather, this was what Rykus smelled like. It was a clean, cool scent with a touch of exotic oak to it. The smell didn’t stay in her lungs; it invaded her entire body.
Rykus’s steps were easy and confident. Ash made hers smooth and deliberate. She needed to focus, to take notice of her surroundings and the threats present. The armed Javerian delegation wasn’t the only point of security in the spaceport. Heavy-caliber guns were embedded in two-meter-high turrets that were evenly distributed around the landing site. Tall guard towers were spaced farther apart. Ash wore a uniform, no body armor. She was pretty much dead if things turned ugly unless she was quick enough to take a hostage.
Her gaze rested on the man in the center of the delegation: General Markin Rykus. Her Rykus looked strikingly similar to the man. They had the same dark eyes, the same intimidating scowl, the same broad shoulders. They even held themselves with the same self-assured confidence. There was no mistaking that they were father and son.
“Thank you for meeting with us, General,” Tersa said. “We didn’t schedule this visit in advance, but I think you’ll understand why after I share our information with you.”
“Rhys,” the elder Rykus said. “You look well.”
“Yes, sir.”
“Will the First Citizen and First Prefect be available today?” Tersa asked, ignoring the very obvious tension between the two men. Ash wanted so badly to point out the chill in the air, maybe make a subtle quip about ideas for warming things up. Rykus—her Rykus—would know exactly what she alluded to. She wanted to know if the general would as well, and if the small, inappropriate suggestion would irritate him as much as it might irritate Rip.
But she was practicing being civil. And she needed to keep her thoughts from going there as much as possible.
“You will have thirty minutes with them this evening,” the general said.
“Thirty minutes?”
“It’s the same amount of time given to the Sariceans.” His gaze shifted to Ash, and he demanded, “Your name.”
“This is Lieutenant Ramie Ashdyn of Glory,” Tersa answered for her. “She risked her life for the information I would like to share with you.”
“Glory.” Disdain dripped from the word.
“Yeah. The shit hole.” Ash made a show of glancing around at the weapon-topped turrets. “This place is just a touch more welcoming.”
Tersa grimaced.
Ash’s fail-safe coughed.
She glanced his way. “That wasn’t civil, was it?”
Was he trying to hide a smile behind his fist?
General Rykus remained focused on her when he motioned to one of his men. “You’ll wear restraints while you’re here.”
Ash kept her posture relaxed, but her fail-safe didn’t. His eyes locked onto his father.
“The hell she will,” he said. “You invited us here. We came unarmed as you requested.”
“She wears restraints or she leaves.”
The general’s man reached for her wrist.
Ash unhurriedly widened her stance. “Touch me and I’ll kill you.”
“Lieutenant!” Tersa snapped.
“Oh, right. Sorry. Touch me and I’ll seriously maim you.” Anticipation jetted through her bloodstream. She all but bounced on her toes, wanting him to make a move. The Javerians wouldn’t open fire on a diplomatic delegation without an order, and Ash could disable both the soldier in front of her and Rip’s father in seconds.
Tersa turned to General Rykus. “I’m sure we can work something out. I understand Javery’s concern about anomalies, but Ashdyn is loyalty trained. She won’t snap.”
“I don’t share the same confidence in your brainwashing.” He motioned to his man again.
Rykus stepped between her and the Javerian. To his father, he said, “We’re leaving. Tell Mom and Taya I said hello.”
Pivoting, he put a hand on Ash’s shoulder and turned her toward the shuttle.
“Commander.” Tersa hurried to cut off their path. “Ash. Please. You know how important this is.”
Ash stopped.
“She’s not staying.” Rykus gripped her arm.
Ash didn’t move when he pulled. She gritted her teeth and breathed. The loyalty training felt like a physical thing, a gale-force wind pushing her in the direction her fail-safe wanted. Her mind rebelled at the thought of being in restraints again—she’d spent far too long in them on the Obsidian—but Tersa had a point. If Javery joined the Coalition, it would strengthen the government.
And Rip wanted her to leave. That meant she needed to stay. She needed to prove she was strong enough to resist doing what he wanted.
She gave Tersa a look that said the prime would owe her big for this. Tersa nodded.
With a dramatic sigh, Ash turned back toward the Javerians. “I’ll wear the restraints.”
“No.” Rykus didn’t let go of her arm.
Ash met his gaze, made her voice steady and strong. “It’s my choice.”
“Your choice or the loyalty training’s?” he demanded. He moved closer and lowered his voice to a deep rumble. “I know how far you’ll go to protect and preserve the Coalition.”
“It’s mine. So back off, Rip.”
He didn’t immediately release her arm. His eyes held rage. Even though it was directed more at his father than at her, it took a hell of a lot of willpower to stand there without backing down.
Maybe he saw her struggle. Suddenly he released her arm and stepped away. He was still tense, still on the edge of an explosion, but she was free.
She faced the Javerian soldier, held out her wrists, and allowed him to approach.
“Your comm-cuff,” he said.
She pulled her hands back before he could touch her.
“It’s procedure,” he explained.
“You can shove your procedure—”
“General,” Tersa said quickly. “She has a temporary visa, and she’s not under arrest or detainment. She won’t easily be able to use the cuff with her hands restrained. Let’s not make this an issue.”
The general studied her. Ash tried to look relaxed and unconcerned, but there was no way in hell she was handing over her cuff.
General Rykus finally nodded to his man. Ash loosened her cuff a notch so it slid further up her arm, then held out her hands for the guard to fasten the restraints.
The Javerians broke into two lines, three on each side, and escorted them to the waiting land skimmers. The four identical sleek, silver transports connected to each other at helm and stern. The general led the way into the front skimmer then past the plush lounge chairs, shiny round data-tables, and fully equipped beverage bar.
“We’ll take this one,” he said. The front and back doors were closed, and a hum and clanking signaled the skimmers were being decoupled.
“Normal security?” Ash asked. “Or are you worried Javerians will discover the Coalition’s minister prime is here?”
The general speared her with a glare cold enough to rival the chill of space. Apparently, being both an anomaly and a Glory dreg made her unworthy of being spoken to.
“How’s Darek?” Rip asked. His words drew his father’s attention away from her.
“Good,” the general said. “He’s well respected in the assembly.”
“He’s entered politics?” Tersa asked.
A soft rumble ran through the floor—the compensator kicking in. Aside from that almost unnoticeable vibration, the only sign that they were accelerating was the window view of the spaceport falling away below them. Ash stepped closer as the skimmer joined the low-atmo traffic. The clear air, the artfully melded twists of green nature and white infrastructure, all the landscaping had a strong, orderly feel to it. Just like her fail-safe. This planet had made him.
“Sit.” The order came from behind her, and a reflection moved across the window: one of the Javerian soldiers. He had put away his rifle and now held a Maven 660 pistol ready at his side.
Ash turned. “I know I’m scary, but this is overkill, don’t you think?”
“Sit,” he said again.
Make me. The words fought to the tip of her tongue, warring with her attempt to be civil.
She looked past the soldier. Tersa and General Rykus were talking, but Rip was watching her. Probably worried about what she would do. He started to say something but thought better of it. He moved to a chair halfway between her and the prime, and he sat.
Ash almost smiled. He was learning. If he’d told her to follow the soldier’s order, she would undoubtedly have done the opposite.
There was an empty seat beside him, so with the Javerian’s pistol tracking her the whole way, she sauntered over and made herself comfortable.
“I really want to take it out of his hand,” she said.
“I know.” He looked at the soldier, who took up position across from her. “Anomalies were responsible for three large massacres over the past fifty years. Ten years ago, the triumvirate banned them from the planet. Javery hasn’t had another mass killing since, not even one that wasn’t caused by an anomaly.”
“We’re not that unstable.”
“Most of you aren’t, and there are usually signs before you snap. I think the last one lost it because of the growing hatred toward them.”
“Hmmm.”
His jaw clenched and slowly, reluctantly, his eyes rested on her. “What?”
She peered at him under her lashes. “Your dad’s coming.” The general had just ended his conversation with Tersa. He looked at his son with obvious disapproval and at her with even more obvious contempt. “And now it makes perfect sense why you decided to become an instructor of Caruth.” She leaned toward him, lowered her voice. “If you really want to piss him off, I know a way.”
Rip’s gaze dropped to her mouth. The air in the skimmer heated. She saw the want in his eyes, noted how his fingers curled slightly, but he didn’t act on what she offered. His jaw clenched, and he faced forward in his seat, ending their interaction.
Ash let a small smile play on her lips. Rip was barely clinging to his self-control. That was fine. If he wanted to be difficult about this, she’d cling to her flirtations, and they would see who came out on top.
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“Rhys!” a woman called out as soon as they exited the skimmer.
Rip’s full, unhindered grin blindsided Ash. Her steps slowed, then stopped when a tall, beaming brunette jogged down the white steps of the family home, then threw her arms around Rip’s shoulders. Taya. His sister. They were close in age and had the same almost-black hair, brown eyes, and sharp nose. Taya was almost as tall as he was, and her fitted blue pants and white top revealed a slenderly muscled physique.
“I didn’t know you were coming,” Taya said.
“I didn’t either.” He ended the hug, but kept his hands on her shoulders. “Taya, you look great. Any men I need to kill off?”
She rolled her eyes. “All I have to do is tell them my family name, and they go running.” She gave him a conspiratorial look. “So I don’t tell them my family name.”
“Taya.” His tone carried the gentle scold of a protector.
This was… weird, her fail-safe being normal. Not hard. Not demanding. Just acting like a brother. Ash had no experience with relationships like this. She had accomplices on Glory, colleagues and acquaintances she trusted as much as she could, but every conversation and greeting on her home world came with the knowledge that, if things turned the wrong direction, those so-called friends had every right to throw her to the bosses. This automatic, unconditional trust was more foreign than any world she’d ever stepped on.
Taya lightly knocked Rip’s hands from her shoulders. “Be careful, don’t get hurt, watch my six. I know, I know. I’m good. But what about you? I heard you were…” She faded off when her gaze found Ash. “I heard you were bringing home a girl, but I didn’t know you had to put them in restraints these days.”
Rip’s smile vanished. “It’s not like that.” The easy, lighthearted tone left too. Ash missed it. She needed to hear the gentle rises and falls in inflection, the tenderness in the sound, to better understand it.
Taya stepped around her brother and approached. Ash stood her ground, outwardly relaxed even though it was suddenly very obvious she didn’t belong on this world. She didn’t belong anywhere in Rip’s universe.
The guard beside Ash held up a hand to stop Taya’s approach. “She’s dangerous, ma’am.”
Taya scanned her head to toe, then lifted an eyebrow as if to ask, “What could you possibly have done?”
“I’m an anomaly,” Ash explained.
Taya still managed to look refined and pretty when her eyes widened. She glanced at her father then at Rykus then back to Ash. Finally she laughed.
“Seriously, Rhys?” She shook her head, still chuckling. “You really know how to piss Dad off.”
“I’m not… She’s not… Never mind.”
Ash smiled. “I’ve never heard him stumble over words before.”
“Neither have I.” Taya’s hands went to her hips, and she surveyed Ash again, this time more thoughtfully. “You aren’t going to snap, are you?”
“I’m not supposed to.”
Taya must have expected a simple no—the response most anomalies would have given. Her eyes widened again.
“You’re loyalty trained? I didn’t think they trained women on Car— Wait.” She looked at Rip. “You’re her fail-safe. Shit.” She looked back at Ash. “Shit.”
Rip’s expression hardened. He turned away from Ash and Taya, focusing instead on Tersa and the general.
Ash’s smile slipped. He valued his sister’s opinion, and his sister had just been shocked to learn he would sleep with a woman loyalty trained to follow his orders.
Ash started to cross her arms, then remembered the restraints and who she was. She never cared if she made a good impression. She wouldn’t care now no matter what the loyalty training encouraged. She was who she was, and anyone who didn’t like it or her choices could go for an untethered space walk.
“Hey, Dad,” Taya called. “Tell Jinston to take the restraints off.”
“I already tried that,” Rykus said, still focused on the prime and his dad.
General Rykus speared Taya with a not-quite-intimidating glare. “No.”
To the east, storm clouds rumbled.
“How do you expect her to eat dinner with us?” Taya asked.
“She’s not.”
“Mom set a place for her.”
“She can unset it.”
“Oh yeah?” Taya’s hands moved back to her hips. “I’ll just go tell her that then.”
The softness in the general’s eyes ruined his attempt at a scowl.
Ash leaned toward Rykus. “Does your little sister always get what she wants?”
“Yes,” he said.
The general broke.
“Take them off,” he said in Javerian, “but shadow her. She goes nowhere without an armed escort.”
Jinston kept his eyes on Ash’s when he grabbed the restraints, jerking them toward him to press his thumb against the print-lock. Ash gave him her best innocent look. For some reason, that made him shove her hands roughly away.
General Rykus and Tersa led the way inside the residence. Ash had never lived in a private home. She’d found little holes to hide away in when she was young, but most of her time on Glory was spent in communal living with zero privacy. Even after she left, she’d shared her living space with the anomalies on Caruth and then with her teammates or other soldiers in planet-based barracks or ship’s quarters. To her, the Rykus residence felt open and clean and foreign. Small, carefully trimmed trees grew in bright, colored pots, floating and slowly spinning in alcoves set into the walls. The decorative plants and soft shades of the furniture they passed made the home feel warm and welcoming. The aesthetics almost completely hid the extreme security measures protecting the place.
But Ash noticed them. The large arched windows were rimmed with T80 Extruder Panes, artfully blended sheets of bulletproof metal that could deploy over the glass at the touch of a button. Multiple cameras were well concealed in the light fixtures and decorative alcoves, and when she walked past an opening into another room, she noted the guard standing sentry. Ash sketched a mental map as they moved through a large gathering area made cozy with plush couches and lounge settees. She suspected there were pathways between the walls. It was difficult to tell for sure since the residence had curves everywhere. Curved walls that curved into entryways that curved into hallways and other nooks. It all felt rather serene. It was hard to picture Rykus growing up here.
For that matter, it was hard to picture the general living here. But perhaps the woman entering the far end of the hall explained the decor. In a white bodysuit draped with almost transparent violet and blue cloth, she was soft and flowy where the two men were rigid and measured.
But then Rip completely relaxed and he smiled. “Mom.”
The woman’s face lit up when she saw Rip. She rushed forward and threw her arms around his shoulders. She was shorter than him—petite—and he looked like he was trying to be careful not to break her.
He gently pushed her away. “Hey, don’t cry.”
“I’m not.” She wiped tears off her cheeks. “I’m just happy. You’re home. Taya’s home. And Darek broke away from the capitol long enough to stay for dinner. He’s going to be glad to see you.”
Rip’s smile vanished. “I’m sure.”
The small woman slugged his shoulder.
“Ow.” He rubbed it.
His mother rolled her eyes. “That wasn’t even your injured shoulder.”
“My injured shoulder can take more abuse.” His renewed grin indicated she hadn’t hurt him at all, but good God. If Rykus kept up those almost boyish smiles, Ash was going to have to flee. She’d always been attracted to his presence, the imposing bulk of his muscled shoulders, the chiseled arms, the deliciously defined abs, but this easy-to-joke-and-laugh version of Rip did something else to her. This version made her yearn for something and someone who was so unlike herself she felt almost foolish to be standing there.
“Well,” his mother said. “Dinner is being set. You look like you’ve been living off ship rations for a decade. Markin.” She turned to her husband. “Introduce me to our other guests.”
Ash looked at the general and tried so very hard not to grin.
“This is Minister Prime Tersa,” he said, just managing not to growl out the title and name.
Tersa bowed a greeting. “Thank you for hosting us on such short notice, Madame Rykus.”
“Elia, please, and it’s no trouble. Thank you for bringing my son home to visit.”
“He was excited to come,” Tersa said.
Ash covered a laugh with a cough. It drew Elia’s attention, and the woman turned toward her. Since Ash was fairly certain the general wasn’t going to introduce her, she mimicked Tersa’s bow. “Lieutenant Ramie Ashdyn. You can call me Ash.”
“And you and Rhys work together?” She tried to make the question sound innocent.
“We…” Ash glanced at her fail-safe, who’d suddenly gone very still. “I met Rip on Caruth.”
“Rip?”
“Yeah. Rest-in—”
“I think I smell a wonderful dinner cooking.” Tersa took Elia’s arm. “We should enjoy the meal before it’s time for the mundane talk of business and politics.”
Artfully, Tersa guided Elia away. The general and Taya followed.
Ash looked at her fail-safe and let a small grin leak through her best not-quite-innocent expression.
Rip sighed. “There’s no use talking about it, is there?”
“Talking about what?” she asked, her eyes wide.
“You’ll spend dinner discovering the best way to get under my skin.” He didn’t sound angry or upset. He sounded like he had surrendered to the inevitable.
Her grin widened. “I’m already under your skin.”
He didn’t deny her words. He just nodded, then said, “My mom and sister are off-limits.”
If his tone had contained a warning or threat, Ash might have stuck to her policy of doing the opposite of what he wanted, but he’d made a simple statement, and it was obvious he loved and respected his mom and sister. He missed them, and their opinions meant a lot to him. Ash could play by that one rule.
“Sure,” she said, then she glanced at Jinston, who still stood guard beside her with all the confidence of an armed soldier facing an unarmed enemy. She held his gaze and her smile for a few deliberate seconds before turning back to her fail-safe. “That means it’s open season on your father and brother.”
Rip’s gaze dropped to her mouth. Briefly but long enough for her to feel the touch of his attention. His lips parted as if he was about to say something but thought better of it. He just rubbed the back of his neck, then turned toward the dining room.
“What about Jinston?” She stabbed her thumb toward the guard.
“Just don’t get shot, Ash,” Rip called back.

THEY HAD A HUMAN CHEF.
The only food Ash had ever eaten that wasn’t prepared by bots was during survival training and on a couple of missions when her team had received very shitty intel. She’d learned she was a horrible cook. So was Trevast, but Chakin and Kris had been able to scrounge up edible meals. Except that one time when Kris had mixed toca leaves with…
Ash almost doubled over from the sharp, unexpected pain. She should have been prepared for it, shouldn’t have let her mind wander to the past. This was just a rich man’s table spread. There was no need to compare it to times she’d shared with her teammates.
Beneath the table, Rip placed his hand on her thigh. She had stiffened. Her fingers were white-knuckled around her fork. Drawing in a slow, steady breath, she set the fork down. She didn’t look at her fail-safe, who always seemed to know when she was blindsided by memories. She focused on the three blue soft-shelled delicacies on her plate. What had Elia called them? Cambrin.
She let out the breath, and Rip withdrew his hand.
“Elia,” Tersa said. The prime was seated to Ash’s left, close to the general and his wife at the head of the table. “I heard you visited Mikassia last year. How did you like it?”
Ash looked up from her plate. Mikassia was a resort planet, a resort for the extremely wealthy. It was a two-week capsule from Javery, which in itself would cost a fortune.
Rip came from money and prestige. Ash came from Glory.
If Ash had half her self-confidence, she might be intimidated.
“We did,” Elia said. “It was a lovely vacation. We hadn’t been there since the kids were young.”
Rip met her eyes briefly, then resumed his meal. She could imagine her brusque, dauntless instructor storming a beach, but relaxing on it? It didn’t compute.
“How is their new space station coming along? I heard it’s spectacular.”
“It is,” Elia said. “It will be the largest, most advanced station in the KU when it’s finished. They say visitors won’t even want to leave its amenities to visit the planet. I doubt that, but it will provide more wealth for the planet.”
Because the planet’s so poor. Ash managed not to say the words out loud and concentrated on her food.
Apparently, there was a trick to eating cambrin. Everyone else cut into the shell with ease, efficiently and cleanly pulling it away from the single curved bone. Even though it was a native Javerian food, Tersa looked like she’d done this all her life. Of course, since she’d known they were making this unscheduled stop, she would have brushed up on her Javerian etiquette.
Across from Ash, Rip’s brother watched her saw at the so-called soft shell. She knew how to use a knife. What was wrong with the thing?
She checked to see if the blade was sharp. Hard to tell with the brown sauce.
Darek’s expression turned haughty. That needed to end, so she set down the knife and fork and—
Rip placed a hand on her arm, preventing her from picking up the shell with her hands.
“Flip it,” he said.
She lifted an eyebrow, silently saying I thought Darek was a legitimate target.
“Just flip it.”
Practicing civility, she picked up her utensils and flipped the shell. The knife cut through the meat like butter.
“Apparently it does have manners,” Darek said.
Rip slowly turned his head and stared at his brother. Ash would have sworn the air temperature dropped a dozen degrees.
“Occasionally I pretend.” Ash speared the meat, then popped the cambrin into her mouth. Holy hell, it was good.
Darek’s disgusted gaze shifted to Rip. “Does she do everything you say?”
“No.” He slid his knife through the shell.
“So the mystical loyalty training doesn’t work like the Coalition claims? How surprising.”
“Don’t be rude,” Taya said.
“I’m not being rude, I’m being cautious. Anomalies are banned for a reason. It’s irresponsible to bring a dangerous person to our home.”
Chill bumps broke out over Ash’s skin. Right now the most dangerous person at the table was Rip. He was a silent hell storm beside her.
To Ash’s left, Tersa continued her conversation with Elia, but there was a slight delay to her questions and responses, a hesitancy that indicated she was aware of the tension building on their end of the table.
“The Coalition must really be hurting for bodies to allow her to pass your training program.”
“Careful,” Ash warned. She would put up with a lot of shit, but disparaging her time on Caruth crossed the line.
“You don’t have anything to say, brother? You let her fight all your fights?”
Ash used a roll to clean the sauce off her knife. “He knows I can defend myself. I’m more effective when I get good intel though. Rip, you should have warned me your brother was an asshole.”
“Lieutenant!” Now Tersa decided to join the discussion.
She focused on the knife in her hand, which was indeed very sharp. The extravagant overhead lighting glinted off the blade. “I’m being civil. So far.”
Rip finally looked away from his brother and glanced at her. He wasn’t the only one who caught her subtle threat. Jinston stepped forward and jerked the knife from her hand.
“I can reach theirs too.” She gestured to Tersa and Rip’s utensils.
Jinston’s gaze shifted from one knife to the other.
“Perhaps we should retire to the spirit room?” Elia started to rise.
“You joined the Coalition to piss Dad off,” Darek said. It was ironic that he so closely shared his father’s personality. He looked more like his mother—sharp cheekbones, blue eyes, leaner frame—but the mouth? The pinched disapproval matched the general’s perfectly.
“I made a commitment to the Coalition and to the Fighting Corps,” Rip said. “I didn’t enlist in the military for the minimal number of years just so I could check a box on my political resume.”
Darek laughed. “Ah, that again. You think everything I’ve done is showmanship. That’s funny coming from someone who turned himself into a hero by showing up at his own funeral.”
“He didn’t know it was his funeral,” Taya said, trying to defuse the tension. “The politicians set him up.”
“And yet here he is fraternizing with politicians when he claims to hate them.”
That was a good point. Ash swung her attention from Darek to her fail-safe. She wanted to explore that thread, to ask what Tersa had said to convince him to come dirtside, but Rip’s jaw was clenched tight.
“Every time you make a decision,” Darek continued, “you ask yourself if it will piss off Dad. Joining the Coalition should have been enough of a revenge, but you pushed it further. You volunteered to train anomalies. Killers.” He leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. “And still you needed to twist the blade further. So you found her. Are you screw—”
A roll hit him square in the forehead. He looked at Ash, shocked.
“You don’t want to finish that sentence.” She kept her tone light. “I know Rip really well. He’s about two seconds from exploding, and no one wants to see that, especially your mother. Your dad…” She glanced at the general, who sat at the head of the table wearing a scowl he’d likely used a hundred times before to silence squads full of war-seasoned soldiers. “Well, Rip likely inherited his temper from somewhere.”
Tersa set down her napkin. “I think we’ve disrupted things enough for tonight. Elia, that suggestion of drinks in the spirit room sounds like a good one. Will you—”
“The Firsts are here,” General Rykus said. His gaze was hard, merciless, but somewhere beneath his grim expression, Ash saw regret. He wanted Rip back in his life, but he wanted it on his terms, and he was too proud to beg. He was where Rip got his valor from, his steady sense of duty, his unmovable willpower. He was the type of man who immediately earned respect. So what had he done to lose that respect so completely from his son?
“We can address your concerns, Prime Tersa, then you can leave.” The general rose. His wife and Tersa did as well. Rip and Darek looked like they were waiting for the other to make the first move. Taya must have seen the same thing. When Ash met her eyes, they exchanged a brief smile. Then they both stood. That got the other two moving.
As they left the dining room, Ash rubbed the base of her skull. Jinston was practically breathing down her neck.
Rip touched her arm, urging her forward. She ignored Jinston and followed the general into the antechamber. The other two members of Javery’s triumvirate entered the room, their security detail in tow.
General Rykus greeted the First Citizen and First Prefect. They spoke quietly in Javerian. Ash picked up a few words and phrases, but it wasn’t the conversation she overheard that told her what they were discussing; it was the hate-filled way they looked at her. Javerians really did despise anomalies.
It was fucking annoying. Two percent—two!—of anomalies snapped. And no loyalty-trained anomaly had since the brainwashing had been put into place. That’s why some anomalies signed up to go to Caruth. All the suspicion made them paranoid, and they wanted assurance they’d stay sane.
She rubbed the back of her neck, agitated. This planet was going to drive her mad.
“Ash?”
“What?” she snapped at her fail-safe.
He studied her a moment, then asked, “Are you okay?”
She frowned. She must be more edgy than she thought if he picked up on it.
“I’m fine.” She dropped her hand to her side.
When the general told them to follow, Ash’s hand went back to the prickling skin on her neck. She took two steps in the direction General Rykus indicated, then she froze.
Slowly this time, she lowered her hand.
She turned, gaze scanning the room until she found the source of her discomfort.
A man. Armed and in a solid black uniform.
Shock reverberated on his face and in Ash’s mind. His jaw went slack. His face paled. He retreated into another uniformed security guard, who said something Ash didn’t catch.
The man muttered an apology. Backed up farther.
Then he turned and fled.
“Stop!” Ash lunged after him.
Jinston lunged after her. She kicked his legs out from under him, elbowed his face, then with the rest of the Javerian security forces calling out warnings, she sprinted after the telepath.
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“Ashdyn!” Tersa yelled at the same time Rykus’s father bellowed, “Stop her!”
Rykus cursed, raced the guards to the exit, beat them there.
“Don’t shoot!” He shoved the closest man away from the door.
Five weapons swung toward him.
“Hands on your head!” the men shouted.
“I’ll get her back.” He held his hands away from his body, backed toward the exit.
“On the ground!” Jinston barked, blood gushing from his nose.
Rykus looked at his dad. “I’ll get her back!”
“Rhys,” his old man warned. “Don’t—No! Hold your fire!”
He half expected a bullet in the back when he spun toward the exit, but the men followed his father’s order.
He sprinted out the door. The Firsts had come in through the back entrance. A stretch of concrete separated the residence from a tall, white knockout fence. One touch would shock a man unconscious. But the barrier was built to keep people out, not in. Ash flew through the air from the roof of a parked skimmer, landed with bent knees on the other side, then disappeared into the dark woods.
“Ash! Stop!”
The Javerians wouldn’t care why she was running. They’d kill her on sight if he didn’t get to her first, but Ash didn’t hear him. Cursing, he funneled everything he had into his legs, leapt to the roof of the skimmer, then sprang across the gap to the fence.
He came closer than he liked to admit to stunning himself unconscious. The fence hummed as he cleared it, and his landing wasn’t half as clean as Ash’s. He fell forward. His shoulder slammed into a tree that ripped through his uniform and skin. Stumbling back to his feet, he charged into the darkness where Ash had disappeared.
Branches slapped at his face. He was moving too fast to note a trail, but the wood was only a hundred meters deep, the largest barrier granted between official residences and the rest of the populace. Ash’s target would want to get lost in the city where authorities couldn’t easily close in on him.
The trees cleared, spilling him out onto a ten-meter slab of concrete interrupted only by the metal drainage grate running through its center. Javery monitored the rims of every major city, using visual recognition as well as comm-cuff signatures to monitor who entered and departed. Most people stayed away from the city-rims. The slab he stood on was deserted. No sign of Ash or her target.
Where the hell are you?
He scanned the tall white walls of the outer buildings and the brightly lit streets and alleys between them. Instinct took him two steps toward the nearest path, which would lead to the crowded streets of the night market. That’s where he’d go to disappear.
He shifted into a jog. Then a run.
It was complete luck that he saw the crooked grate. He’d glanced over his shoulder to check for pursuers, and when he swiveled his head back toward the city, his peripheral vision caught sight of a triangle of pure black where there should have been a crosshatch of metal.
Ah, hell. The bastard had gone into the water recyc tunnels. And Ash had undoubtedly followed him.
Rykus sprinted to the open section of the grate, which should have been securely locked to prevent idiots from entering the underground. A siren should have been assaulting his hearing too. The water recyc tunnels were damn dangerous, especially after the passing of a torrent. He’d seen the Kampeshu Torrent moving east, and sure enough, when he slid down the ladder, he splashed into cold, ankle-deep water.
Usually there would have been no water where he stood, but the Kampechu Torrent was the largest on the planet and the slowest moving. Its rains overfilled the deep channel in the center of the tunnel. Any deeper and the strong current would have whipped his feet out from under him.
Dim white lights outlined the central channel beneath the extra centimeters of water. Blue lights highlighted the tunnel walls. Rykus’s eyes were adjusted enough to the relative dark to see that both ends of the tunnel were clear.
Damn it.
Eying the nearest cross corridor, he took a chance and sprinted that way. The rush of water drowned out any sounds of Ash’s movement, and when he reached the intersection, the strength of the current increased, almost taking him down.
He grabbed a safety rail on the wall. The depth was increasing too, the water lapping up to his knees now. He wouldn’t be able to remain standing if he continued down that corridor. Upflow would be slow though, slow enough that he should have seen Ash and her target.
He looked down the original corridor. Maybe he’d been farther behind Ash than he’d thought.
Something crashed downflow. Could be Ash. Could be anything.
But he had nothing else to go on.
One step farther into the corridor, and the deepening floodwaters yanked him off his feet.
He went under. The current shoved him into the central channel where intermittent filters cleaned trash and debris from the water. His shoulder slammed into one. He fought his way back to the surface, took a deep breath, and caught a glimpse of a lighted warning sign.
Ah, hell.
He was headed toward a purification center. The water channels fed into it, using the force of gravity to fuel the spiral cleansers that were the last step to treating the rainwater.
In other words, he was about to spill over an edge in a forty-meter waterfall that would end with him crashing his brains out on a floor of vertical carbon pipes.
Purifying chems burned his eyes, but he forced them to stay open and he kicked his legs and swam. Ash wouldn’t let herself die like this. Neither would he.
Pain exploded across his face and chest. His arms slipped past something, but his body was stuck. The water heaved him against whatever it was, ejecting the oxygen from his lungs. White noise roared around him. He couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe.
He kicked and flipped, and his hands wrapped around metal bars.
A safety grate.
Lungs screaming for air, he pulled himself one bar at a time to the side of the channel until his hand met only the hard rush of water.
An opening. He could slip through there.
He could slip through and plummet to his death or…
He reached farther, holding the last bar with his left hand while his right searched for the channel wall. He found it and fought the raging current to slide his hand along the hard surface.
Yes.
He gripped a bar bolted into the wall. His left hand lost its grip, and the floodwater swept him out the gap.
His fingers slipped. Pure desperation allowed him to hold on long enough to twist and find another handhold on the outer face of the wall.
He hung there, sucking in air, heart racing and body freezing as the waterfall thundered beside him. The muscles in his arms and shoulders quivered. Seeker’s God, if he survived this, he was going to throttle Ash.
The bar grips bolted to the wall went up to a metal platform and down to a concrete walkway that circled the vertical pipes. Other pipes traversed the open cavity, taking excess drain water, both clean and unfiltered, to various sections of the city. And on one of the biggest pipes, Ash’s target jogged to the opposite side of the purification center.
Rykus hoisted himself up to the next bar grip then the next. He pulled himself onto the metal scaffold and turned just in time to see Ash step out onto the pipe.
The target reached the other side, turned, and raised his weapon.
“Ash!” Rykus yelled.
She launched herself backward off the pipe and rolled onto the scaffold, evading the gunfire.
The target, the member of Javery’s security forces that must have been a telepath, changed tactics. He fired three rounds into the pipe he’d just traversed. A white wall of water jetted straight up from the holes.
Rykus sprang to his feet the instant Ash did. He knew what she was about to do, knew that giving up wasn’t in her DNA.
“Stop, Ash.” Rykus controlled his tone, the rhythm and inflection in his words. If Ash had been closer, if the roar of the waterfall and the spray from the damaged pipe hadn’t drowned out his voice, the compulsion would have seized her.
Don’t do it. He willed the words to her, but the woman thought she was immortal. She ran out onto the pipe without hesitating, bent her knees before the wall of high-pressured water, then leapt.
Of course she made it. And of course he, the lovestruck idiot, was sprinting after her.
He ran down the length of the pipe. Two strides before he reached the white wall of water, he jumped, curling his legs to protect himself.
The punch of the water was harder than any hit he’d ever taken. It battered his face and chest, knocked the breath from his lungs, and sent him airborne.
He flailed blindly, praying he’d land on the damn pipe.
His hip hit metal. Then his head. Then he was rolling off, sliding down.
He caught a screw head the size of his hand and hung on.
Stupid. Stupid.
He didn’t bother to look below at what should be his death. He hoisted himself up.
At the other end of the platform, Ash leapt and grabbed a ladder mid-rungs.
Rykus stumbled to his feet, balanced his way across the rest of the pipe, then sprinted after her.
He was halfway up the ladder when he heard Ash cry out. The pain in her voice slammed into his heart. He rushed to the next level, saw Ash drop to the ground and curl into a ball. The telepath stood over her, bloody knife in hand.
“Ash!” Rykus charged down the tunnel.
The telepath’s head snapped in his direction. He looked back at Ash, then he dipped toward the ground and retrieved a pistol.
Rykus threw himself on top of Ash before the enemy could fire. When the gunshot didn’t come, he looked over his shoulder.
The Javerian security officer made the bloody knife disappear, but he still held the gun. His hand flexed around its grip.
“You’re one of them,” Rykus said.
The Javerian jerked as if Rykus had struck him. His hand tightened again on the weapon. He shook his head. Backed away.
Keeping Ash’s body shielded with his own, Rykus turned, facing the enemy straight on. He would kill the bastard.
“I’m sorry,” the telepath said. Then he ran.
Instinct to chase the fleeing target warred with his desire to help Ash. When she moaned behind him, the latter won out and he turned back to his anomaly.
Her eyes were squeezed shut in pain, and she clutched her left side. Blood stained her hands and mixed with the puddle of water growing beneath her.
“Ash?” He gently touched her face, angling her jaw up so he could look into her eyes when they opened and focused on him.
The trust and vulnerability in her green irises tugged something deep in his chest. He moved his thumb over her lower lip, which was still slightly swollen from a punch Hauch had landed during their “integration.” The floodwater had washed away the cosmetics she’d used to cover the discoloration on her cheek. The dark bruises were almost gone, though, thanks to the booster she’d injected. It would help heal the knife wound in her side too. As long as it wasn’t too deep and hadn’t hit anything vital.
“How bad is it?” he asked.
A frown creased her forehead.
“Ash?” His hands dropped to her soaked pants. He found the small trauma kit zippered inside a pocket on her thigh. “Talk to me.”
“He…” She closed her eyes again. Opened them. “He was a telepath.”
“I figured.” He ripped open a pouch containing a clot-cloth.
Ash licked her lips. She looked behind him in the direction the telepath had fled. “He’s getting away.”
“Yes.” This time his voice was firm. “He’s part of Javery’s security forces. He’s familiar with the planet, the city. You should have let him run.”
“I’m on this mission to detect telepaths.” A spark of defiance lit her eyes.
“No. That’s the reason you’re accompanying Tersa to her meeting with the Sariceans. You weren’t to put your life at risk chasing solo after a target you know nothing about.”
“You wanted me to do nothing?”
He pulled her hand away from her side and pressed the clot-cloth against it. “I wanted you to be smart. I wanted you to protect yourself.”
Her shoulders squared. “I knocked the gun from his hand and deflected the knife. The wound isn’t that deep, and I almost had him. But he got into my head.”
“You let your guard down.” It wasn’t a reprimand, just a fact.
“I would have lost him if I hadn’t,” she said.
“I almost lost you!” He glared down at the gash in her side. She claimed it wasn’t deep? It was bleeding like hell.
“Rip.”
The tightness in her voice made him jerk his gaze up, but she wasn’t looking at him. Javerian police had entered the purification center. They were proceeding up a ramp on the opposite side of the chamber and hadn’t seen them yet. They would soon.
Ash put a hand on his chest and shoved. He didn’t budge. He frowned at her, not realizing what she wanted until he looked into her eyes. She was still staring at the Javerians, but instead of her usual I-can-take-on-the-universe determination, he saw fear. Fear and something else that made his gut twist. She wanted him away from her and out of danger.
“Go,” she ordered.
“They won’t hurt me.” He gripped her shoulder and squeezed until she focused on him and that eerie, unstable look in her eyes disappeared.
Seeker’s God, maybe she would lose it if something happened to him.
No time to worry about that now. He released her shoulder, took one deep breath, then another, and he numbed himself. He had to be a soldier, to think clearly and save her life.
“Javerian security is going to arrest you,” he said. “You’re going to let them.”
Ash stiffened. Her jaw clenched, and the concern in her eyes dissolved into a spark of aggression. She wanted to fight. She didn’t want to surrender herself into anyone’s hands.
“I’ll get you out of this,” he said, relieved that she seemed more anchored.
“No.” But that didn’t sound like her voice. It was colder than the floodwaters they’d just survived.
“What?” he said.
“No. You won’t get me out of this. I’ll take care of myself.” She rocked forward and tried to get up.
“Ash.” His hands locked on her shoulders. “They’ll kill you.”
“Stop.” She lifted her chin. Her nostrils flared. “You insist on treating me like a normal soldier. Fine. You’d leave a normal soldier to his fate. You wouldn’t risk your neck for him.”
Across the chamber, the Javerian police yelled.
Ash tried to knock his hands from her shoulders. He held on.
“Ash—”
“You want me to stay, then give me the order. Better yet, give the order to end this whole thing. Make me not want you.”
His breath froze in his lungs. Ash’s fierce green eyes held a challenge he didn’t want to understand. She couldn’t be asking him to command her feelings away. It was an egregious abuse of power.
“I can’t do that.” The words scratched against his throat.
“You can,” she accused. “You choose not to.”
The chill on his skin sank into his bones, making them as brittle as thin ice. Did she want him to end this? Did she want freedom from him?
“Hands in the air!” the police ordered, closing in.
Ash’s gaze locked on the threat. She gathered her feet beneath her.
His heart slammed against his chest, counting off the half seconds.
“Ash.” His voice was pleading, desperate, but she wasn’t even looking at him. She was going to get herself killed.
“Damn it, Ash. I love you.”
His words froze her in place.
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For all their paranoia about anomalies snapping, the Javerians hadn’t taken extra precautions to contain Ash. A single, unbarred window separated her from the outside world. It was a good ten-meter drop to ground level. There was nothing but cement down there to break her fall, but she was fairly confident she could scale down the wall.
It helped that the Javerians had removed her restraints. They’d treated the knife wound in her side, then left her alone in this small, empty room.
Room. Not cell. This wasn’t a prison. It was an administrative building filled with security weaknesses just waiting to be exploited.
So why was she still there? Why didn’t she save her own ass? Break the window, look for a weakness in the door, something? It wasn’t because two Javerians stood guard in the corridor or because a security lens tracked her movements. Those obstacles could be overcome. The other obstacle, the one that had caused her to be captured in the first place, was something she couldn’t conquer.
Rykus.
He’d said he loved her, and the words had captured Ash more completely than the loyalty training ever had.
A man like Rykus didn’t throw those words around. He meant them. On some level, Ash had known how he felt, but she hadn’t let herself think about the significance of it.
Love meant long-term commitment.
Love meant deep, personal sacrifice.
Love meant being vulnerable to the pain of loss and betrayal.
All those things got people killed on Glory. It was dangerous to grow too attached to anyone. But she kept breaking that rule. She’d broken it on Glory when she’d trusted a few individuals, and she’d broken it when she became friends with her old teammates.
She closed her eyes. The pain of past betrayals and losses was nothing compared to what she would feel if she lost Rip. If something happened to him, she’d shatter.
That’s one reason she’d frozen when he made his confession. She didn’t want him caught in the crossfire. She didn’t want him hurt or detained. When she’d chased after the telepath, she hadn’t thought about what the consequences would be for him. Just how much trouble had she gotten him into? The Javerians hadn’t said one word about his status or condition.
She opened her eyes, then stared at the plain white wall, her fist clenching by her side. She wanted to slam it into the drywall, feel the pain as it reverberated from her knuckles to her elbow.
Why did he have to say the words out loud? He’d made this thing between them too real, and now she was terrified the universe would take notice and tear him away from her.
Relax, Ash. They were only words.
She had to get her equilibrium back. She had to be strong. Focused. Maybe if she didn’t say the words to him, this thing between them would last. She wanted it to last. Forever.
Fuck.
She turned away from the wall before she punched it. A broken hand wouldn’t help anything. She needed to think. She needed to lure the Javerians inside. Then she needed to manipulate them into spilling everything they knew about the security guard who’d—
Behind her, the door clicked. The small sound re-centered her. She shoved away her worries and fragility and adopted her standard, no-cares-in-the-world posture.
The door slid open, and Taya Rykus strolled into the room.
“Good morning,” Taya said.
Ash kept her surprise from showing. Barely.
“Good morning.” Ash leaned against the windowsill, the only “seat” in the room besides the floor. Taya didn’t have an armed escort. Interesting. “I’d offer you a chair, but…”
Taya’s gaze took in the square, empty space. “Not very hospitable, are they?”
Ash shrugged. “They’ve allowed me a guest. It’s better treatment than the last time I was imprisoned.”
Taya’s eyebrows went up. “Are you imprisoned often?”
“It seems to be becoming a trend.” Why the hell was Taya there? Ash had expected the prime or General Rykus or some random Javerian attorney who’d been assigned to her case. Instead, she got Taya? Rip’s sister had no reason to be there.
Unless they thought Ash was more likely to confess to a woman, but then why no guards? General Rykus wouldn’t risk sending his daughter unprotected to speak to an anomaly.
“Why are you here?” Ash asked the question casually, careful to make sure her posture and tone weren’t aggressive. Maybe the Javerians were baiting her into threatening the general’s daughter. Then they could rush to her rescue and be fully justified in taking Ash out.
“They won’t let Rhys see you, so I get to be your visiting ally.”
“Visiting ally? Is that a thing?”
Taya just smiled and walked to the left wall. Then she turned and paced to the right wall, almost as if she was interned into this makeshift prison herself.
“Rhys is pissed,” Taya said. “I haven’t seen him this mad since he resigned from Javery’s military.”
Something inside Ash’s chest relaxed. Pissed was good. It meant her fail-safe wasn’t hurt or in too much trouble, though Tersa was probably tearing into him because of Ash’s actions. He was probably getting hell from his father too.
“He’s worried about you,” Taya said.
Ash gave another deliberately casual shrug. “He’s worried I’ll do something ‘uncivil.’”
“Oh yeah?” Taya faced Ash, but her focus was out the window behind her. There wasn’t much to see outside. While it was technically morning, Javery’s sun hadn’t risen yet.
Come to think of it, dawn was still several hours away. It was barely past the middle of the night. It was a very odd time for a “visiting ally” to stop by.
“Does Rykus know you’re here?” Ash asked.
“Yes,” Taya answered immediately. Her voice was strong, and her eyes maintained unwavering contact with Ash’s.
The air in the room seemed to drop several degrees.
“You’re a horrible liar.” Ash pushed off the windowsill and walked past Taya. The security lens above the door didn’t budge; it was no longer tracking her movements.
Oh hell. This was even worse than Rykus just not knowing his sister’s whereabouts.
Ash moved to the door, pressed the open icon on the keypad.
“No! Don’t—”
Taya’s protest came too late. The door silently slid open to reveal a completely empty corridor.
Damn it, damn it, damn it.
Ash looked over her shoulder. “This is a breakout?”
“It’s not a breakout. It’s—”
“You don’t stand around and have a chat when you’re helping someone escape.”
“I wasn’t sure—”
“Get out.” Ash grabbed Taya’s arm and shoved her out the door. When she did, her hand touched something hard beneath Taya’s jacket.
“We need your help,” Taya said.
“We? Who’s we?” She looked down both ends of the corridor. Still deserted but for how long?
“Promise you won’t tell my brother.”
“Tell your brother?” She focused on Taya again, this time noting the pistol-shaped lump beneath her jacket. “How much trouble are you in?”
Taya squared her shoulders, recovering her poise. “Not as much as you’ll be in if we stand around here chatting.”
Ash bounced on her toes. She wanted out of there, but the loyalty training urged her to stay. It urged her to keep Rip’s sister out of trouble.
“Time’s ticking, Ash.”
“I’m trying to decide how pissed Rip will be if I go with you.”
“He’ll get over it.”
“Not if I get you killed.”
“You might get me caught. If we don’t leave right now.”
Ash eyed the pistol hidden beneath Taya’s zipped jacket. Actually, Rip might thank her for discovering the potential danger that had his little sister carrying. He’d want to know who Taya was flying around the KU with. She had to be getting help from somewhere. This jailbreak wasn’t something she could do alone.
“All right,” Ash said. “What’s the plan?”
“There’s a skimmer waiting outside, but I need your word you won’t tell Rhys—”
“You aren’t getting it.” Ash shoved Taya in front of her.
Taya spun back toward her and crossed her arms. “Then you aren’t getting out of here. All I have to do is trigger the alarm.”
“All I have to do is…” She stared at Taya’s comm-cuff. Damn it, Ash couldn’t leave. Not yet.
“Where would they take my cuff?” she demanded.
“What?” Confusion wrinkled Taya’s brow.
“I need my comm-cuff.” Trevast’s files were on it. The Javerian she’d chased into the recyc tunnels was another lead on the telepaths, but he might have vanished. And the files… Ash needed to know what was in them. She needed to know the truth. “Where can I find it?”
“I don’t know. I—”
There wasn’t time for this.
“Get out of here,” Ash said. “Don’t get caught.”
“Hey,” Taya called when Ash turned away. “Hey, this is my breakout.”
This was an administrative building. Her “cell” was temporary, but its security lens was permanent. There would be an observation room somewhere. If her cuff wasn’t there, she might be able to determine which room it was in. The question was, could she do it without getting caught?
Her heart rate picked up, and an almost giddy energy filled her veins. She had an objective. Her mind and body synced to do whatever it would take to accomplish it.
“My father’s office.” Taya’s words came out rushed.
Ash glanced over her shoulder.
“It might be there. Come on.”
Ash hesitated only a second before she followed Taya to a stairwell. The early-morning hour meant the corridors were deserted. They made it to the northeast corner of the building without a problem.
“This is his office.” Taya stopped in front of a heavy-looking black door.
“You can’t open it?”
“I’m his daughter, not an officer with security clearances.”
Ash dropped to a knee beside the door’s keypad. “I need your cuff.”
“We really don’t have time for this.”
“We’re already here.” Ash held out her hand. After a brief hesitation, Taya unfastened her comm-cuff and handed it over. The device didn’t have Ash’s settings and software, so this would take longer than usual, but at least the security to the general’s office wasn’t as strong as the security to the building. Ash had seen the Extruder990 when they brought her inside. She’d have been screwed if the same keypad had been installed here.
Taya’s cuff beeped when it established a connection with the door lock.
“What did you do with the guards?” Ash asked.
“They were relieved.” Taya shifted her weight side to side as she stared down the corridor.
“Relieved by friends of yours?”
“Yes.”
“What kind of friends?”
“Just friends.”
Ash made it through the first layer of security. It was easier than she’d expected. Taya had a few interesting modifications in the cuff’s standard settings.
“What, exactly, do you do for a living?” she asked.
“I’m an environment inspector for Herson Capsules. Can you hurry up?”
She stared up at Rip’s sister. “That’s a very boring, easily overlooked occupation.”
“It is.”
“It also comes with access to all areas of a capsule.”
“It does.” Taya clenched her jaw shut.
“You’re smuggling, aren’t you? Or stealing?”
“Just forget about the cuff,” Taya said. “We’re out of time.”
“Door’s open,” Ash said. It slid aside when she rose. Taya muttered something under her breath when Ash handed back her cuff, but Ash was already inside the general’s office. A long, wooden data-desk filled most of the room. An upright screen sat in its center with neat stacks of printed documents to either side. Ash had been worried she’d need to do a thorough search of every drawer and cabinet in the office, but in between the two stacks of paper was a small, shiny cube: a daytris container. The thin material prohibited any kind of signal from entering or exiting the container.
Ash walked straight to it and opened the top. Her comm-cuff rested safely inside.
She kept the cuff in the box, then replaced the lid and pressed down hard. The container collapsed under her weight. Picking up the daytris-encased cuff, she bent the malleable metal a little more, then slipped it inside her waistband. Not the most elegant carrying solution, but Ash wanted her hands free and she had no idea if the Javerians had compromised it with a tracking bug.
“I’m ready now,” Ash said.
Sweat beaded on Taya’s brow despite the cold air. She stared at the face of her comm-cuff as she fastened it around her wrist, then she shook her head. “We’re out of time. My friends have initiated Plan B. You’ll need these. Taya held out a small round case. Inside were two nearly invisible nose filters. Military grade too. Who the hell was Taya working with?
Ash took the tiny tubes and inserted one into each nostril. They were uncomfortable, but as long as she breathed through her nose and not her mouth, she wouldn’t take in whatever substance Taya’s cohorts were currently leaking into the air.
Taya led the way back to the stairwell. Ash stayed close enough to shield her if someone appeared in front of them, but there was no shuffling of footsteps or murmur of voices. There were no sounds of life at all. Not until they approached the ground floor.
Beside a door leading to the outside world, a man waited. He wore black clothing and a dark scowl on a face that was streaked with sweat. Literally streaked. When Ash reached the bottom step, she was close enough to see the man’s cosmetics were running, and beneath the layer of paint, his skin had small, freckle-sized blemishes that were almost pearlescent.
Ash swung Taya behind her.
“It’s okay,” Taya said. “I know what he is.”
“What?”
Taya knew she was gallivanting around the galaxy with a Saricean?
The streak-faced man silently opened the door. Ash scanned him, noting the bulky muscles beneath his clothing and the Maven energy pistol holstered at his hip. Its grip was fatter than it should be, meaning it was likely fingerprint locked. It was an expensive addition to the weapon that probably made him feel more secure, but fingerprint locks almost always failed when they had the most potential to screw up a mission.
“Come on,” Taya whispered. She passed the Saricean and stepped into the night.
Ash followed. In the darkened alleyway, a skimmer waited. Taya and the Saricean both headed toward it. Ash would rather take her chances alone in the city, but that would leave Taya on her own. She’d taken a huge risk helping Ash escape. Why? Exactly what kind of help did the daughter of a Javerian general need?
Reluctantly, Ash climbed inside the rusting vehicle. Rykus was going to throttle someone when this was over. Ash hoped she wasn’t the one who ended up in his crosshairs.
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After three hours under guard in a corridor of the Astaela, Javery’s triple-domed capitol building, a soldier led Rykus into a secured room. Tersa was already there, pacing by a window that overlooked the night-draped city. She turned when the door clicked shut. Clasping her hands behind her, she stood rigid.
“Ashdyn has sabotaged my efforts to enlist Javery into the Coalition. Is she still under the influence of Valt?”
Rykus came to an abrupt stop.
“No.” His response sounded like a threat. He didn’t care. The Javerian soldier assigned to watch him had given him little information about Ash. He knew only that her wound had been treated and she was being detained for an indeterminate amount of time. The Javerians were treating her like a criminal. Ash didn’t need the prime treating her the same way.
“You say that with such certainty,” Tersa said, ignoring his tone. “How do you know for sure?”
Because he knew Ash, and he’d seen her expression when she’d first made eye contact with the security guard. She’d looked startled.
Almost as startled as when he’d told her he loved her.
His throat tightened. It took an effort to keep the turmoil bouncing around in his chest from showing on his face. Ash had asked him to command her feelings away, and he didn’t know if that was because she was pissed he’d kept a professional distance between them or if it was what she truly wanted.
“She was pursuing a target, a threat.” He made sure his voice didn’t betray his worries. “She’s doing what you ordered her to do: detecting the enemy.”
“We don’t know that.”
“You think the security guard ran for no damn reason?”
“Maybe she spooked him. Maybe he knew her from the past.”
“You don’t believe that,” he said.
After a long, tense pause, the stiffness left Tersa’s shoulders. “No. Those are the general’s hypotheses.”
Rykus held back a curse. His father was putting forth hypotheses. That meant Tersa hadn’t told him the truth.
“You have to brief the triumvirate,” he said.
She stared out the window again. The lights highlighted the sharp line of her jaw. “I want Javery to join the Coalition.”
And revealing a threat to the interplanetary government would do the opposite. They’d been over this more than once. Tersa would do anything to keep the cracks in the alliance hidden.
“If you want Ash to be at Ysbar Station, you don’t have a choice.”
She nodded slowly, as if that was a point she’d been debating with herself these past few hours. “But will they believe us?”
“They’ll believe me.”
Her eyes locked on him, making it look like she wanted his words to be true. He was almost certain they were. No matter their differences, his father respected Rykus’s military intelligence. He would know his son wouldn’t fall for a ruse. He’d at least listen to what they had to say.
Tersa walked to the data-table and wrapped her long fingers around the handle of the white mug sitting on its surface. She didn’t lift it to her lips; she just held it and stared at the surface of the liquid. “The more people who learn about them, the more we risk the truth spreading.”
“It will leak out eventually.”
“I know, but I need more time.”
“More time for what?”
The door opened before she had a chance to answer, and his father entered the room accompanied by two armed security officers.
“General Rykus.” Tersa released her grip on her mug and resumed the poise of a confident, competent leader. “Has my request been approved?”
“No.” His father’s gaze locked on him. “Your anomaly has refused to talk.”
Tersa stepped forward. “An official representative of the Coalition must be present with any of our military men and women before they are able to discuss sensitive information. That’s why I requested to see her.”
“I want to know why she’s important.” His father addressed him, not Tersa. “Why did you need to request a favor from me to receive a transfer off the Obsidian?”
Rykus looked at the prime, who let out a sigh then flung her hand in the air. “If the security officers leave, then fine. Tell him the story.”
General Rykus looked at the two men, nodded, and they departed the room.
“Is this being recorded?” Rykus asked.
“Yes,” his father replied.
“Actively watched?”
“No. Not in this building. All surveillance vids and audio must go through the First Citizen’s office for approval before they can be accessed.”
“Do you have the power to prevent the access?” Tersa asked.
“I do.” He said the words in a way that sounded like, “I won’t.”
Tersa’s mouth pinched into a frown. “It’ll have to do. Go ahead, Commander.”
He faced his father. “I requested the favor because I believed Ash was in trouble, and I’d been placed on a restricted access list for my part in helping her elude recapture on Ephron.”
To his father’s credit, his expression didn’t give away any hint of surprise or shock. “Go on.”
“Ash and her team were sent on a mission into Saricean territory. They achieved their goal, but on the way back to Coalition-held space, they were intercepted by an unknown ship. They were boarded, her teammates were murdered, and Ash was telepathically assaulted.” Only the slightest narrowing of his father’s eyes at that. “She was imprisoned on the Obsidian and questioned, but the telepath made it physically impossible for her to tell us the truth about what happened. She managed to escape, taking War Chancellor Hagan as hostage. I pursued her to Ephron’s surface and took her back into custody, but before I could contact authorities, Hagan…” How to explain this? “Ash was able to speak with Hagan telepathically. He wasn’t restrained in what he could say, and that’s how I learned the truth.”
Silence. His father had a way of making the lack of noise sound deafening.
“Anomalies are telepaths now,” the general said.
“We don’t know. All we know is that telepathy is real and there is a faction or factions out there who have infiltrated the top levels of our government. They controlled Hagan until Ash was able to break through to him. And they silenced Ash.”
“And one of them became a member of your security team,” Tersa added. “What is the man’s name?”
After a long pause, he said, “Caben Riddel. He’s been on my personal security force for three years. He has a perfect record, a good relationship with others on the team, and a girlfriend he’s dated for almost five years.”
“And in his spare time,” Rykus said, “he runs from anomalies without any provocation.”
His father’s face darkened.
“Have you spoken to the girlfriend?” Tersa asked.
“Briefly.” The general’s gaze shifted back to the prime. “Her home is under surveillance. Do you have any proof Riddel is a telepath or that telepaths exist at all?”
“If we capture Riddel, we’ll have proof,” Rykus said.
The general shook his head. “Riddel is a Javerian problem. The Coalition has no jurisdiction over him.”
“And you have no jurisdiction over Ash.”
“She’s on the planet. By your own laws, she’s subject to our justice system.”
Rykus’s hands tightened at his sides. “Release her.”
“No.”
“You’re keeping her here to spite me.”
“To protect you.”
He laughed. “You’re protecting a member of a non-Javerian military? Your brain must have been bent in one too many capsule jumps.”
The words hit his father hard, for the first time causing the general to visibly grimace. Rykus kept his expression cold, unforgiving, but he wondered if his father had had a change of heart. Did he regret past decisions?
“We have a telepath in custody,” Tersa said.
His father’s posture returned to that of the rigid military man. “Who?”
“His name is Jevan Valt,” Tersa said. “He’s the telepath who murdered Ashdyn’s teammates and invaded her mind. Release Lieutenant Ashdyn, General. Keep us informed about the search for Riddel. If you want proof of telepathy, I’m willing to allow you access to Valt and his… his interrogator.”
Rykus frowned. Why had she hesitated?
“All I ask,” Tersa continued, “is you reject whatever trade deal the Sariceans offered you and agree to an alliance of mutual protection. You don’t have to join the Coalition, but we may call on you for information to help us in our fight against the Sariceans, the telepaths, and any other enemies who threaten our member planets. In return, we will come to your aid should you call.”
She was betting that the Sariceans wouldn’t take the rejection of their trade deal well. Honestly, it was a safe gamble. His father saw it too. Javery had been balancing on the edge of neutrality for almost a decade. Waver too much one direction, and they’d fall into a war.
“I will discuss it with the First Citizen and First Prefect,” he said. It was probably the biggest gesture of goodwill ever given to a Coalition leader by a Javerian official, and still, it fell far short of a commitment. “Lieutenant Ashdyn will remain on the planet until her case makes it through the proper channels of the justice system.”
Rage shot through Rykus. “She hasn’t violated any laws.”
“She injured a Javerian soldier.”
“It’s a broken nose.”
“She evaded arrest.”
“She chased a telepath, a telepath who infiltrated your security forces.”
His father’s eyes hardened. Rykus had hit at his pride, his military expertise.
The general clenched his jaw and stared out the window. “How much does her release mean to you?”
“She can sense telepaths and the people they’ve affected,” Rykus said. “We need her.”
“That’s not what I asked.” He slowly brought his gaze back to his son. “What does she mean to you?”
And expertly his father had laid the trap. Rykus had two choices: lie or tell the truth, the truth that he’d admitted to Ash just a few hours ago. The truth that had wrapped chains around her and kept her at his side.
“I’ve risked my life and my career for her,” Rykus said. “I’d risk both again. I’d risk everything.”
The smile that touched his father’s mouth held disappointment, not humor. Rykus tried not to bristle at that. He’d stopped caring what his father thought of him a decade ago.
“I want you to resign from the Fighting Corps,” the general said. “Remain on Javery.”
“You don’t want me on this planet.” If he were forced to remain on Javery, he’d make his father’s life hell.
“You can work with your sister.”
“Taya doesn’t want me in her business.”
“Darek has business interests as well.”
Tersa took a step forward. “Gentlemen—”
Rykus made his voice cold and harsh. “You do this, General, and I promise you we will never speak again.”
“You—”
An alarm rang from his father’s comm-cuff.
The general’s mouth shut. Reaching to his ear, he tapped on his voice-link. “What?”
His face froze, then turned red. He locked his gaze on Rykus. “Is this your doing?”
Rykus recognized that look of rage-filled disbelief. He glanced at the voice-link, then at the comm-cuff that was suddenly in his father’s hand. He put the clues together, and then he started to laugh.
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Ash snorted her nose filters into her palm, then held them out to the man seated in the skimmer across from her. He started to reach for them, then stopped when he realized what they were. He crossed his thick arms over a chest that was well-defined even beneath his loose-fitting shirt, and then he scowled. The Saricean, who’d settled onto the bench next to him, didn’t look any happier to be there.
Beside her, Taya extracted her filters, then dropped them into the bag the Saricean held out. He motioned for Ash to do the same. Ash shrugged and dropped them in.
“Well?” the man sitting across from Ash said. He wasn’t Saricean, and from his not-quite-concealed accent, he didn’t sound Javerian either. He must have been someone Taya met off planet.
“I haven’t asked yet.” Taya toyed with the zipper on her jacket.
“Ask,” the man said. Ash needed him to speak in more than one-syllable phrases. Something about his voice and his slate-gray eyes tugged on a memory. She wasn’t sure if she knew him specifically, or if he just reminded her of someone from her past.
“Ask me what?” Ash raised her eyebrows at the man, hoping he would answer, but Taya stopped her fidgeting.
“I’m going to need a favor.”
Ash turned her head just enough to look at Taya but also keep the slate-eyed man in view. “Oh yeah. The ‘help’ you needed. I was really hoping you were rescuing me out of a sense of familial obligation.”
Guilt crossed Taya’s face. “I’m sorry—”
“No need to apologize. It’s brilliant. And stupid. Rip is going to be pissed.”
Taya’s face hardened, and the other man—Slate—leaned forward. “Her brother won’t hear about this.”
There was that subtle accent again.
“I’m pretty sure he will when I tell him,” Ash said.
“You’ll give us your word you won’t, or we’ll turn this skimmer around and take you back to where we found you.”
“You could do that,” she agreed. “And I could still tell Rip about you.”
Slate’s face reddened. “Or we can just take you out—”
“Stop,” Taya said. “We’re here for a reason. Let’s not screw it up by being overbearing jerks.”
Slate’s narrowed eyes said he was not pleased, but he didn’t put Taya in her place, which suggested that Taya’s place just might be at the head of this gang. It would fit the profile of little-sister-gets-away-with-everything.
“I’m listening,” Ash said. “I’d love to hear about whatever scheme you’re running so I can report the details straight to my fail-safe.”
Slate gave Taya a pointed look that the woman ignored, and Ash lounged against the ripped seat back. The skimmer was a dilapidated piece of junk. Small confines, cracked data-screens, stained upholstery, and enough exterior noise from the howling wind to make it sound like there was nothing between them and the city outside, which flew by in streaks of light.
Taya turned halfway in the seat so she faced Ash. “You were on the right track before. I told you I’m an environment specialist for Herson Capsules. I inspect communal areas and cargo holds, specifically the temperature-controlled bays. I’m always assigned to routes that go in and out of the Nevsa System, and that happens to be where felithin is manufactured. I inspect the refrigerated holds, and a few doses of the drug always seem to go missing. I connect it with the people who need it. People like Cullo and others who’ve fled Saricean-held space.”
A covert philanthropist? For the enemy? Except Taya had used the word “fled.” Every standard year, hundreds of Sariceans sought asylum on Coalition worlds. It was such a small number it wasn’t talked about much, but without felithin, those immigrants would die.
Ash kept her expression neutral when she looked at the Saricean, Cullo. “Doesn’t look like it’s helped him much.”
“The last supply I picked up was tainted. It worsened the radiation poisoning. We think TessonPense, the manufacturer, discovered someone skimming the supply and deliberately contaminated it.”
“Do they know it was you?” Ash asked.
“No.”
Slate made a noise, and Taya sighed.
“I don’t think so. But look, it doesn’t matter at this point. The radiation poisoning is killing Cullo. He needs the felithin. Others like him need it too.”
“You don’t have to steal felithin to get access to it. You could ask.” She looked at Cullo. “Or you could just go home.”
“Returning to the Saris System isn’t an option.” Taya’s voice turned cold. “As for asking, the Coalition and planetary governments control the drug. If anyone asks for it, they’re databased as Sariceans and watched. Their neighbors know what they are. So do potential employers. Admitting you’re Saricean is a guaranteed way to end up in poverty or dead.”
“And because of the battle at Ephron, the hatred has worsened.” Slate’s voice, or rather the phrase hatred has worsened, fully triggered the old memory in Ash’s mind. It took effort to keep her expression neutral, but she knew who he was now. She’d encountered him on Glory, which happened to be a routine stop for the scum of the universe. Slate had been muscle at a spaceport. She didn’t know if he worked for one of the smuggling cartels that stopped dirtside or if he worked for a precinct boss. If she could just remember his name…
“We need your help obtaining more felithin,” Taya said.
“As a favor?” She was almost certain Slate was a Glory native. He had that I’ve-survived-hell defiance holding up his shoulders.
Taya’s nod pulled Ash’s attention back to her.
“Okay. Let’s say I agree to do this favor sometime in the future. You’re going to just trust my word and let me go?”
“We don’t have to trust it,” Slate said. “Your fail-safe is Taya’s brother. All I have to say is her life will be in danger if you don’t respond when we call.”
Ash made sure her smile was menacing. “Threatening Taya isn’t a good way to endear me to your cause. It is, however, a great way to end up dead.”
“He’s not threatening me,” Taya said. “He’s stating a fact. We’re going after the felithin with or without you, but our chance for success increases exponentially with the help of an anomaly.”
Slate’s steel face flickered halfway through that last sentence. Ash studied his body language again, the set of his jaw, the tension in his muscled shoulders, and the anger in his gray eyes. The man didn’t want to be sitting there in the skimmer, and that wasn’t because she was an anomaly or a Coalition soldier.
“You don’t want to do it,” she said.
The way the hollow of his cheek jumped when he clenched his teeth confirmed her assessment. Going after the drugs wasn’t his idea. Rescuing Ash hadn’t been either. All of this was Taya’s doing.
“Why are you here then?” Ash asked him.
“I’m here to keep her from getting herself killed.” His hand balled into a fist at his side. Maybe Slate-boy had become not-so-scummy after ten years away from Glory. It was possible. Just look at Ash.
The skimmer’s engine stalled and choked, but somehow it continued to fly them half a meter above the ground. They’d left the city behind. The only lights now were from the glowing nebula that filled Javery’s eastern sky and the skimmer’s flickering running lights. The latter cast odd smears of shadows on the rocky, dry-shrubbed landscape.
“Why, specifically, do you need my help? You have muscle.” She nodded toward Slate. “You could hire more if you needed it. And it’s a big universe. You have your choice of thousands of skilled hackers if you need help breaking into a TessonPense shipment.”
“And every one of them would trip an alert,” Taya said. “Besides, we’re not going after another possibly contaminated shipment. We’re going to the source. The facility we’re targeting is co-owned by the Coalition. Everyone who works there has to pass a Coalition background check. You happen to have that. You’re a Caruth-trained anomaly, which means you’re granted top-priority clearances. You can get us into the manufacturing facility undetected.”
“You’ve really thought this out, haven’t you?”
“Thoroughly,” Taya said. “Over dinner last night.”
Ash laughed, but she had to admire Taya for seeing an opportunity and taking it. Too bad this wouldn’t work.
“Your plan has two major flaws,” Ash said. “First, you’ve miscalculated. You’re right in believing the loyalty training makes me feel obligated to keep you safe, but the best way to do that is to turn you over to your father.”
“We won’t allow that,” Slate said.
Ash gave him a patronizing smile. “Your hand isn’t near your weapon. Cullo’s is, but he’s wearing his belt wrong. The holster is too low on his hip so when he attempts to draw it, it’ll get stuck against the back of the seat. It’ll only cost him a few seconds, but that’s all it will take for me to confiscate Taya’s sidearm and shove her into your lap. But don’t worry. I’m not planning on shooting you. The skimmer’s left rear circuit board is corroded—that’s why it keeps stuttering. All I have to do is knock out the front board, and we’ll all come to a nice, smooth emergency stop. One minute max, and you’ll never see or hear from me again.”
Slate’s eyes narrowed. His hand twitched where it rested on his thigh.
“Want to know if anomalies bluff? Make a move.” She watched that hand. She wouldn’t mind the fight, the surge of adrenaline, but not a soul moved in the skimmer though the night outside continued to pass by in a blur of gray and black.
“We’ll stop here,” Taya said. “You can get out. Contact your ship. No obligation. We’ll call off the raid.”
She almost didn’t sound like Rykus’s sister. Her voice was flat, defeated, and damn it, Ash wanted to help.
Slate’s hand moved slowly toward his comm-cuff. He tapped on it twice, and the skimmer slowed.
“She’ll tell your brother about us,” he said.
“Rhys won’t…” Taya pressed her lips together. “He has other problems. He can’t do anything.”
“He can report you to the general.”
“He and Dad don’t talk.”
They would for Taya. If Rykus couldn’t take care of his little sister on his own, he’d tell the general Taya was hanging out with drug smugglers.
“We’ll be off planet soon anyway.” Taya’s voice was firm now. Sure of herself again.
Slate scowled but remained silent. He had to know Taya’s family had money. General Rykus would hire someone to find his daughter. If Ash reported her, she’d either have to give up her little hobby of saving Sariceans or become invisible to her friends and family. Even if she chose the latter, the general’s agents would eventually catch up with her.
The skimmer came to a full stop, and Taya handed Ash a comm-cuff. “It’s unregistered. Contact your ship. You can use ours as a relay so you don’t trigger a security alert. The hailing code is already entered.”
Ash’s fingers wrapped around the cuff. Taya’s plan wasn’t foolproof. The Javerians would monitor every signal sent to the Kaelais. Fortunately, Ash didn’t have to send a formal communication to the ship. She just had to hope a certain acquaintance on board the Kaelais was paying attention. And that the acquaintance was willing to risk a reprimand for someone she pretty much despised.
Ash made a mental note of Taya’s ship and its hailing frequency for later, then she closed out of that channel and opened an indirect link to the Kaelais. A smile played across her lips as she screwed with some very subtle operational coding that any good, attentive crypty would take note of.
“Message sent,” Ash said. “Mind if I hold on to this until I get a response?”
“Yes.” Slate reached for the cuff.
Taya knocked his hand away. “It’s fine. Stay here. I’ll wait with her.”
She opened the door.
“Taya—”
“No need to worry,” Ash said cheerfully. “I’ll protect her as if she’s my fail-safe’s sister.”
Slate rolled his eyes but sat back and let them exit the skimmer.
The cool, dry air tangled through Ash’s hair and raised chill bumps on her skin. They walked away from the skimmer, the sand crunching under their shoes.
“If you’re worried about me,” Taya said, “don’t be. They’re more protective than my brother.”
“Good.” Ash stopped beside a small, brittle-branched tree that had made a gallant but futile effort to grow out of a boulder.
“You said my plan had two major flaws,” Taya said. “What was the second one?”
“Even if I wanted to help, I couldn’t.” Ash snapped a twig off the dead tree. “You picked the wrong anomaly.”
”How so?”
“My clearances have been revoked,” she explained. “You’re free to confirm that with your brother.”
“Why?”
Ash rubbed her thumb and forefinger back and forth, making the twig twirl. “For reasons that are complicated.”
Taya leaned against the boulder and looked back at the parked skimmer. Even without the clearances, Ash could have helped. She had the training to recon the facility and plan and prep an op she had a high chance of pulling off, but Rykus would…
Damn it, Ash wanted to help Taya. Despite not being a fan of the Sariceans, she agreed with what Taya was doing. She didn’t like her associates, and she might hate the idea of the risk she took, but it was Taya’s life, Taya’s choice, Taya’s gamble. She shouldn’t care what Rykus would want.
“Can I have a few days?” Taya asked in that same, defeated tone she’d used briefly on the skimmer. “Before you tell my brother?”
“Thinking about moving up your go date?”
“I called the mission off,” Taya protested.
“Slate might believe that, but I don’t.”
“Slate?”
“Your overprotective friend,” Ash said.
Taya didn’t offer his real name. The fact that Ash couldn’t remember it grated on her nerves.
“You’re going to tell Rhys about this as soon as you get back to the ship, aren’t you?” Taya shook her head in a way that suggested she was admonishing herself for the whole idea of the jailbreak. It made Ash feel like crap.
Ash ran a hand over her head, taming some of her long, windblown hair. She could help Taya indirectly if she had funds. She could make some calls and negate some of the risk to Taya. But her accounts were still locked and the people she’d need to contact were all acquaintances from Glory. One or more of those acquaintances had betrayed Ash. They’d sent two thugs to assassinate her. How far that betrayal had spread, she didn’t know, but it was best not to get Taya tangled up in her problems. Ash would take care of the Glory issue. Just as soon as she took care of all the other crap the universe had thrown at her.
“Look,” Ash said. “Don’t move up your go date. Make your preps like you planned, then contact me. I’m not saying I won’t tell Rip or guaranteeing that I’ll help you, but maybe we can work something out.”
The rejuvenated look of hope in Taya’s eyes made Ash smile.
“Don’t get too excited. I—” The comm-cuff in Ash’s hand vibrated. No messages popped up, but the screen flickered in a series of static and blacked-out pauses. Ash measured them, arranging the coded message in her mind: Warned you not to mess with my ship’s code. Location confirmed. Extract at 0200. You’re on my shit list.
Ash smiled. “Ride’s coming. You better go.”
“Thank you!” Taya pushed away from the boulder.
Ash handed her the comm-cuff. “Just go.” God, she hoped she didn’t get Taya killed.
Taya grinned and jogged toward the skimmer. The door was still open, and a glowering…
Oh, that was his name.
“Hey, Taya,” Ash called. “Tell Anders he’s come a long way since the Glory docks.”
Taya frowned. Slowly she nodded, then climbed into the skimmer. Ash settled down beside the boulder and waited for her ride.
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“The target is on board,” Furyk said.
Beside the captain, Rykus let out the breath he’d been holding. Escaping from a relatively secured room in a building was one thing. Escaping from a planet whose entire military force was tasked with bringing you back in was something else entirely. How the hell did Ash keep pulling off those stunts?
“Return to the capsule,” Tersa ordered. “Tell the capsule’s captain to depart the system immediately.”
Furyk’s expression didn’t change, but the lack of animation betrayed how much he hated the minister prime being on his bridge.
“It’s already done,” Furyk said. “The Javerians are going to ask why we’re departing now.”
“I know.” Tersa cut a glance Rykus’s way like it was his fault. “Maybe we can convince them the hero of Gaeles Minor demanded it.”
Tersa had no right to call him that with such derision. None of this would have happened if she hadn’t insisted on this stop. She was responsible for this fiasco. She had jeopardized the Coalition’s relationship with Javery. She had put Ash’s life at risk.
Perhaps Tersa regretted her tone and words. After a few seconds, she deflated and a weariness pulled at her face and shoulders. She turned to the captain. “Can you assure me the Javerians didn’t pick up Ashdyn’s communication?”
Furyk watched the main viewscreen. His cheek twitched. “Teal.”
At the crypt console, a woman dragged herself out of her chair and approached. “Sir?”
The one-syllable inquiry was delivered carefully. It was as if the crypty was afraid that she’d do or say something in a way that was not to the liking of her captain and the whole ship would implode.
“The minister prime wants to know if the Javerians will decipher Ashdyn’s communication.” He didn’t take his gaze off the viewscreen.
Teal looked at Tersa. “Ashdyn didn’t contact us on a comm channel. She used a hexagonal form of on/off communication, disrupting a routine dega code in an auxiliary sequence.”
The prime stared blankly at the crypty.
“She manipulated a string of code in a layered operational database.” Teal tried again.
Tersa raised her eyebrows.
Furyk made a noise and turned. “Lieutenant Ashdyn signaled us with a technical glitch,” he explained.
When Tersa’s eyebrows remained raised, Furyk’s scowl deepened. “No. They won’t find evidence.”
Rykus suppressed a laugh.
“Very well,” Tersa said finally. “When the Javerians contact us, tell them we are leaving Lieutenant Ashdyn to their justice system and a Coalition-appointed attorney will arrive soon to represent her.”
“An outright lie,” Furyk murmured. “How innovative.”
Surprise lit Tersa’s face.
“It will be done,” Furyk said, his voice returning to its steady, authoritative clip.
Tersa’s expression smoothed, and she recollected her straight-backed, politician’s poise. “Keep Ashdyn out of sight until we exit the system. Get her to the med-bay somehow, then I want her in my office in one hour. Commander Rykus, you’ll be there then too.” She left before either man acknowledged her instructions.
“She acts of if she controls every time-bend,” Furyk said.
Rykus agreed with a grunt.
“A word in private before you go, Commander?”
He wanted to check on Ash, but he said, “I have a few minutes.”
He followed Furyk to the small conference room set off the bridge. An oval data-table took up the center of the room. Idle and gray viewscreens filled most of the walls, their monotony broken up only by a separate work alcove built into the left wall and a beverage bar built into the right.
“Coffee?” Furyk asked.
“Sure.”
Instead of going to the beverage bar, the captain pressed his thumb against a print-reader in a cabinet beside it. He opened the short door, then took out a tray that held a glass carafe and a few other items. A loud grinding noise filled the room when he pressed a button inside the cabinet.
Fresh coffee on board a Fleet warship? Furyk didn’t hit him as the type of officer to violate rules and protocol. He must have completed a shitload of formwork to get real coffee beans approved by Fleet admin.
“The anomalies are a problem,” Furyk said when the noise subsided.
“Anomalies?”
“Lieutenant Ashdyn and Specialist Teal.” He placed a filter in the glass funnel and set it atop the carafe.
“I didn’t realize Teal was an anomaly.”
“She was assigned to the Obsidian.” He scooped grounds from the coffee grinder into the funnel. “Briefly.”
“We were all briefly assigned to the Obsidian. I don’t remember hearing about a…”
Furyk looked over his shoulder, face expectant.
“If she was the crypty assigned to the Obsidian,” Rykus said, “then she… created a problem for Ash at Ephron.” That was an understatement. The one time Rykus convinced Ash to contact the Coalition after she escaped custody, Teal had broken her encryption and embedded a tracking code into her comm-cuff’s memory. Ash wasn’t a hothead like some anomalies, but she had her pride. If she’d run into Teal and put the pieces together, she’d make life difficult for the crypty.
Actually, Rykus thought, looking at the Kaelais’s captain, Ash must have already made the connection. Contacting the ship the way she did had obviously caused a problem for Teal.
“You don’t want to elaborate on that?” Furyk asked.
“I can’t.”
The captain turned back to his task, placing the funnel-topped carafe beneath the bar’s hot-water dispenser. When the rich, brown liquid began to drip through the filter, he faced Rykus and crossed his arms over his chest.
“I’m being kept out of the communication circuit. I don’t like it. Not having the details of the threat we face puts this ship and its crew in jeopardy.”
“I agree, but it’s not my call. The prime—”
“Tersa said I should talk to you and that your anomaly is the reason I’m being kept out.”
Rykus held back a curse. Tersa could have approved clearance for Furyk if she deemed it critical to the mission, but she wanted the existence of telepaths contained just as much as Ash did.
“I’ve already spoken out against the secrecy,” he said. “It hasn’t done any good, but I’ll try again.”
“I’d appreciate it.” The words hung in the air as Furyk removed the funnel from the coffee carafe and filled two mugs. The way Furyk moved, the set of his shoulders and grim line of his mouth, indicated he had something else he wanted to discuss.
He handed a mug to Rykus. “I need to know how to handle Specialist Teal.”
“What do you mean?” Rykus took two sugar cubes from the dispenser and a shot of cream, then settled into a chair at the data-table.
Furyk scowled at the coffee rippling in Rykus’s mug. “The auxiliary code your anomaly used to communicate with Teal is illegal on Fleet vessels. Teal was monitoring it. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have heard the lieutenant’s message. I have to presume Teal installed the code. I would send her to the brig and back to Meryk for a court-martial, but Admiral Bayis insists she remain here.”
“Because she’s the best crypty the Coalition has.”
“Supposedly.”
“She outmaneuvered Ash. I’ll vouch for the specialist being the best.”
“It doesn’t matter,” Furyk said. “If she remains here, I need her to follow orders. I need her to fall in line. How do you control Lieutenant Ashdyn?”
The coffee went down his throat wrong. He covered his cough with a fist. “I… I try not to.”
Furyk frowned.
“I’m her fail-safe,” Rykus said.
“She’s Caruth trained? I was under the impression no woman had graduated from the program.”
“Most people are,” Rykus said. “She’s the only one who’s completed it, and before you ask, yes, she’s that good. She can take on most soldiers without a problem. Part of that is skill and training, but a significant percentage is also because her opponents underestimate her.” His thoughts went to Brookins. The man wouldn’t underestimate Ash again. Rykus needed to find a way to control the inevitable confrontation.
“What concerns you about Specialist Teal?” Rykus asked.
Furyk clasped his mug between his palms. “The auxiliary code for one thing. It shouldn’t have been there. The Kaelais protects herself from unpermitted sequences. For Teal to have embedded it in a routine patch means she’s convinced the AI to give her top-level admin clearance. I should be the only one on this ship who has that.”
“You don’t trust her?”
He took a sip of his coffee. “I do,” he said after a long pause. He almost sounded confused by his response.
Rykus’s fingers gripped the handle of his mug. He didn’t like the hesitation and the note of self-inspection in the captain’s voice. Furyk couldn’t be under the influence of a telepath, could he? Ash had met him. She’d walked the corridors of the ship just like she’d walked the corridors of the capitol, making sure no one tripped her mental alarm. They hadn’t known if she was reliable before, but they had more reason to believe she was now. She’d felt Caban Riddel in his father’s greeting hall.
But would Ash feel a drone?
“Have you ever seen an anomaly snap, Commander?” Furyk asked.
He had. Once. It had been a fucking messy ordeal.
“Anomalies usually only snap when they’re under a high amount of stress. That’s why only loyalty-trained anomalies are allowed in combat positions now.”
“That rule doesn’t apply to Fleet.”
“You think Teal is mentally unstable?”
Furyk stared at his coffee. “I think she’s dangerous.” He blew out a breath, expelling whatever it was that concerned him, then tapped on the data-table. Stars glittered across the surface. After a few more commands, the table zoomed in on a section of space. The red band outlining the area indicated it was Saricean controlled. That line was monitored by the Sariceans with the most advanced border-alert system in the KU.
“What can you tell me about the prime’s meeting?” Furyk asked.
“It’s a bad idea, and Tersa won’t back down from it.” Rykus moved his mug aside so he could see the full table.
Furyk’s eyes met his. “It’s suicidal.”
“She insists it’s not. My job is to make sure she’s right. We’re only being allowed a small team. Six people total. Ysbar Station is supposed to be abandoned.”
Furyk nodded and entered another command. An image of the station appeared. “Long-range spy satellites confirm no bio signs as of two years ago.”
“Two years?”
“We’ll do a real-time scan as soon as we exit the time-bend.”
“Assuming we go ahead with the mission,” Rykus said, “Trident Team will escort the prime to the station. We’ll meet Eminence Avesti and discuss peace.” Cynicism soaked the word. “If all goes well, everyone walks away alive. If it doesn’t go well, you blow the Sariceans’ station and ships straight to hell.”
Furyk arched an eyebrow. “Official orders?”
Rykus snorted. “No.” He took a sip of the coffee. Damn, fresh brew was good.
“I’ve been given command of the most advanced warship in the Coalition, and I’m ordered not to fire on the enemy.” Furyk shook his head. “It’s a waste. The meeting is a perfect opportunity to shake the prototype out of the stars.”
“Do you have a plan for destroying it?”
“I’d prefer to disable it,” Furyk said, “but no. I don’t know of a way of crippling the ship quickly enough to prevent it from initiating a time-bend. We need more intel.” He started to raise his cup to his lips, then stopped and set it down. “I might be able to get that intel if it shows up. Specialist Teal… I think she’s good enough to get into its systems undetected.”
Two months ago, Rykus had been in charge of an op designed to get that intel. The Coalition intended to launch a surprise attack on the Sariceans, and Rykus and a small team would have quietly infiltrated the shipyard where the prototype was being built. But the ship’s construction was ahead of schedule. Either that, or the Sariceans had launched it prematurely. Whatever the case, the prototype had appeared at Ephron and wreaked havoc on the planet and the Coalition Fleet. The op Rykus had been planning had been risky, but the ship would have been stationary. It wouldn’t be easy to gather intel on a ship that could disappear at will.
Not easy but also not impossible.
“It’s a good thing Teal’s on the Kaelais then,” Rykus said.
Furyk made a face. “That’s what they tell me. But I’m not sure she’s worth it even for that.” He stared at the mug on the data-table for a moment, then blinked and shook his head. “Anyway, the meeting. I don’t trust the Sariceans. After you make contact with the eminences, I intend to drift closer to the station.”
“And violate the no-go zone?” Rykus asked. That was a good way to ensure the war escalated.
“The Kaelais will experience an unfortunate technical glitch.” Furyk’s brief smile held no humor. “It wouldn’t stretch the imagination too much.”
No kidding. “Maybe the Sariceans will offer mechanical assistance.”
Furyk let out a short laugh. “I’m sure they’d love a closer look at us.”
“Well, I’d appreciate anything you can do to provide a quick extract.” Rykus pushed back from the table and stood. “Thanks for the coffee, and if you want my advice on Specialist Teal, I’d suggest finding a way to use her talents. Challenge her. Keep her mind occupied. But whatever you do, don’t let her know she’s getting to you.” He’d made that mistake too many times with Ash.
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Tersa’s assistant let Ash into the prime’s office. Like most areas of Coalition warships, it was small and sparse: a single desk in the center with a sensible sitting area to the right of the door and a multipurpose section to the left that looked like it had last been used for some type of exercise. Ash had been informed Tersa would arrive in a few minutes, so she made herself comfortable in one of the padded chairs, propped her feet up on the short table, and took out her daytris-encased comm-cuff. They’d entered the time-bend. If the Javerians had installed a tracking code, it couldn’t communicate until they exited into real-space again.
She unlocked the screen and ran a diagnostics program. It wasn’t the most reliable way to determine if someone had accessed her cuff, but it would highlight any abnormalities it found, including the presence of a generic tracking code. While the program ran, she turned her attention to Trevast’s files. They were still there, still intact, still unbreakable as ever.
Ash toyed with the external layer of security. She’d almost lost the data and all her progress. That couldn’t happen again. She needed to know what Trevast had kept hidden. No more wasting time. She was good at doing the data-dance, but Specialist Kaylee Teal was better. Even Ash had to admit that. Teal might have a chance of breaking into the files this century. Ash just had to convince the crypty to help. And she had to trust her.
Ash was still considering the idea when Tersa’s office door opened again. She looked up from her cuff. Her stomach ignored the Kaelais’s gravity and leaped into her chest.
“Looking for someone, Rip?”
Rykus’s gaze shot her way. “Ash.”
“Have a seat.” She gestured to the chair beside her. “Make yourself comfortable.”
His gaze lingered on the padded furniture for a few seconds, then he stared at the two metal chairs sitting in front of Tersa’s desk. Ash watched his jaw clench and unclench, noted the tension in the way he stood, and she could practically see his reluctance making the gears in his head grind and catch as they fought what he wanted to do.
And she was certain now he wanted to come sit with her. To be with her. He’d confessed it down in the recyc tunnels; the only problem was she still didn’t quite know how to deal with it.
Rykus’s shoulders straightened. He turned, then made his way to the sitting area. It looked like he was wading through thick, neck-deep water.
Ash slapped her comm-cuff on her wrist, and when her fail-safe dropped into the chair across from her—placing the short table between them like it was some kind of safety barrier—she slid her booted feet to the floor and leaned forward. She might not know how to deal with his words, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to deal with this.
“You should know Brookins is on board,” Rykus said.
Ash snapped her mouth shut. She frowned, trying to place the name. “Your XO? The anomaly?”
When he nodded, she lifted her eyebrows. “You’ve waited this long to give me the heads-up?”
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“I kept you on separate schedules and opposite sides of the ship.”
“Oh, you mean he’s on the exact same schedule you set for yourself?” She stared into his dark eyes. He didn’t look away, didn’t offer an apology or deny that he’d avoided her as much as possible.
Leaning back, she folded her arms. “Anything else I need to know?”
He shook his head, silent, solemn, and so damn serious. Closing her eyes, she leaned against the seat back and tried not to lose her composure. His confession in the recyc tunnel had rattled her. Now everything was beginning to frustrate her—the side quest to Javery, the lack of progress breaking into Trevast’s files, the bruidium wall she ran into whenever she and Rykus were together. She could feel her self-control fraying. It was a dark, red haze that threatened to push her over the edge. Only two things kept her from falling: the loyalty training and pure fucking willpower.
“When was the last time you slept?” Rykus asked.
Ash opened her eyes. “Is that an invitation?”
“It’s a question.”
“Make it an invitation, and I’ll answer.”
He lowered his head to rub the bridge of his nose, and Ash’s hands curled into fists. She wanted things to be like they were on the Fortune’s Citadel, no barriers between them.
“We need to talk, don’t we?” He said the words with so much gravity something inside her cinched up tight.
She wanted to stand, to walk away and avoid this conversation. She looked toward the door, steadied her expression, then looked back at her fail-safe.
Some of his infallible military self-control vanished. “You’ve always known how I feel. Saying it out loud didn’t change anything.”
“Saying it out loud when you did changed my actions. It was strategic, Rip. Dirty.” Her words came out vindictive. He didn’t deserve that, but it was easier to be angry than to deal with her feelings.
“You were going to get yourself killed,” he said.
“I had everything under control.”
“You didn’t.”
“I had an exit,” Ash said. “If you’d given me time to take it—”
“Did you mean what you said down there?”
“Yes.” She slung the answer out before he finished the question.
It looked like she’d punched him in the gut. His shoulders slumped forward, and his pained gaze dropped to the floor.
“Wait.” She made herself calm down and focus. “Did I mean what?”
He drew in a slow breath before he met her eyes. “Do you want me to command away your feelings?”
Oh. That. Shit. She’d said those words because she’d been hurt and pissed. He’d risked his life to help her in the recyc tunnels, but the second he’d crouched there at her side, he’d morphed into the cold, professional soldier. It was how he’d been treating her since they’d boarded the Kaelais—for the most part, at least—and she was sick of it.
“Seeker’s God.” He stood, then ran a hand through his short-cropped hair. “Maybe this was a mistake.”
It felt like the knife wound in her side had opened up.
She stood too. “No—”
“I should have refused this assignment.” He moved away from the sitting area. Ash followed.
“Rip—”
“You needed more distance.”
“Rip, we’ve been over this.”
“We have to admit the possibility—”
“Stop.”
“—you might not know what you want.” His expression was stoic when he met her gaze, and it felt like she was being yanked a hundred different directions. She was afraid of admitting how much she needed him, but she was also terrified she would lose him.
“You wanted to run in the tunnel,” Rykus said. “You stayed because of the loyalty training.”
“I stayed because of you.”
“How do you know?” His demand tugged on her puppet strings.
She shoved one of the metal chairs into the desk. “I know myself.”
“The brainwashing rewired your subconscious.”
“I’m loyal to the Coalition.”
“You’re loyal to—” He clenched his fist, raised it to his chest before he shook his head and lowered it. “I don’t want to argue.”
“Good.”
“Ash.”
“Don’t ‘Ash’ me.”
“I… Fuck.” The last sound was more an exhale than a word.
“Now you’re getting somewhere.”
His expression morphed from hot and angry to tired and exasperated. Something about that openness, the raw emotion, deflated the fire from her lungs too.
He stared at the chair she’d shoved into Tersa’s desk. “How did you do it?”
She frowned. “Do what?”
“Escape Javery.”
“Javery?” She heard the awkward pinch to her voice, felt a hard yank on her free will.
“Yeah.” He looked up. “How did you escape a planet when its grand general ordered every soldier, spacer, and citizen to shoot you on sight?”
“Shoot me on sight?”
“That’s a small exaggeration but yes.”
Taya. The name was on the tip of her tongue. On the return trip to the Kaelais she’d made the decision not to tell Rip about his sister. But that choice felt ancient and brittle, like it had been made by a weak-willed Ash in an alternative dimension.
“Ash?”
She backed away when her fail-safe touched her shoulder, trying to reclaim the version of herself that belonged in this universe.
Her heel hit Tersa’s desk.
“I don’t want to tell you.” Her heart slammed against her chest, every beat trying to knock Taya’s name from her mouth.
“Okay.” Rykus held his hands up, palms out, calming, conceding. “Okay. Don’t tell me.”
The vise locking her will in place shattered with his words.
She drew in a long, steadying breath. He’d asked when she’d slept last. She couldn’t remember. She’d closed her eyes a few minutes the night that Hauch didn’t quite kick her ass, but that hadn’t been enough, not even with a booster in her system. She was more exhausted than she realized. She only struggled this much with the loyalty training when Rykus gave her compulsion-backed commands or when she was half-dead.
“Ash, the loyalty training—”
“It didn’t make me stay,” she said. “It doesn’t control everything I do. I can resist it.” When I’m not exhausted. “I’ve been resisting it every minute of every day since you became imprinted in my mind.” She fought down the sense of vulnerability that ricocheted through her chest and met his gaze. “I’ll fight for us, Rip. You have to decide if you’ll fight too.”
He was moving before she finished her sentence. His arms wrapped around her.
“Thank God. I don’t know what I’d do if I lost you.”
“Probably have a much more promising career.”
Rykus chuckled. “You’re worth a court-martial.”
The heat of his body sank into hers, and the scent of him on his uniform, the aftershave he used… Up close like this, he smelled like sin and sex and seduction.
She eased back. Looked up at him. His breathing had changed. His eyes dilated. The way he parted his lips suggested he wanted more than just to hold her.
And Ash wanted more than just to be held.
She rose to her tiptoes.
Rykus leaned forward, but then he stopped. His eyes darted to the sitting area to the right, then to the desk behind her.
“Tersa’s office,” Ash murmured. “This could be fun, Rip.”
He touched her cheek. “You and your inappropriate locations…”
It wasn’t a rejection.
She kissed him, and damn, this was what she’d been craving, what she’d been missing since they’d left the Citadel. Rykus’s mouth on her mouth, his body hard against hers. When he committed, he didn’t do anything halfway. He owned the kiss, controlled it, controlled her, and hell, she loved bending to his will, taking each taste he offered, surrendering each breath he stole. He burned her up from the inside.
She tugged at his shirt. He murmured some warning she didn’t care to understand. His hands were on her ass, pulling her tight against him but preventing her from removing his clothes. She nipped his lower lip, and he squeezed her butt, then lifted her up to sit on the edge of Tersa’s desk.
Wrapping her legs around his waist, she locked him in close, forcing him to follow her down when she leaned back.
He braced a hand on the desktop.
“Seeker’s God, Ash. You…” He drew in a breath. Breathed it out. Drew in another. “You’re killing me. Not here. Okay? Not here.” He looked into her eyes. He looked like he was in pain. When she moved just a little against him, his sharp inhalation confirmed he was. She loved breaking this man apart.
“Coward.” She unlocked her ankles, giving him an escape.
His laughter came out strained. “Yeah. I am.”
She couldn’t take her eyes off his almost boyish grin. She’d found him, the man she’d undressed on the Fortune’s Citadel. When he was like this—relaxed, carefree and careless—the loyalty training didn’t exist. She was just a girl, a girl with no past and no ties and no compulsion to complicate things.
She accepted his offered hand, allowed him to pull her up and off the desk.
He kissed her again, tender and brief though she attempted to give it a sharp edge.
Still smiling, he eased back, tucked her hair behind her ears, then found the small, almost hidden braid underneath the dark locks. He let it slide through his fingers.
“I’m going to need a minute to…” He cleared his throat. “To, uh, recompose myself.”
She leaned in close to his ear and breathed, “I hope it takes more than a minute.”
He tried to make his heated expression look angry, not turned on. Ash smiled, then sauntered to the sitting area and curled up on the corner chair. Truth was, she might need hours to come down off this.
With almost uncanny timing, the door slid open and the minister prime entered her office. She stopped after a few steps, looked at Rykus then at Ash. When her gaze went back to Rykus and unmistakably dipped to his crotch, Ash choked on a laugh.
Tersa looked accusingly her way. “Next time I’ll leave my assistant instructions to remain in the room with you.”
Ash opened her mouth to make a quip but stopped when Rykus gave her an emphatic shake of his head. She answered it with a half-innocent smile.
Tersa sighed. “Sit, Commander. If you can.”
His face twitched, but he made his way to the sitting area and sank into a chair. Tersa approached too, and when she sat straight-backed directly across from Ash, Ash prepared for a barrage of condemnations.
“How are you, Lieutenant?” Tersa asked.
Well that was a different line of attack.
“I’m not in restraints,” Ash said.
“You were injured.”
“A minor knife wound. The Javerians were happy to stitch me up.”
“I spoke to your med-bay doctor. Your blood tests were abnormal. He indicated that, even with your injury, an anomaly should have recovered to normal levels by now. He’s given you orders to rest.”
Ash shrugged. “And you gave me orders to appear here.”
“I need you at one hundred percent when we meet with the Sariceans.”
“No problem.”
The prime made a noncommittal noise. “I assume we confirmed that you can, indeed, detect telepaths. What happened on Javery?”
Ash rubbed the back of her neck, remembering the pressure she’d felt there. “He… scanned me, I think.”
“Scanned?”
“I don’t exactly have the right terms to describe it. I think it was routine, like he always scans the people in a room. He was surprised I responded.”
Tersa leaned forward. “You communicated?”
“No. Not really.”
“Then how do you know he was surprised?”
“He felt surprised.”
“And he ran,” Rykus murmured. He was sitting with an elbow propped on the armrest, one finger crooked over his mouth, watching their exchange.
Tersa rested her elbows on the arms of her chair as if settling in for a long conversation. “Tell me exactly every word or thought you exchanged.”
Ash rolled her eyes toward the ceiling. “I’m sorry I don’t have a mental recording of it all. I was attempting not to drown or get shot.”
“Do your best.”
“Fine. The conversation went something like this: Who the fuck are you? Stop fucking running.” She deepened her voice to mimic the telepath’s mental impression. “Stop fucking chasing me.”
“And then he apologized,” Rykus said.
Tersa’s gaze snapped to him. “What?”
“He apologized,” Rykus repeated. “After he took down Ash and before he escaped.”
“He’s not a direct threat to us,” Ash said.
“Not a direct threat?” Tersa’s eyes widened. “Commander, have you both been brainwashed by the enemy?”
“No.” His voice was rough, almost threatening. Tersa must have picked up on the warning. She turned back to Ash and said, “Okay. Tell me how you know he isn’t a threat?”
“I don’t know how I know it. I just do. He didn’t expect me to respond to his scan, and when I did, his first instinct was to run. He had a preplanned escape route—a good one—and he’s dropped off the grid.” She was guessing on that last part. The telepath had been competent. He’d gotten away from her; she was almost certain he had the ability to get away from Javerian forces.
Tersa studied Ash. Ash studied the fingers Tersa unconsciously tapped on her armrest. She felt the prime dissecting her, pulling apart her motivations, her abilities, her loyalties.
“Commander,” Tersa finally said. “Are you certain Ashdyn hasn’t been compromised?”
Ash fought the urge to lean forward and slam her fist down on Tersa’s tapping fingers.
“I’m not compromised,” she grated out.
“You were exposed to a telepath and were compromised before,” Tersa said. “It’s a legitimate concern.”
“She’s fine,” Rykus said.
Tersa’s perfectly sculpted eyebrows arched. “And is that your brain talking or your”—Tersa’s gaze dipped to his lap—“gut?”
Rykus moved to the edge of the chair. The intense fire burning in his eyes made Ash dig her fingernails into her palms. It was a weak attempt to distract her from the turmoil reconstructing her insides. Her fail-safe was pissed. The loyalty training demanded she eradicate the source of his anger.
“If you’re that worried about Ash being exposed to a telepath,” Rykus said, “then she shouldn’t go to Ysbar Station.”
“It’s crucial we know if the Saricean delegation has been infiltrated.”
“Are you expecting her to turn on us?” he demanded.
“I’m expecting you to know if she’s under another’s influence,” Tersa said. “And I expect you to take the proper measures if she is. Your reluctance to use compulsion is a problem. You should have stopped her from running on Javery.”
He leaned forward, his dark eyes level with the prime’s, and rumbled, “I did stop her from running.”
Before Tersa could say anything more, he stood and exited the office. When the door slid shut behind him, Tersa blew out a breath and slumped.
“How many people did you trample to get to where you are?” Ash asked.
Her gaze flickered up. “As few as possible, I hope.” She paused. “I need Rykus.”
“And here I was thinking you needed me.”
Lips pressed firmly together, Tersa rose and walked to the beverage bar built into the wall. “What are your intentions with him?”
“Would you like me to describe them in detail?”
Tersa threw a glare over her shoulder, then took out two glasses from under the counter. “I need him to be more than just a soldier.”
“You’ve already gotten one speech out of him.”
“Keeping the Coalition together will take more than that.” She poured amber liquid into the glasses and returned to the sitting area. “Despite your best efforts to destroy the relationship between our governments, I believe Rykus could convince the triumvirate to ally with us.”
Ash took the glass she offered. “Isn’t that what your little side trip was designed to do? It failed.”
“We were close before your escape.” Tersa took a sip of her drink, swallowed hard. “And Rykus didn’t attempt to sway his father.” She leaned forward. “I need you to convince him to try. Convince him to try, and I’ll overlook this little”—she waved a hand at Ash—“thing between you.”
Ash’s laugh was short and derisive. “You’ll overlook it anyway, and I don’t take well to threats.”
“I’m not threatening you, Ashdyn—”
“It sounded like a threat.”
An exasperated sigh left Tersa’s lips. “I’m asking for your help. Tell Rykus he needs to return to Javery. Convince him he can serve the Coalition best by becoming a diplomat.”
“If you think that’s going to happen, you don’t understand our relationship. Rykus is my fail-safe, not the other way around.”
“Oh, please. I’ve seen your record. You defy him as a matter of course. It’s like you have an allergic reaction to the loyalty training and the side effect is doing the opposite of what he wants.”
This time Ash’s laugh was genuine. “You’re funny. I’ll try really hard to keep you alive on Ysbar Station.”
Tersa stood when she did.
“Just think about it, Ash. You have more sway over him than he has over you. Despite our failure today, the fact remains: if I can bring Javery into our alliance, other neutral nations will follow. With the Sariceans threatening us and the reach and motivation of the telepaths unclear, it’s important the Coalition appears strong.”
Ash agreed completely but wouldn’t make promises. Instead of responding, she headed toward the door.
“Lieutenant.”
Ash turned.
“I expect you to sleep tonight.”
She let a smile spread across her face. “We’ll see.”
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Ash would have loved to go straight to bed—Rykus’s bed preferably, but her own bunk would do—but Tersa’s mention of the need to strengthen the Coalition had left her anxious. She’d endured hell to keep the existence of telepaths from spilling into public knowledge. That’s why she’d kept the cipher from Rykus and the rest of the Coalition’s investigators when she’d been imprisoned on the Obsidian. She’d believed the Sariceans’ files revealed the existence of telepathy. It had only been later that she’d discovered she was wrong. Trevast had known telepaths existed long before he’d reviewed the stolen data. Ash needed to know what he knew. She needed to know it now.
So she tracked down the one person who might be able to help.
Teal was on rec deck, sitting in a rest area that overlooked the weight lifting equipment. Her feet were propped up on the table, and she leaned back in her chair reading something on her flattened comm-cuff.
Ash slid into the seat across from her and smiled. “I believe I owe you a thank-you.”
Teal’s eyes narrowed but didn’t leave her cuff.
“I didn’t get you into trouble, did I?”
“You might attempt to sound sorry.”
“Ah, a reaction. Wasn’t sure if you were going to acknowledge my existence,” Ash said. “Not now and not a few hours ago when I was dirtside.”
Teal raised her eyes to glare. “I shouldn’t have.”
“How pissed was Furyk?”
The crypty dropped her feet to the floor. “What do you want?”
“A truce?”
“Why?”
“You’re the only other anomaly on this— Well, that’s not true. There is another, but he might hate me even more than you do.”
“Another enemy? What a surprise.”
“We should stick together,” she said.
“You already suggested that.” Teal snapped her cuff around her wrist. “I already shot you down.”
“But we know each other so much better now.” She gestured to herself. “You know no prison can hold me.” She gestured to Teal. “I know you inserted illegal c—”
“Enough.” She slapped her palms on the table, almost rising out of her seat. Her face reddened a shade.
“It’s an obsession, isn’t it? A little itch you can’t help but scratch. Every anomaly has one. Yours happens to be to push the limits of permissible code.”
“And yours must be the infallible ability to piss people off.” She stood.
“Do you want to prove how good you are?”
The casually delivered question stopped Teal from leaving the table. She stared down at Ash. A frown pinched her mouth.
“I know how good I am.”
Ash let her held breath slowly leak from her lungs. She’d judged Teal correctly. She could be baited by curiosity and a jab at her technical skills. Now Ash just had to take the final leap, trust the crypty, and pull her the rest of the way into her snare.
“I have a project that might prove you wrong.”
Teal’s eyes darted across the rec deck.
“I don’t need your validation,” she said stiffly.
“Fair enough,” Ash said. “I need a favor then. In return, I’ll teach you how to fight.”
The offer had its intended affect. A wrinkle of confusion appeared in the center of Teal’s forehead, and she was no longer rigidly on guard.
“I’m a crypty. I sit behind a console all day. Why would I need to learn how to fight?”
“You were worried before about people finding out what you are. You said it would make you a target. If you know how to defend yourself, you won’t have to worry about discovery.”
Anomalies were faster, stronger, and smarter than the average person, but without proper training, they didn’t always know how best to use those assets.
“I don’t…” Teal shook her head. “I’m not interested.”
She stepped away from the table.
“Then how about money?” Ash asked. She had exactly nothing to give, but the offer wasn’t made with the intent to be accepted. Ash just needed to keep Teal around a few more seconds. She needed to keep her thinking.
“No.” Teal’s expression said Ash was an idiot for asking. “I don’t need anything from you. Just stay out of my way.”
“Okay. No problem. I can probably decrypt it on my own.”
Teal nodded. She looked toward the rec deck’s exit.
Then she looked back at Ash.
“You’re good at the data-dance,” she said.
It wasn’t a question, but Ash raised her shoulder in a shrug. “I’ve had good training.”
Teal pulled her lower lip between her teeth, looked at the exit again. Reluctantly her gaze returned to Ash. “How many security layers?”
Gotcha.
“Six shifting polygons. I’ve tried every known pattern and experimented with a few of my own, but I’m almost certain there’s a trip wire. If I insert the wrong sequence, I think it’ll destroy the data.”
Teal tapped the fingers of her right hand on her leg almost as if they were subconsciously playing with the rhythm of a sequence. “What’s behind the encryption?”
“It might be nothing,” Ash said. “Or it might be something that can save the Coalition.”
“Is it from…” She glanced around again. “The mission you failed?”
“We didn’t fail the mission.” An edge entered Ash’s voice.
Teal held up her hands. “I didn’t mean to insult—” She shook her head, cutting off her own apology. “Whatever. Just tell me where the data is from.”
“Meryk.”
Her eyebrows shot up.
“It’s not from the prime or any other high-ranked official. It’s from a friend.”
“And where did this friend get the data?”
“Are you going to help me or not?”
Teal’s face hardened, and Ash thought she might have pushed too hard. But after a few long seconds, Teal sighed.
“Come with me,” she said.
She led Ash from the rec deck, down two levels, and into the relatively deserted engineering core of the ship. The loud clanking and constant murmur of ship systems would make it impossible to hear each other without yelling. They wouldn’t have an auditory warning if someone was approaching, but Ash thought she knew where the crypty was leading her. Ash had glanced at this level of the Kaelais’s schematics before Teal caught her illegal admin access when she’d first come on board, and if she was right, they’d be coming up on a data-isolated chamber in another minute.
The noise of engineering faded, and Teal stopped in front of a door outlined in blue light. A sign tagged it Isolation Chamber: Command Authorized Personnel Only. Teal typed something into her comm-cuff, then said, “Kaelais: Going dark for a few minutes. Run maze two sequence for me and Fighting Corps Lieutenant Ramie Ashdyn.”
The door unlocked, and Teal waved her inside.
The isolation chamber was smaller than Ash’s bunk room and contained a single data terminal. Coalition warships usually only had one chamber, but the Kaelais, a sentient-class ship that consumed an almost unlimited amount of data via her floor tiles, air system, comm-terminals, basically every single system on board, had two. It was the only place data could be analyzed without any possibility of infecting the ship’s operating code.
Teal sat in one of the chamber’s two chairs. “Give me the data.”
Ash unlocked her comm-cuff. When Teal reached for it, she held it away and met the other anomaly’s eyes.
“I’m trusting you with the contents of these files,” she said. “If you violate that trust, I’ll kill you.”
Teal blinked. Ash didn’t. She hadn’t delivered an oath like that, in a tone that was cold, detached and under no duress since her days on Glory.
“You can walk away now, or you can decrypt it.” It was the only out Ash would offer.
Teal tried not to look intrigued, but Ash had already hooked her. Not only did the anomaly want to test her skills against the challenge Ash presented, but she also needed to know what was in the files. Ash recognized the hunger for information in the other woman’s eyes. If Ash hadn’t been an expert at masking her thoughts, that need would have shown on her own face as well.
The slow nod Teal gave her said the crypty understood what she was getting into. Ash handed her the cuff.
Teal linked it to the data-desk and entered her own little world.
Her mannerisms changed. She found Trevast’s files without Ash having to show her where they were located, then she practically melded to the desk, her gaze locked on the code flitting by, her fingers sliding and tapping on the desk’s surface, her lips moving while she silently worked through equations in her head. Ash would have said nothing existed for the crypty outside the code, but after obliterating the outer security shell—something that had taken Ash hours, not minutes to do—Teal frowned.
“This is somebody’s home data-web.”
“Yes,” Ash said.
Teal glanced away from the code, met Ash’s gaze. She must have seen that she wouldn’t get more than that out of her because, after a quick, almost unnoticeable roll of the eyes, she returned her attention to the screen. A few more taps, then Trevast’s face and profile appeared on-screen.
Pain wrenched through Ash’s stomach. God, she missed him. She missed all of them.
Teal leaned back. “Brand Trevast, Fighting Corps Major Lieutenant, born Coalition Standard Date: 961, Native Planet: Pries.” She looked at Ash. “He’s one of the soldiers you were accused of murdering.”
The files didn’t tell the crypty that. She’d recognized his name. She knew more about Ash’s disastrous mission than she should. Likely, when things went to hell at Ephron and Teal had been tasked with infecting Ash’s comm-cuff with a tracking bug, she hadn’t been able to keep herself from prying where she shouldn’t.
“You’re here and not in restraints,” Teal said. “I assume you’ve been acquitted?”
Ash didn’t bother answering.
“Are you looking for the killer?”
“No.”
“What do you think we’ll find in these files?” When Ash didn’t answer, Teal swiveled her chair to face her directly. “I need something. It will help me confirm if I’m on the right track or chasing shadows.”
Ash didn’t like this. She didn’t like trusting someone she barely knew.
“Look,” Teal said. “If you’re having second thoughts—”
“Factions,” Ash said through a tight throat. “Anything about telepaths or telepathy.”
Skepticism arched Teal’s eyebrows. Ash ignored it.
“You can set my name as a trigger. And War Chancellor Grammet Hagan.”
Teal waited, but that was all Ash was going to give her for now. Sensing it, Teal finally swiveled back to the screen, murmuring something under her breath.
Ash watched her fingers tap and slide over the table. There was a particular rhythm to Teal’s data-dance, something almost staccato but smooth at the same time. Patterns and sequences couldn’t just be shoved into keys or used to unlock ciphers anymore. It took finesse not to trigger alarms and trip wires. Most times, trying to break an encryption wasn’t worth it. You destroyed whatever you were trying to unlock or infected your own data.
Teal made a noise. “I can’t believe you tried to crack this in an unsecured location.”
“I didn’t realize how sophisticated the encryption was.”
“You did after you started.”
True.
“All right,” Teal said.
“All right what?”
Teal pushed back from the table. Ash moved forward and stared down at the scrolling data.
“I’ve got most of the contents open. It looks like correspondence, both audio and visual.”
Ash looked away from the information she’d been trying to unlock for three days and stared at the crypty. “Holy shit. You are good.”
Teal shrugged. “I believe the phrase is ‘the best in the KU.’ That’s what they tell me at least.”
“I feel a hell of a lot better about missing your tracking code on Ephron.”
“Well.” Teal scooted her chair closer to the table. “I don’t have the full contact information unlocked. That’s buried deep.”
Ash nodded. “Any dates on the data?”
“Locked with the contact info. Let me work on it. Do you want to hear the messages?”
Did she want to hear Trevast’s voice again? Ash’s heart twisted in her chest. She wanted the information Trevast had hidden, but she hadn’t thought about how it would be delivered. Seeing and hearing him again…
She clenched her teeth so hard her jaw ached. She nodded.
Teal tapped one of the messages, and Trevast’s face appeared in the center of the data-table. It took all the strength Ash had not to double over.
“Trevast checking in,” his image said. “Nothing new to report. Next contact in one standard month.”
He looked so fucking real. So alive.
The table switched to the next message. Trevast again. This time he looked annoyed. “Still nothing new. Next contact will be at the usual time if I’m not on a damn op. Trevast out.”
The screen changed a third time. Trevast sported a cut under his left eye.
“Still alive,” he said. “Nothing new to report, but the next time you take action on intel, you damn well better warn me. Next contact in one standard month. Trevast out.”
Ash remembered that cut. A grenade had gone off a little too close to her team. If the shrapnel had hit a centimeter higher, it would have taken Trevast’s eye out. That op had taken place almost a year ago. Who was Trevast reporting to?
“I need the contact info.” Ash had to force the words out. She felt sick, and it wasn’t only because she missed Trevast and her old team. She didn’t like what she was hearing. She didn’t like where these recordings were taking her.
“Still working on it,” Teal said.
The table advanced to the next message. “I can’t change the rendezvous point.”
Ash felt like she’d been slowly dipped into an almost-frozen lake. “That’s the whole message?”
“Yeah, but I’ve almost got a time-line sorted out.”
Ash’s team had had dozens of rendezvous in the time she’d been with them, but only one stuck out in her mind. Trevast had tried to convince Fleet and I-Com that their rendezvous after fleeing Chalos II was too risky. He’d been unsuccessful.
“Are you okay?” Teal asked. “You don’t look good.”
The next message played. “I can’t kill her. She’s family. I need an extraction.” He put his face in his hands and rested his elbows on his knees, head bowed. “Trevast out.”
“Um, maybe we should turn these over to the minister prime.”
“No,” Ash said.
“I think he might have been talking about you.”
“This goes nowhere, Teal. You gave me your word.”
“It was more like I accepted your threat than—”
“Play the previous message.”
Teal pressed her lips together then said, “Just a second. Let me sort it.”
Trevast hadn’t been responsible for the ambush. It was impossible.
She closed her eyes and tried to remember exactly what had happened when Valt boarded their shuttle. Valt had put a bullet in Trevast’s head and… and Ash was almost certain neither man had recognized the other. But she hadn’t been operating at full mental capacity at the time. None of them had been. The flash grenade disoriented them, and Ash had been shocked and confused and…
She stood, backed away from the table, shaking her head.
Trevast was like a brother to her—a brother to the whole team. He wouldn’t have betrayed them. He wouldn’t have.
“You’re not going to snap, are you?”
Ash cut Teal a scathing look.
“I have the time-line sequenced,” the crypty said. “Are you sure you want me to play the previous message?”
Ash nodded.
Trevast appeared again. “I fucked up. There’s a woman in my unit. She’s an anomaly and a damn good soldier but…” He shook his head. “She’s been unlocked. I don’t know how long, and I don’t know by who. I’ve kept myself idle, but we were on a mission. Everything felt wrong. It felt like a setup, and I had to make sure… I shouldn’t have. I almost got us all killed because I didn’t expect to feel something from her. I know what I’m supposed to do, but…” He closed his eyes, reopened them. “I need an extraction. For me and my family. Trevast out.”
“That’s, uh, more promising, right?” Teal asked.
Ash sank back into her chair and stared at the data-table. Trevast had orders to kill her. Orders from whom? And for what? For being “unlocked?” That term had been used by War Chancellor Hagan’s assistant. Unlocked was what Valt had done to her. He’d made her susceptible to telepathy. He’d done more than that, too, pulling and tugging information from her mind when she wasn’t aware of it, and once, subverting the loyalty training and planting the need to kill her fail-safe into her thoughts. Being unlocked made Ash vulnerable. Trevast had recognized that. He’d recognized what had been done to her, and he hadn’t said a word. Hadn’t treated her differently. Instead, he’d reported her to…
“I need to know who he’s communicating with.” She sounded cold, like a killer.
“They really don’t want you to get that info.” Teal turned all her attention back to the code. “It’s wrapped with trip wires. I can dispel them one at a time, but… shit!”
“What?”
“I triggered an erase mechanism.” Teal’s hands flew over the data-table, swiping and tapping. She split the screen two times, attempted to segregate the data. “It’s going to take it all out.” The table went black. Teal winced. “It already has.”
The air in Ash’s lungs went in and out, in and out, each time without giving her body the oxygen it needed. Her hearing dulled, and all she felt was rage and betrayal.
“You really look like you’re about to snap.” Teal scooted her chair back.
Ash focused on the crypty, the anomaly, the woman who had helped Ash twice when she could have ignored her completely.
It’s not her fault, she told herself. It’s not her fault. It’s yours. Get a grip, Ash.
“I thought you were the best.” There. A weak attempt at a lighthearted statement. Her voice didn’t sound as murderous as before.
“I got a name,” Teal said. “A name that someone really didn’t want anyone to know about.”
Something loosened in Ash’s chest. “Well?”
“Wait.” Teal held up a finger. “My theatrical pause isn’t long enough yet.”
“You… Maybe I was wrong and your eccentricity is you’re suicidal. You don’t know when to fear for your life.”
Teal shrugged. “Maybe you’re not as scary as you think you are.”
“Give me the damn name.”
“Neilan Tahn,” she said. “Have you ever heard of… I see that you have.”
It was the last name Ash had expected to hear. She’d been braced for the worst, for Trevast to have somehow, incomprehensibly been working with Valt. She’d been braced for the name of another high-ranked politician, perhaps even the minister prime or a top admiral. She hadn’t been prepared to hear the name Neilan Tahn. Trevast shouldn’t have known someone like him. No one on the bright side of the universe should have heard of him.
But Ash had. On Glory. Even on that hellhole, only the powerful knew his name: the precinct bosses, their most trusted advisors, and a few unfortunate souls who ended up dead. They knew not to contact Tahn. They knew not to mention his name or search for intel on his whereabouts, not if they wanted to keep breathing. If the KU had system bosses, Tahn would have been in charge of them all. He led a criminal organization that spanned governments and galaxies. He was powerful and dangerous and ruthless.
And Trevast had had monthly conversations with him.
A sharp headache chiseled the back of her skull. All the pieces were in front of her, but she couldn’t arrange them together in a way that made sense. She was too tired, too shocked, too… Yes, too betrayed. And she felt like she was floating through space without a tether.
“Thank you.” Her voice sounded empty.
“Who’s Neilan Tahn?”
“Someone you shouldn’t ask about. Ever.” She stood and turned toward the door.
“Hey, where are you going?”
Ash exited the isolation chamber without answering. She didn’t have an answer. She just knew she needed to walk, to move, to do something to keep her mind occupied.
“You, um, look like you could use some downtime,” Teal said. Why the hell was the crypty following her?
It was Ash’s sleep cycle. Had been for the past couple of hours and…
Ash stopped. If it was her sleep cycle, that meant it wasn’t Rykus’s.
Or Rykus’s XO’s.
Soldiers kept to a routine when they were shipboard. They slept. They ate. They drilled. They exercised. If she hurried, she might interrupt Brookins on rec deck.
She changed course, then stepped onto the nearest lift. So did the crypty.
“Ash, really, I think you should just head to your bunk,” Teal said.
“I need to beat the everliving hell out of someone.” The lift doors opened. “Want to volunteer?”
“Picking a fight probably isn’t the right way to work through your problems.” The shorter woman had to jog to keep up with Ash’s long strides.
“It’s exactly the right way to work through them.” She stepped into the rec area, found her target.
Teal followed her line of sight. “Okay, then let’s think about your career. Attacking a superior officer—”
“I’m not going to attack him,” Ash said. “He’s going to attack me.”
“Ash—”
“Hey, asshole!”
A sweat-drenched Brookins set down a heavily loaded barbell and stood.
“Let’s do this.” Ash pushed everything from her mind and closed the distance between them.
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Rykus ended the comm-call with Specialist Teal and ran.
It took him only a minute to get to the rec deck, but an anomaly could do a lot of damage in that amount a time, and he entered on the raised jogging track that circled the open area, not on the lower level where Ash was straight-lining it to Brookins.
“Stand down!” Rykus yelled.
Ash stood within striking distance of Brookins.
“Too tired from your workout?” she taunted the other anomaly. “Or are you still weak from that hole I put in your chest?”
Damn it, Ash. She was determined to stir up a fight.
It would take too long to get to the stairs, so Rykus gripped the railing, looked down at the five-meter drop, and jumped.
He’d leapt from similar heights before, and while wearing heavy gear, but his landing was off. He didn’t disperse the force of the artificial gravity in his roll like he should have. Either that, or he was getting old. His breath whooshed out, and a sharp lance of pain traveled from his right ankle to his spine. He grunted past the discomfort, stumbled back up, then hauled ass to the two anomalies.
“You’ve found yourself a nice desk job,” Ash said. “Any reason you’re avoiding the stress of combat?”
“Ashdyn,” Rykus barked.
Ash tensed but didn’t turn away from Brookins.
Brookins stepped forward. His face was lowered so close to Ash’s their foreheads almost touched.
“We’ll do this,” Brookins said. “But the timing will be mine, not yours. Go crawl to your fail-safe.”
Ash hooked Brookins’s leg at the same time both her palms flew forward, striking the other anomaly on the opposite shoulder. It was a move that should have thrown off his center of balance, allowing her to take him to the ground. But Brookins knew her capabilities. He turned in profile to her, causing her palms to slide across his chest instead of pounding into it. All it took was the lightest hit on her back to drop her face-first to the padded gym mat.
Rykus lost sight of her behind the crowd that had gathered. He shoved aside the spacers, caught a glimpse of Brookins locking Ash’s arm behind her back.
“Move.” Rykus ordered.
The last man got out of his way. Rykus stepped onto the mat in time to see Brookins lean in close to Ash’s ear.
“When I decide it’s time to fight,” Brookins said, “it will be when you’re healthy and rested and prepared. So that when you’re left bleeding on the ground, you’ll know it’s because you tried your best and you failed.”
Brookins released Ash and rose. He grabbed his towel off a bench, slung it over his shoulder, then left.
Ash rolled to her back when Rykus approached. He stared down at her, not knowing what to say. He wanted to yell and shake and punish her. And he wanted to kneel down, take her in his arms, and hold her. Ash was the most broken person he’d ever met. He didn’t know what spurred her insanity this time—Specialist Teal had only said she’d learned something that upset her—but he recognized this self-destructive behavior. Ash wasn’t the only anomaly in the KU who picked fights for distraction.
“Up.” It was the only safe word he could say with Teal and two dozen other spacers and soldiers looking on.
Ash climbed to her feet.
Rykus made his expression as neutral as he could. Aside from the circles beginning to darken beneath her eyes, Ash’s face was flawless. Her injuries from her fight with Hauch had healed, and it was impossible to tell she’d suffered a knife wound half a standard day ago. If the boosters she injected could heal mental injuries as efficiently as they could heal physical ones, she would have been fine.
“Come with me.” He headed for the exit without bothering to see if she followed. He knew she would, but where would he lead her? To her room and her bunk where she likely wouldn’t sleep? To the med-bay where she could down a few sleeping pills? Or straight to the ship’s counselor? Seeker’s God knew she needed to end up at the latter eventually.
He opted for the only logical choice left. He led her to his room.
The light turned on when he entered. He waited until he heard the click of the door shutting, then he faced Ash.
She stepped forward, hips swaying with purpose, and raised her arms to encircle his neck.
He gently took hold of her wrists. “Sleep.”
Her eyes grew hooded. She took half a step toward his bed before she went rigid.
Blinking, she refocused on him. “I can think of better things to do.”
“You’ve been awake for at least forty hours, Ash. You almost walked to my bed despite me not putting any compulsion in my voice. You’ve had your ass handed to you by your teammate—”
“I didn’t lose that fight.”
“—and you were stabbed and mentally attacked. You need rest more than you need me.”
“That’s debatable.” She jerked her wrists free from his hands.
“What happened?”
Her nostrils flared. “Nothing.”
“I told you about Brookins so you would watch your back, not seek him out to pick a fight.”
She threw a glare over her shoulder on her way toward his bed. “I don’t like threats at my back. Better to confront them head-on.” She stared down at the miniature floating tree beside his bed, the only thing personal he had in his quarters.
He stuck his hands in his pockets. Her ability to set him off was unmatched. “If I have to track down the crypty to get information, I will.”
“Teal called you?” Ash shook her head. “She won’t say a word.”
“You stole files from Trevast’s home.”
Ash’s head whipped his way.
“I’ve kept track of you, Ash.” He stepped toward her. “I know you visited Trevast’s widow. I know you’ve been working on something since you’ve been on board, and you were spending time with Specialist Teal. I assume you know who she is, what she did back on Ephron. She’s an anomaly and the best crypty in the KU. You found something at Trevast’s home, didn’t you? Something Teal decrypted?”
The woman who faced him wasn’t the Ash he knew. His Ash wouldn’t have worn such a cold, lethal expression. She wouldn’t have stood there rigid as a soldier in a lineup, and she wouldn’t have been silent. The Ash he knew and loved was somewhere inside her shield-reinforced shell. He’d seen her like this once before. They’d been aboard the Fortune’s Citadel when Ash had awoken from a nightmare disoriented and distraught. As soon as she’d regained her bearing, she’d chased something—a telepath or a hallucination—to the capsule’s edge where it had disappeared. Either that, or it had never existed in the first place.
This had something to do with her teammates. It had something to do with telepathy.
“What did you learn?” he asked.
This time his question seemed to re-center her. She drew in a breath, and the impenetrable shell surrounding her shattered. It was replaced with a different method of defense, a siren’s seduction. She smiled in that way of hers that made men think of sex, and she closed the distance between them.
He shouldn’t have let her press her lips to his, shouldn’t have wrapped his arms around her, let her hips nudge against him in all the right ways. A man could lose his mind in her presence. But he loved her. He’d do what was best for her. So he ignored his body’s protest and broke off the kiss.
“You need to talk to someone, Ash.”
“I need to not think.”
“You need sleep.”
“I need you.”
“It’s not happening right now.”
Her gaze dipped from his face to the bulge in his pants. “Would you like me to leave you here alone with that?”
Calm. Steady, he told himself. Don’t react. It’s what she wants.
“The ship’s counselor—”
“Can go straight to hell,” Ash said. “I’m fine. It’s only been a couple of months. Time will make it better.”
There was nothing humorous in his laugh. It was harsh and cutting. “It took me two years to come to terms with the deaths of my soldiers at Gaeles Minor, and I didn’t see them die or have my mind telepathically altered.” He took a step back so he wouldn’t be distracted by her touch. “And now, almost eight years later, it’s still not better. I still regret being the one who stayed behind. The one who lived. If you don’t get help, Ash, you’re going to break.”
She crossed her arms. “The loyalty training keeps me from snapping, Rip. You don’t have anything to worry about.”
“You keep forgetting you’re human. You’re not infallible. You might not snap, but you can still suffer psychologically just like any other man or woman who’s been through traumatic events.”
She propped her hip on the edge of his data-desk. “All right, Commander Perfect. How many times did you talk about your feelings after Gaeles Minor?”
“We aren’t talking about me.”
“Why not? You want me to live up to your expectations. Tell me what those expectations are.”
“I don’t want to fight. I want to help.”
“You’re the one who says you’re not better after eight years. Tit for tat, Rip. Tell me how you came back from the dead, and I’ll talk to someone about my fucking feelings.”
How the hell had she turned this around on him? Gaeles Minor was the past. He’d come to terms with it and with the undeserved hero worship that had followed. Everyone who knew him knew not to touch that subject. Everyone but Ash. She’d been trying to discover the story behind that battle from the first second she’d touched dirtside on Caruth.
Ash let out a scornful laugh, then turned toward the door.
“Twelve,” he said, opening up that old wound for her. “That’s how many soldiers lost their lives because of my arrogance.”
Slowly she faced him. “You’ve never been arrogant.”
“I’ve been overconfident.”
Her green eyes held his, and for a moment he didn’t want to reveal his past to her. He didn’t want those eyes to acknowledge his failure. But if it led to her opening up to him… Though she’d given him her body and her trust, she shielded her heart. A counselor—if she ever broke down and talked to one—would likely attribute that to her upbringing or lack thereof. No one survived Glory if they left their hearts vulnerable. He knew that—had known it since he first admitted to himself he’d fallen for her—and he was willing to accept the way she protected herself if she couldn’t move past it.
But if she could move past it…
He walked to the edge of his bed and sat.
“The peace talks had gone to hell,” he said. “The minister prime had been executed along with his legislative assistants and I-Com aides. The Sariceans were sending drop ships dirtside, and it looked like they would easily break through the Fleet’s defensive line and take out our battered capsule.”
The noise of that day, the comm-chatter of people dying, ships bending and breaking apart… He could still hear it as clearly as if he were there.
“My team and two others had boarded one of the Sariceans’ warships. The thing was barely operating. Emergency lights flashed, gravity fluctuated between standard, heavy, and nonexistent. The idea was to use the ship as a means to infect its counterparts. Most of the Sariceans were dead or in life rafts. We took care of the others, left body after body in our wake, but when we reached the bridge, it was clear the ship wouldn’t be doing any communication with the rest of its fleet. Orders were to blow it before we departed, so we took out our charges.”
Ash sat beside him on the bed. Her thigh pressed against his, but he didn’t feel it.
“That’s when I had the brilliant idea to set explosives on the ship’s leeward side only. It would cost us a few extra minutes, but the chain reaction would rip through its hull, venting the O2 it had left and causing the ship to careen into the formation that was obliterating the planet’s ground forces and our capsule.
“We were heading for the life rafts when our cuffs alerted us that a charge had been taken off-line. When a second one went dead, we knew it wasn’t a glitch. We’d missed at least one Saricean in our quick clearing of the ship. I volunteered to go back, told the others to get in the rafts and get the hell out of there.”
He threaded his fingers through his short hair. “The bastard was waiting for me at the first charge site. I walked right into the trap. He set the charge off, I flew backward, a blast door dropped on my shoulder.”
Ash had turned toward him. Her finger traced the scar hidden beneath his shirt. Her lips had traced it dozens of times on the Citadel. She knew its path even in the darkness of space.
“The door should have severed my arm. I would have bled out, died there. But the blast damaged its frame, and it didn’t fully close. I managed to pull free”—Seeker’s God that had hurt—“and made it to the next charge. I reset it. Stumbled on. I don’t remember how I made it to the life raft, but that’s where I was when the final charges blew.”
“And that’s when I saw my mistake. I’d sent the soldiers to the wrong rafts. I didn’t know…” He closed his eyes. He should have known. Fucking fool. “When the ship blew, it did exactly what we wanted it to do. It careened. But I didn’t account for that when we made our way to the rafts. The explosion rocketed them straight into the Sariceans’ blockade. The enemy took them out.”
“You didn’t know they would fire on their own life rafts.”
“Doesn’t matter,” he said. “Standard evasion procedure is to haul ass the direction opposite the enemy, not right into their field of fire.”
“You would have been dead too if you hadn’t stayed to reset the charges.”
“Yeah,” he said. That was all he could ever say to those words. His family and the Fighting Corps had pointed it out time and time again. It didn’t make him less responsible.
“The thing is,” he continued, “we didn’t need the ship to careen. I only realized that later when I reviewed the battle. The ship could have exploded right where it was, been caught in Gaeles Minor’s orbit, and shredded the enemies’ vessels without me losing even one soldier.” He looked into Ash’s emerald eyes. “That’s the biggest mistake. The arrogance. I wasn’t just satisfied blowing the enemy’s ship up. No, a part of me wanted to be a hero. I wanted to save Gaeles Minor and send as many Sariceans as possible straight to hell.” He laughed. “I got what I wanted. And it cost twelve good soldiers their lives.”
“You can’t see every option in the middle of a battle. Your soldiers didn’t see it.”
“They were trusting me to see it, and they had orders. They followed them.”
“It wasn’t—”
“My fault? Yeah. I’ve heard that.” He stood, paced away from the bed. “It was a mistake. An accident. Officers screw up sometimes. I’ve heard it all. The truth is you can be perfect ninety-nine percent of the time, but that last one percent… I should have been held responsible. Instead, the Fighting Corp’s PR team decided to turn me into the hero of Gaeles Minor. Word leaked out that I was dead. When I saw the Sariceans strafing the debris, I disabled my comm-cuff and killed the emergency beacon in my escape raft. Another hour, and my air would have run out, but a search-and-rescue team picked up what remained of my heat signature. They pulled me in and immediately ID’d me.” He let out a bitter laugh. “The Coalition decided not to tell anyone, not even my family. When I arrived on Meryk, I thought I was meeting them for a quiet reunion. I didn’t know I was walking into my own funeral.”
“The Coalition burned you.”
He nodded. “For the greater good. The more the story was told, the more the morale of the Fleet and Corps increased. I finally accepted the hero status after a while, but every damn time Tersa wants me to use my name or show my face or deliver a speech for morale, it takes me back to that battle.”
Ash made a thoughtful noise from her perch on the end of his bed.
“What?”
“She asked me to convince you to hang up your weapons.”
He snorted. “Of course she did. What did you tell her?”
Ash shrugged. “I didn’t make any promises, but the idea of you sitting behind a desk is just as impossible as me sitting there.”
The urge to walk to the foot of the bed and pull her into his arms made him move forward, but instead of going to her, he made a safe, wise move and sat at the head of the bed. Ash’s gaze followed him, a slight grin on her lips and that little spark he loved back in her eyes.
“I thought we moved past the we-need-to-keep-our-distance thing,” she said.
“We’re in my quarters, Ash. You’re going to spend the next few hours in my bed—sleeping in my bed. We’ve moved past that.”
“Prove it.”
Seeker’s God, he wanted to meet the challenge in her eyes.
“Come here,” he said, his voice gruff. This was dangerous, dangerous ground.
She folded her legs beneath her on the end of his bed, then slowly, lithely crawled toward him. He reached out and ran his hand over her tight ass. Uniforms shouldn’t be made to fit that well.
She slid into his lap, and he pressed his lips against hers. It was a languid kiss, as teasing as her crawl across the bed had been. She deepened it. He let her, his hands exploring her body. He wanted her out of her clothes, naked against him just like she’d been on the Citadel. He swung her down on the bed, placed his hands to either side of her head, and hovered over her. Her hips rose, pressing him to the edge of his control.
To the edge of it, not past it… yet.
He dug his fingers into the pillow beneath her head. “We’re still not doing this.”
She stared up at him, seduction in her eyes. “Really?”
His thumb slid gently across one of the dark circles beneath her eyes. “Really.”
Suppressing a groan, he rolled off her and pulled her into his arms, tight against his chest. She was stiff until he nuzzled the back of her neck, kissed her shoulder.
“We really should be doing other things,” she murmured.
“Sleep,” he whispered into her ear. “I give you permission to dream about me.”
He would dream about her and their nights on the Fortune’s Citadel. He dreamed about them every night.
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A vibration woke Ash from sleep. Rykus reached to the table beside the bed and found his voice-link. He slid it over his ear. “Rykus.”
Ash couldn’t hear the person on the link, but her fail-safe’s eyes found hers.
“I’ll… find her. Is there a problem?” While he listened to the person on the other end of the link, Ash yawned, then stretched against him. He stopped her from rubbing against him with a hand on her hip. “Yeah. We’ll… I’ll be there. Conference room B.”
He tossed the link back to the side table, then gave her a stern look, to which she responded with a sultry smile.
She rose like she was about to get out of bed but changed trajectory at the last second and instead straddled him. “I think I should be pissed.”
“You should?”
“You commanded me to sleep.”
“I suggested you sleep. In my bed. In my arms. You slept because you were exhausted.”
“I had things to do.”
“Things that you can do today. We exit the time-bend in two hours.”
Two hours until go time. Anticipation heated her veins. Anticipation and plain, raw lust. She bit her bottom lip and stared down at her fail-safe.
“Do I need to slink out of here? Or do I have time to stay?”
Both hands went to her hips this time. “Slink…” He winced. “I mean we have to leave. We got an upload at Javery—”
“An upload?” She moved against him. Just a little.
He closed his eyes, let her move a bit more, then he exhaled and lifted her off him as if they were in zero-grav. Damn, he was strong. Physically and mentally. Men didn’t turn down her offers. But that was one thing that attracted her to him: his will was almost unbreakable.
Almost.
He’d taken his uniform off sometime during the night. He wore just his underwear, and that disappeared into the pair of black tactical pants he pulled on. His torso was still bare. Ash watched the ripple of muscle when he took the two steps to his tiny closet.
“It can be fast,” she purred.
He glanced over his shoulder. A smile pulled at the corner of his mouth. “I know you now, Ash. You’re never satisfied with one quick fuck.”
His words made heat pool low in her stomach. On the Citadel, there had been many quick fucks. All had been followed by long, languorous, lovemaking. Damn, she wanted him.
He pulled a shirt on, covering his broad shoulders and ripped abs.
“Liles has been trying to reach you for an hour,” he said. “We received maps of Ysbar Station from Javery’s comm-point. We need to study them, ID extraction points, blind zones, the full workup.”
“Don’t I have orders to sleep?”
“If you stay here another minute, it won’t be because you’re sleeping.”
A smile spread across her face.
“Don’t take that as a challenge.” He moved forward and kissed her cheek. “Go on. I’ll meet you in the conference room.”
Ash forced herself to leave. As soon as Rykus’s door closed behind her, she took her comm-cuff out of her pocket. She’d left the crushed daytris box in the isolation chamber and hadn’t accessed the cuff since Teal lost Trevast’s files. She didn’t know if the whole device was burned or just the stolen data.
Making her way down the corridor, she accessed her diagnostics and backup data. Yep. All gone, damn it. If the Kaelais was running with as many kinks as when Ash first boarded, it would take hours to resync her profile. Plus she trusted her cuff about as much as she trusted a street kid on Glory. Better to ditch it and start over with a new one than to risk some subtle virus hiding in the operating system.
After tossing it into an incinerator bin, she found an unmanned terminal near rec deck and logged into her profile. She put in a request for a new cuff, checked the box for upgrades, and marked it urgent. Fleet was in charge of equipment aboard the ship. Ash would still likely have to go hover over someone’s shoulder to get them to move their asses, but at least they’d have a chance to get started with the formwork while Ash met with her team. She was about to log out and head to the conference room when a red icon caught her eye: she had an urgent, private message.
She glanced behind her. The few spacers who passed weren’t paying attention to her, so she clicked the icon. No text. No image. Just audio that her profile-linked algorithm unlocked. The second she heard the voice, she closed her eyes in a grimace.
“Trick’s up, Ash,” her contact said in Glory’s native language. “Someone confirmed you’re alive, and the boss is pissed. He’s out for blood. I’m disappearing along with everyone else who has half a brain left in their heads. I’m sure you can guess who’s running empty on intelligence. She won’t last a week. Wish I had better news, but the whole scheme lasted longer than I’d expected.”
Ash cursed. Of course the Known Universe couldn’t deliver one problem at a time. No, when it threw one asteroid in your path, it threw a whole motherfucking beltload of them right in your face.
“Damn it, Mira,” she whispered.
Her cheeks puffed out when she exhaled. All right. The universe had spoken. She wouldn’t ignore the multiple forces pushing her back to her home world. As soon as this op was over, she’d request leave. Someone had to save Mira’s ass. The Coalition wouldn’t send help. Neither would the aid organization because Mira was too strong willed to request it. It’s a waste of money, the woman would say. Make too many financial requests, and they’ll shut down our relief mission.
Mira would listen to Ash this time even if Ash had to put her in restraints and carry her off planet. The normal sizzle of Glory’s violence was creeping up to a full boil. When Ash got there, it was going to get worse because Ash wouldn’t arrive quietly. No, when she arrived, she would cause a shock wave strong enough to rattle Neilan Tahn out of the stars.
Ash logged off the terminal. If the mission to Ysbar Station didn’t kill her, her little trip back home just might.
One problem at a time. Right now she needed to get to the conference room and prep with her team.
The guys were already there. By the number of coffee mugs and crumb-filled plates scattered about, they’d been there for a while.
“Nice of you to join us,” Liles said.
“It’s been a hell of a week.” She headed straight for the beverage bar, filled a mug with what passed on the ship for coffee, then turned and faced her team.
All three men stared at her. She didn’t understand why until she noticed the ugly yellow bruise under Hauch’s left eye. Hauch had kicked her ass, but thanks to a booster and the little twist of DNA that made her an anomaly, her wounds had all healed.
After taking a sip of coffee to hide her smile, Ash sauntered to the table, sat down across from Hauch, and in the most serious tone she could muster, she said, “Stop by my bunk tonight, and I’ll introduce you to my beauty routine.”
Mandell’s laugh reverberated off the walls.
“Laugh it up, kid,” Hauch said, and Ash felt something loosen in her chest. She missed the banter. She missed it almost as much as she missed her old team.
“What have we got?” she asked before her thoughts lingered too much on the past.
Liles tapped on the data-table, and the Sariceans’ space station appeared in its center. It was an old design, small, gray, and ring-shaped. The Sariceans shut it down several decades ago due to a once-a-millennium meteor shower that had torn through its section of space. They claimed it was still functional, but despite the declaration, they hadn’t remanned it yet. Supposedly.
Another tap on the table, and a cross section of the station appeared above it, projected in 3D.
Ash leaned forward to study the design. “Where did we get this intel?”
“From the minister prime,” Liles said. “Apparently she made it part of the deal to meet.”
“The first intelligent thing she’s done in a while,” Mandell said.
“So the Sariceans handed these to us?”
“Yeah.” Liles’ tone paralleled Ash’s thoughts: the schematics weren’t worth shit. They couldn’t trust anything that came from the Sariceans.
“I-Com checked them out,” Liles continued. “They say they look legit.”
“Look legit based on what?”
“The mockups they drew.” He leaned back and crossed his arms. “And info from deserters, however reliable they might be.”
Ash looked around the 3D image. “Exactly how many deserters do we have?”
Liles shrugged at her question. “According to the Sariceans, none. All their citizens are happy with their heavy-handed government. According to us? The Coalition won’t release official numbers, but we know defections are increasing. Based on that intel, I-Com thinks there’s a ninety-eight percent chance this thing is accurate.” He nodded toward the 3D rendering.
Ash rested her arms on the table. Taya’s Saricean, Cullo, was a deserter. Taya and her colleagues were in contact with enough others that they had a good drug-smuggling business going on. At least they’d had a good one until recently. If Sariceans were desperate enough to leave their home worlds and their lifesaving trips to Saris, then they’d likely be desperate enough to answer all I-Com’s questions. Unless they were saboteurs.
“We have nothing better to go off of,” Mandell said, rocking his chair back on two legs.
Ash refocused on the schematics. Nothing better but their gut instincts.
The conference room door opened. Ash’s back was to it, but the prompt and respectful way her teammates rose told her who it was.
“As you were, gentlemen,” Rykus said.
The only empty seat at the table was beside her. Rykus sat and unhooked the comm-cuff from his wrist.
“I spoke with Tersa,” he said. “Mission is a go. We’ll exit the time-bend in an hour. As long as the Sariceans don’t attempt to shoot us out of space, we’ll proceed to Ysbar Station. Tersa emphasizes this is not a combat mission.” He paused. His gaze moved from Liles, to Mandell, to Hauch, to her. He was a pure professional. He gave no sign that Ash had spent the night in his bed. No sign that he’d confessed his feelings for her. No sign that she was anything to him other than a member of a team under his command.
But she recognized his silence. She’d experienced it dozens of times on Caruth. He executed it with all the precision of a top-ranked sniper, and she’d learned to brace for the kill.
“What else did the prime say?” Ash asked.
He held her gaze. “She insists on no lethal weapons.”
“What?” Mandell’s chair thumped down hard. Hauch cursed, and Liles closed his eyes in a grimace.
“I don’t like it either.” Rykus faced the center of the table. The move was deliberate, but Ash didn’t understand why until he added, “The best I could do was to get her to agree to pulse-pistols.”
The statement didn’t suppress the others’ protests, but it suppressed Ash’s. Nonlethal electronic pulse-pistols were used for civilian crowd control or on ops where you didn’t want casualties. Security officers tended to carry them, and they were the typical weapon issued to the few spacers Fleet deemed appropriate to carry weaponry, but soldiers hated them. When they shot a target, they intended for that target to stay down permanently. They at least wanted to know how long they’d have before they needed to watch their backs again, but the recovery time from a pulse varied from individual to individual. You might have ten minutes. You might have five seconds. More than one soldier had been killed by a pulsed bad guy.
But there was one pulse-pistol that had a little-known flaw. With a small modification, one shot became lethal. You gave up accuracy over long distances, but they’d be operating on a space station. Close quarters, most likely. Ash would give up what little accuracy she’d lose to have a round put a Saricean permanently down.
Rykus didn’t look at her. If she brought up the modification, he’d be obligated to order her to keep the weapon nonlethal.
“Well,” Ash said. “I guess it’s a good thing the prime’s one hundred percent certain shots won’t be fired.”
“Her confidence could get a person killed,” Mandell said.
“It could get her killed,” Hauch agreed.
“We work with what we have,” Rykus said. “Our primary mission is to get the minister prime in and out of that station alive. If the Sariceans turn on us”—the men at the table snorted at the if—“then we get the prime out and destroy the station.”
Mandell’s eyes lit up. “Brim-4?”
“Brim-4,” Rykus said.
Ash smiled at her teammate’s enthusiasm. Brim-4 was a mixture of three powerful explosives. The claylike substance was stuffed into tubes the size of Ash’s pinky and was one of the most stable substances in the KU. But a dispersed charge could ignite the material, setting off a powerful reverse shock wave that crumpled ships like they were made of paper. The thing that made Brim-4 extra useful though was that you could break apart a portion of the clay, leaving behind two chemicals that combusted into an intense, hot fireball that would destroy people and electronics, but—hopefully—not the structure of the ship or station you were on.
“The Sariceans might blow our ride,” Rykus continued. “If they do, be prepared for extravehicular activity. You have access to the armory and supply locker. Equip yourselves, prep your weapons and armor, then meet in the docking bay for final orders. We’ll be exiting the time-bend at 0220, and if all looks well, we’ll board a shuttle and head toward that resort of a space station. I’m making sure the prime is prepared, but if you have questions, call me.”
They stood when Rykus did. Ash watched him leave, wondering if he’d already made that little modification to his pulse-pistol. He usually carried a Covar, but she’d seen him with a Syra60 before.
Liles scooted his chair under the data-table. “Compression body armor, soldiers.”
Hauch cursed. “It’s a war getting those things on.”
“I’d love to watch.” Ash grinned, imagining the big man struggling on the floor, trying to wiggle his massive body into one of the tight suits.
“We’re going to a Saricean-controlled space station,” Liles said. “Better to struggle into compression armor than have the enemy tap a cuff and decompress the whole damn thing around us. Everyone will have injectable O2 as well.”
“Awesome,” Mandell muttered.
Hauch’s scowl deepened.
Ash wasn’t any happier. If things went to hell, a shot of the O2 compound was designed to keep their bodies oxygenated without breathing for ten minutes. But the panic and discomfort of not having air in your lungs coupled with the reality that you’d likely be in a situation where you were under attack or hauling ass to safety shortened its effectiveness. Ash had injected O2 numerous times in battle sims on Caruth, and as a Special Forces soldier, she was required to re-up that training biannually to remain accustomed to the stuff. She—and pretty much every sane soldier in the KU—despised the injectable O2, but it sure as hell beat suffocating to death.
Liles stood. “Make your preps. Prepare for trouble.” He paused, his mouth pinching together. “But don’t look like you’re prepared for trouble. We need to go in looking ‘diplomatic.’”
Ash rolled her eyes. The prime’s confidence in this meeting going as planned better not be misplaced. If it was, getting back to Coalition space alive would be one hell of a challenge.



        


22

Ash picked up a new comm-cuff first. As expected, it wasn’t ready and waiting for her. But once she’d convinced the officer in charge that she was, indeed, part of Trident Team and would be escorting the prime to Ysbar Station, the tech specialist sped things up. He linked her profile and made the requested software tweaks and upgrades. Within twenty minutes, Ash had the cuff fastened around her wrist. Most of her gear was ready to go by the forty-minute mark. She just needed a few minutes to herself in the armory before she met the guys in the docking bay.
The security officer cleared her and let her into the chamber. The heavy door silently glided shut, sealing her into the long rectangular room. It was split down the middle by racks of rifles. Ash’s fingers itched to pick up one of the Kinetic A88’s, but that was much too conspicuous. There was no way Tersa would let her on the transport with it.
She walked past the standard-issue pistols, the shelves of ammo and battery packs. The pulse weapon she wanted was at the rear of the armory. She picked it up, wrapping her fingers tight around the grip. Without a battery inserted beneath the barrel, the thing felt fragile, like a toy gun.
Shaking her head, she tapped on her cuff and sent her info to the Kaelais’s weaponry database to check the pistol out. Then she grabbed three battery packs and discreetly checked for the armory’s security lenses. They were positioned to cover the main aisles, but one of them hung down from the ceiling and provided a 360 view. The armory workbench was on the far wall. Ash could make her modifications with her back to the camera, obscuring exactly what it was she was doing, but any halfway intelligent spacer who watched the vid would notice her working on something. Modifying weapons required permission from a high-ranked officer. Ash didn’t have that.
But she wasn’t modifying the weapon itself, just the battery packs.
Let’s hope the vid is being monitored by an idiot.
Ash grabbed pliers, a metal file, a coil of mydrix wire, and—
“You’re supposed to be in the docking bay.”
She hid her supplies behind her back and spun.
Rykus stood barely two paces behind her. “You’re supposed to be in the docking bay.”
“I’m running late.” He reached past her, grabbed a pulse-pistol and a single battery pack. When Ash eyed the latter, he hesitated by her ear. “Others are already modified.”
His voice was low even though no one could hear them. There was very little visual privacy on Coalition warships outside of bunk rooms and toilets, but auditory feeds weren’t monitored or recorded without preapproval.
“Enough to share?” Ash asked.
He looked at the supplies on the workbench behind her and shook his head. “I want extras for the others. Just in case things really go to hell.”
He moved a few steps away. “You’re doing it here?” he asked.
“Unless you want to delay the op long enough for me to go find a hidey-hole somewhere, yeah.” She faced the workbench. Blocking the lens’s view of what she was doing would make the modifications more difficult. This wasn’t going to work. Security would likely be watching more closely now that Rykus had entered. A man and a woman in an armory was a lot more interesting than a routine equipment grab, and her fail-safe was the “Rest in Peace” Rykus. He drew eyes everywhere he…
Ash looked at the wall of pistols, tactical knives, and weapons belts to her left and the shelves of lubricants, cleansers, and equipment to her right. A grin spread across her face.
“Something funny?” Rykus asked.
She shoved her tools out of sight behind the square base of an adjustable light. “Take your shirt off.”
“What?” His voice didn’t exactly squeak, but it sounded higher than usual.
Ash’s heart rate kicked up, beating out its agreement with her idea. She stepped up to her fail-safe and yanked his shirttail out of his pants.
“Shirt. Off,” she said. This time her voice was heated. She unfastened the top button, then the next. When he said her name and covered her hands with his, she stood on her tiptoes and kissed him.
It wasn’t a soft, gentle kiss. It was a sharp-edged demand that he get involved in the mission.
He was still only for a moment before his lips parted and let her in.
“The vids,” he murmured. The protest was ruined by the teeth that nipped her lower lip.
She gripped his shirt in her hands and yanked it open. The rest of the buttons gave way.
“Lift me up.”
He didn’t hesitate. He gripped her hips and raised her toward the ceiling. Swinging his shirt overhead, she wrapped it around the lens.
Rykus’s face pressed against her stomach, then against the cleavage beneath her uniform as he lowered her back to the ground. “They’ll know what we’re doing.”
“That’s the point. This is a cover-up.”
“A cover-up.” A tendril of sanity slid into his dark brown eyes. Ash wanted to obliterate it, especially when his jaw clenched and his lashes lowered. She could almost hear the protest gathering on his tongue.
“Seeker’s God, Ash. Your timing.” He shook his head.
Ash reached up to knock his hands from her shoulders but stopped when his gaze locked on her. He was smiling. It wasn’t quite the same easygoing grin she’d glimpsed on Javery, but it was just as disarming.
Her mouth worked to form words, a tease or a quip to regain control of her senses and the situation, but he didn’t allow it. He kissed her. His tongue delved into her mouth, seeking hers. Finding hers.
She dug her nails into his back. He wore an undershirt, but it was tight. It showed off the definition in his shoulders, the bulky muscles of his biceps. God, he was magnificent.
He pulled her tight against him before lifting her again. She wrapped her legs around his waist and he gripped her ass. Effortlessly he lowered her so she rubbed down over the bulge in his pants, then he raised her back up and lowered her again.
She groaned against his mouth. She wasn’t light or wispy; he was just that strong. She felt his muscles working, easily overcoming the ship’s gravity.
“Uniform.” Her voice was a raspy whisper.
He nodded and set her down. Her elbow knocked into the rifles in the center aisle. Ash cursed, tried to keep them from clattering to the floor.
“Unloaded,” Rykus said. He pulled off his undershirt, unbuckled his belt.
Ash stepped back enough to remove her own clothes, but when Rykus freed himself from his combat pants, her progress stopped. He was big everywhere. She knew that, but she’d been without him for a month and she had no way of knowing the next time they would be together. She could spare a moment to memorize his body silhouetted by the background of weapons and ammo.
“Get naked, Ash,” he ordered.
Her eyes shot to his. He didn’t give her time to get out of her clothes herself. His hands tugged and pulled at her shirt and pants. His teeth bit and teased her mouth. Then nothing but air touched her skin. He tossed her clothes aside and stepped back, raw need in his eyes as his gaze raked down her body.
“You’re fucking beautiful.” He reached out. His knuckles skated over the not-quite-healed knife wound in her side. “Okay?”
“More than okay, Rip. I need you.”
“You have me, Ash.”

SHE HAD ALL OF HIM.
He lost his mind when he entered her.
Ash was made of fire and passion. She didn’t do slow, careful lovemaking. She took what she wanted and met his aggressive movements with an unrivaled fierceness. He loved it, loved her, loved that he didn’t have to be careful.
They knocked into the rifle rack again. Ash gasped and arched when something dug into her back.
He moved her away, plunging into her harder and deeper. She bit his shoulder, and his hand slipped off her ass. Unbalanced, they stumbled. Cartons of ammo fell and scattered. It was loud and messy. He didn’t care. He swiped his hand across the surface of the workbench. Tools and oils went flying.
Rykus separated from Ash only long enough to spin her around and press her, face forward, over the bench. He gripped her hips with both hands, leaned close to her ear. “More?”
“More,” she moaned. “Now, Rip—”
His name ended in a strangled cry when he entered her again.
Seeker’s God, she was perfect. The sounds she made, the way she clenched around him. He was insane to think he could keep himself away from this. He was insane to even try. Ash was his. For as long as she wanted to be, she was his.
He felt his climax coming. He slowed his thrusts, squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t want this to end yet. Didn’t want to face reality and ramifications.
Ash ground back against him. He tightened his grip on her hips to keep her still. If she kept moving…
Breathe, he ordered. Breathe and get control.
Ash slipped out of his grasp and turned. Vixen-green eyes met his. She put a hand on his sweat-dampened chest, pushed him backward.
Her hand slid to his shoulder. “Down.”
He obeyed, still clinging to his control, and knelt among the fallen rifles and bullets. His lips were just above her navel. He leaned forward and tasted the salt of her skin.
Her stomach clenched. He ran his tongue over her lean abdomen, let his hand glide up between her thighs. He felt her tremble.
He rubbed and kissed, making her muscles twitch.
I love you, he wanted to say. He wanted to say it and hear the echoing words on her lips.
“Ash—”
Whether her knees buckled or she chose to drop down level with him, he didn’t know. But she was in front of him, mouth on his mouth, hands pushing him to his back as she straddled him with her long legs.
He ignored the debris beneath him, all his attention riveted to the feel of Ash sliding down on him. She took control, rising and sinking in an increasingly urgent rhythm. Her muscles gripped him tight. Tight. Tight.
He watched her face as the pleasure built. The way her lips parted, the way she closed her eyes and tilted her head back as she moved, all were signs that she was on the precipice.
He was on the precipice too, but he didn’t want to go over yet. Didn’t want to stop.
He thrust his hips into her.
“Rip, yes. Like that. I’m almost—”
He thrust up again, then fisted her hair in his hand. “Look at me.”
Her eyes hooded open. In her expression, he saw the fast approaching, unstoppable plummet that would pulse through her and then through him.
“Not yet,” he grated out.
Her eyes widened. She gasped then moaned then gasped again while she rode him. Fuck, she worked him hard, but she didn’t break, and he kept his body under control. Barely.
“Rip.” Her nails dug into his chest.
“Not yet,” he said again.
“God, I’m… I’m… so close. Still so close.” Her voice shook, with pain or pleasure or both, he didn’t know. He couldn’t think. He could only feel. Could only touch and see.
“Please,” she begged. Her thighs spread more, inviting him in deeper. Her face, beautiful and vulnerable, tilted back. She trembled. He felt the vibration where he connected with her. She needed to come undone, would have already if he hadn’t ordered her to hold back.
He needed the release too. Couldn’t wait anymore.
“Now.”
She bucked and thrashed as she came, crying out his name and contracting around him. He pumped into her, riding wave after wave of pleasure. The aftershocks went on forever, the liquid heat burning through his body. His vision blurred and sparked until he and Ash both were spent.
She collapsed on top of him. He wrapped her in his arms and held her still-shaking body. He breathed in the scent of her heated skin, the clean smell of her shampoo. Seeker’s God, she was his heaven.
“That…” Ash’s voice caught, and Rykus froze.
Slowly, rational thought reformed in his mind. He realized what he’d done, what he’d triggered in his maddened desire to keep the pleasure going. He’d commanded her, used compulsion to hold her on the edge of release.
“Again,” she said.
“Ash, I’m so… What?”
She rose off him enough to look into his eyes. “Let’s do that again.”
He’d shattered all her shields. Her expression was open to him, no masks, no teasing subterfuge.
“You’re not mad?” he asked carefully, afraid to lose the woman in his arms.
The corner of Ash’s mouth lifted in a grin. “I didn’t know you could do that, hold me there until… God, Rip. That was awesome. You have permission to command anything of me in bed.”
He felt a mirroring grin spread across his face. “We’re not in bed, Ash.”
She laughed and kissed him. He kissed her back, drinking in everything she was willing to offer. She shifted her body, maybe to get in a more comfortable position, maybe to feel if he would be ready again soon.
His cock twitched. Hardened. Maybe…
An alarm rang from an intercom. Two pulses and a beep. The ten-minute warning for the exit from the time-bend.
“Shit,” he said. “We’re late.”
“I don’t think I can stand, Rip.”
The sultry contentedness in her voice made him want to stay exactly where he was, but then his comm-cuff vibrated. He didn’t need to look to know who was calling.
Gently he rolled Ash off him and stood. He missed the heat of her body immediately. “The modifications, Ash. Do you need help?”
“No,” she said languidly. “I’ve got it. If you leave your shirt.”
He glanced up at the covered lens, shook his head. “You go. I’ll do the mods.”
She tucked her knees underneath her, rose until she was sitting up straight, level with his—
He grabbed his combat pants. “Get your ass to the transport, Lieutenant.”
Ash laughed as she pulled on her clothes.
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Rykus gripped the safety bar over his head and peered out the transport’s window. Ysbar Station had been a tiny dot when they capsuled into the system, but now it engulfed nearly all the black canvas of space. It was a half-hour ride back to the Kaelais, which waited apart from the rest of the Fleet, hovering behind them like one cool, kick-ass vanguard. The Sariceans had only brought one capsule as well. How much that mattered now that they’d developed a tachyon drive, Rykus didn’t know. I-Com said the enemy only had one prototype built, but he trusted that about as much as he trusted that this meeting would end peacefully.
“Any sign of the prize?” His words were quiet and transmitted directly to Furyk.
“No,” the captain replied, his disappointment coming through across the voice-link. Furyk hungered to pit the Kaelais against the Sariceans’ new technology. “We’ll alert you if that changes.”
“Affirmative,” Rykus said. His comm-cuff vibrated a five-minute warning to the station’s docking tube. He turned to the team. “Final equipment check.”
The others rose from their seats. Rykus followed his normal op-prep routine, starting at his tactical boots and securing his laces. He’d sharpened the knife in his boot sheath before dressing. He made sure it could be pulled free without snagging, then he confirmed his pulse-pistol was in good working condition. The extra battery packs were safe in pockets on his combat vest. They were modified. So were the four he’d given to Ash. He wished they could carry more, but too much backup power would draw Tersa’s attention.
He continued his equipment check, making sure the extra weight was distributed evenly and that he could move easily and quietly. After more than a decade of missions and training, every piece of equipment had its purpose and its place. He was ready for war.
When he’d finished, he turned to Ash. Her compression suit hugged every curve of her body, a body he’d explored a mere two hours ago. No sign of their time together showed on her face. He kept it from his expression too, but something in his chest felt out of place.
Every soldier had their pre-op restlessness, but this was different. Ops were dangerous—hell, so was day-to-day training—and Rykus had long ago accepted he might lose his life fighting for those who couldn’t fight for themselves. The problem now was that he wanted to put Ash into the category of people he defended.
Stupid, he told himself. She’s more than capable of defending herself.
Ash must have felt his gaze. She returned her pulse-pistol to its holster and looked at him.
“Side wound doing okay still?” He used the question and his role as commander of the op to move closer and check her equipment.
“Still good.”
He hadn’t expected a different answer. She wouldn’t admit to pain or injury even if she’d been standing there bleeding out on the floor.
“Your helm is loose.”
She shrugged. “It’s the best I could do.”
He gave her a look that said her best wasn’t good enough, then moved behind her to tighten the fasteners. The helm was standard issue, just like everything else she was wearing. The compression suit fit her well, but the C12 Life Helmet was a piece of crap. It collapsed to half its size to make it less clumsy to carry, but it still took up a good amount of room across her shoulders.
“You disabled the auto-sensor,” he said.
“Yeah.”
“And if the Sariceans vent the atmosphere on us?”
“Then I better be fast with the clasp. I’m not risking a malfunction in the middle of our friendly conversation with the enemy.”
That was the worst problem with the C12s. The latching mechanism was faulty. The helms were designed to expand and swing over the wearer’s head in half a millisecond if it sensed an O2 drop or a significant change in air pressure. That tended to startle—or in the wrong situations—embarrass soldiers. It always happened at the worst possible times.
Rykus wanted to give her his expensive Garner8 helm, but he knew he wouldn’t win that argument without directly ordering her to switch.
“When we get back to Coalition space, you’re upgrading.”
“I would love to.” Ash peered up under her lashes at him. “As soon as my accounts are unlocked.”
“Tersa said she’s working on it.” He’d asked the prime about it before they’d gone to Javery. He needed to follow up on the request. “You’re not going on an op like this again.” He fastened the helm down more securely. Why the Fighting Corps continued to supply the C12s he couldn’t fathom. There were other helms out there that were just as cheap but smaller and more reliable.
When he’d finished checking her equipment, he didn’t step away. He glanced down at her holstered pulse-pistol. “Unmodded?”
“As requested. Sir.”
She didn’t like it. Neither did he, but they would both be reprimanded if they killed the enemy without permission. If everything went according to Tersa’s plan, they wouldn’t need the modified battery packs. If it didn’t…
He glanced at the prime, who stared out the forward window, silver hair braided into regal rows. The politician would change her mind quickly when her life depended on it, and it would only take a second to switch to the lethal batteries.
The rest of the team finished double-checking each other’s equipment. Good. Just a few more minutes and they could get this op started.
The transport nudged against the station. A series of metal clanks indicated the attachment of the docking tube, and his restlessness returned. He did his best to shove it aside. He and Ash would both survive this op. The whole team would.
“You’re on the prime,” Rykus said to Ash.
Liles stepped to the status panel beside the transport’s hatch. “Environment is good. Opening hatchway.”
“Rykus to the Kaelais: we’re breaching the station now and going in.”
“Affirmative, Commander,” Furyk’s voice returned. “Keep the comm open. We’ll monitor your progress.”
The hatch slid aside, revealing a long, straight corridor that was clean and brightly lit. Soft music played on hidden speakers, but the only life that greeted them was the greenery of maecen plants set inside nooks in the walls. Keeping one hand on the pulse-pistol holstered on his right hip, he motioned for Tersa and the team to fall in.
He half expected everything to go to hell when his boot officially stepped onto Ysbar Station. The cool, welcoming air raised the hair on the back of his neck, but no Sariceans jumped out at them. It appeared the enemy might adhere to the agreement to meet in the station’s central commons.
“Think they cleaned the place up just for us?” Ash asked behind him.
“This is a civilian station,” Tersa answered. “It was abandoned, but they didn’t shut down its self-sufficiency. Without the strain of humans breathing the air, the life-support systems have no trouble keeping up.”
“Cut the chatter,” Rykus said. He wanted a rifle in his hands. He hated proceeding like this, like they had no expectation of danger. They were approaching a cross corridor. They had no idea what lay out of sight around the corner.
He slowed, shook his head, then drew his pistol. It signaled the rest of the team to do the same.
Liles pulled up even with him, met his eyes, and nodded once. On cue, they stepped into the kill zone.
“Clear,” Liles said.
Rykus’s pistol panned the empty corridor. No threat. “Clear.”
“I understand your caution, Commander,” Tersa said, “but the Sariceans promised an eight-man delegation. That number was confirmed by the Kaelais’s sensors—”
“Sensors that can be tricked.”
“—so can we please proceed with the most feeble illusion of trust?”
“No,” Rykus said. He continued to clear corridors. He also had Hauch set alarm patches on each door they passed. If one of them so much as slid a millimeter open, it would send an alert to their comm-cuffs. They were already taking too many chances with this meeting; he wasn’t going to add more risk by being lazy.
It took fifteen minutes to make it to the commons. Reluctantly, Rykus followed Tersa’s request to holster their weapons before they stepped out beneath a domed blue ceiling.
The murmur of fountains, the warm sunglow from above, and the white stone pathways that cut through beds of flowers and trees made it feel like they were stepping beneath an open sky. Despite the station being deserted for more than two decades, the greenery remained inside their garden containers, not overflowing on the eight paths that curved from each entry point. The only things out of control were the trees. The station’s auto-watering system made them thick-trunked and healthy, but their green-tipped branches scraped and pushed at the dome overhead. Another year without trimming, and they would damage the artificial sky.
Rykus lowered his gaze to the delegation that waited where the pathways converged, and his mouth pulled into a scowl. Very little reliable cover—cover that would stop bullets—lay between the Sariceans and the commons exits. The tree trunks might block some fire, and Rykus and his team could flatten themselves behind the low stone-encased flower beds, but this location was a perfect setup for getting shot in the back.
The Sariceans watched them approach. Rykus recognized the man in the center, Eminence Avesti, and at his side, another top eminence, Eminence D’nado. Though they shared a title, Avesti was the leader of the highest rank of their order. His skin, though dark, had the characteristic pearling of the Sariceans. Lighter skin topped his forehead, shading darker as it passed the opalescent blemishes across his nose and cheeks, then turning a smooth graphite along his jaw. The level of iridescence led to the Sariceans considering the man blessed, not disfigured from the radiation of the Saris System’s suns.
Eminence D’nado’s skin was naturally lighter than Avesti’s, and while his pearling was still prominent, it wasn’t yet as excessive as his counterpart. The other six delegates’ appearances varied from subtle to conspicuous, but the way they held themselves indicated they weren’t the diplomats they pretended to be. Tersa wasn’t the only one requiring her guards to appear civil.
Stopping several meters away, Rykus noted the collars of the compression suits beneath their floor-length robes. The robes’ arms were long and wide, covering hands that could easily be holding weapons. It would take nanoseconds for them to aim and fire.
“Ashdyn?” Tersa’s soft voice reached him. A chill slid across his skin. He wanted to turn, to assure himself Ash was okay, but he couldn’t risk letting the Sariceans out of his sight.
“Nothing.” Ash sounded fine, but he didn’t breathe until she and the prime stepped even with him.
“Eminence Avesti,” Tersa said. “Thank you for agreeing to this meeting.”
Avesti spoke in Saricean. After a two-second delay, Rykus’s voice-link translated the words. “Minister Prime, we bring diplomats, you bring soldiers. If you intended this meeting to end peacefully, there should be no weapons present.”
Yeah? Take off your robes, pearl-face.
“It was necessary, I’m afraid,” Tersa said. “Please excuse the impropriety, but my government would not allow me to come in person without an armed escort. And it was imperative that we meet.”
Rykus’s hand tightened on the grip of his holstered gun. Thank-yous and apologies would get Tersa nowhere with the Sariceans. It had been tried before, and the Sariceans had murdered politicians, soldiers, and innocents.
Avesti’s eyes narrowed. The two-second translation delay felt like an eternity. “Your people do not support this meeting. Neither do ours. Skeptics soil our stars and are not allowed to breach our territory, but you’ve been given a temporary admission in hopes that your heart has been changed.”
There it was. It had taken less than a minute. Avesti had thrown down the requirement they’d never bend on. Rykus was actually surprised. He’d thought it would take closer to ten minutes for the Sariceans to talk about conversion.
Hopefully that was all the time Ash needed.
He risked a glance past Tersa to look at his anomaly, who had an uncustomary frown creasing her forehead.
“I’ve come to discuss the hostilities between us,” Tersa said, “not our differences in culture.”
“Culture?” The voice-link translated the word quickly. “The Sanctity of Saris is a matter of fact, Minister Prime. For the Coalition not to recognize its status reveals severe deficiencies in intelligence on the part of its officials. We cannot negotiate with fools.”
“I think he just called us stupid,” Ash said. In Saricean.
Rykus’s heart pumped faster. He watched Avesti and his “diplomats.” Surprise that Ash could speak their language showed briefly on each radiation-poisoned face. Rykus hadn’t been surprised. That two-second translation delay had bitten many a soldier in the ass over the centuries, so the Coalition saw to it that anomalies learned multiple languages during their stay on Caruth.
He also wasn’t surprised Ash had interjected herself into a political conversation, but he’d learned her quips and comments always served a purpose. What was her purpose now?
Avesti eyed Ash in a way that made Rykus want to blow his arrogant head off.
“I apologize for my associate’s behavior,” Tersa said. “She will refrain from practicing her language skills further.”
“I am not shocked,” Avesti said. “Impertinence is common among skeptics. It’s a virus that spreads from soul to soul, which is why we must protect our stars from your deceit.”
D’nado’s sleeve-concealed hands moved. Rykus loosened his pistol in its holster, and the unnamed “diplomats” behind the man stiffened.
“Your Eminence,” Tersa said quickly. “A great majority of the Coalition’s population are Seekers. They seek the touched planet. They’ve been seeking it for millennia. If we can reduce our hostilities and have mutual respect for each other’s beliefs, perhaps more of them will come to believe in the Sanctity of Saris.”
Those words came too damn close to legitimizing the Sariceans’ beliefs, and it did nothing to dispel the rapidly increasing tension in the commons. Sweat trickled down his back despite the cool air.
He focused on Ash again, ready to signal that it was time to return to the shuttle, but Ash wasn’t looking at him. She stood very still, and her gaze locked on D’nado.
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Through the thick tension in the air, Ash felt her fail-safe’s gaze.
She glanced his way, gave him a very subtle shake of her head to indicate no, she didn’t feel a telepath among the Sariceans. They all seemed… flat. War Chancellor Hagan’s presence had felt frayed from the moment she first saw him. The almost unnoticeable tear in his consciousness had irritated her like a too-tight collar rubbing against her throat. None of the Sariceans were like him. They weren’t drones, but D’nado… Gut instinct told her something about him was off.
“We’ve attempted to share the news of the Sanctity of Saris,” Avesti said. “But the Coalition has thwarted our efforts. It has murdered us for our beliefs.”
D’nado’s nostrils flared. Then his gaze shifted from Ash to Tersa.
And Tersa’s shoes shifted on the stones. She cleared her throat. “You speak of Gaeles Minor.”
Ash’s instinct fired another warning, and on the opposite side of Tersa, Rykus stiffened. His gaze jerked to the prime, his dark eyes demanding what the hell are you doing?
Tersa raised her chin. “On behalf of the Coalition, I offer our condolences and an apology for the Saricean lives lost in battle.”
“Tersa.” Rykus said her name like a curse. He radiated more fury than a sun radiated light.
The loyalty training tugged at Ash. She fought against the urge to… to do something to disperse his rage.
“Obviously,” Avesti said. “Not everyone shares your sentiment.”
A muscle in Rykus’s cheek twitched. “Gaeles Minor was a preemptive attack on a civilian population. You fired the first shot in a meeting that was very similar to this.”
“Commander.” Tersa raised her hand in a gesture likely intended to calm him. Instead, it increased the hot hate in his eyes.
And he wasn’t the only one burning. Liles and Mandell’s expressions both had dark edges, and behind Ash, Hauch’s heavy boots shuffled. The commons had felt large, open, and serene when they’d entered. Now it felt small, cramped, and chaotic. One wrong move and blood would splatter the stone walkways.
“Meeting’s over,” Rykus said. “It’s time to leave.”
“If I may.” D’nado stepped forward.
“You may not,” Avesti snarled. “You will—”
“The Coalition regrets its actions against us, your Eminence. Its acceptance of blame for Saricean deaths demonstrates its willingness to consider our views on sanctity. Saris is the chosen planet. If we are open—”
“The Devil of Gaeles Minor isn’t open.” Avesti’s cold eyes locked on Rykus. So did the eyes of the “diplomats.” Disdain was apparent on all their faces. One of the unnamed moved his hidden hands, causing the material of his sleeve to ripple in a way that confirmed he held a weapon.
A cold compulsion swept over Ash.
Her fail-safe had just become a target.
“Hey, asshole.” The loyalty training made Ash’s voice lethal. “Careful where you point your attention.”
Avesti looked at her with tangible disgust.
D’nado and Tersa’s gazes met, and Ash’s instinct twisted again. They knew each other, and the recognition wasn’t just the kind that said, “Hi there, I’ve seen you on vids.” It said, “I’ve met you in person, and our causes align.”
Ash’s heart thundered in her ears. Each loud beat highlighted a puzzle piece: Tersa’s insistence on this meeting, her assurance that all would be well, and the specific yet illogical apology she’d just made.
Stupid, insane politician. She’d cut a deal with D’nado.
Tersa moved in front of Rykus at the same time D’nado stepped back, and the six unnamed Sariceans lifted their arms. The sleeves of their robes gaped, allowing the artificial light to shine on weapons.
Weapons that pointed at Avesti.
Shit.
“Remain calm, gentlemen,” Tersa said. Her arms were outstretched, but that didn’t stop Ash and the rest of the team from drawing their pulse-pistols.
“You knew about this,” Rykus said. He trained his weapon on the enemy and moved to protect the prime from the line of fire.
“Words can save lives, Commander.”
“We were here to recon,” he said, “not to grovel.”
“It was a necessary deceit.”
Ash kept her eyes on the Sariceans.
“You will regret this treason, D’nado.” Avesti focused on Tersa. “As will you, Minister Prime.”
His words—the menace and certainty in them—caused a chill to crawl across Ash’s skin. Before the two-second translation delay passed, Ash spun Tersa around and forced her down the path they’d arrived on.
“Ashdyn—”
“Meeting is over,” Ash said. The rest of Trident Team moved too.
“I am in negotiations with D’nado. I can work with him.”
“Unilaterally?” Ash demanded. Tersa’s tight-lipped stare confirmed Ash’s guess. Tersa hadn’t sought advice or approval from the senate; she’d met with D’nado in secret.
“And you guys charged me with treason?” Ash said. “Stupid. So damn stupid.”
“Rykus to the Kaelais,” Ash’s fail-safe said the moment they exited the commons. “En route back to the shuttle. ETA to departure, five minutes. Cover our asses.”
They weren’t going slow and steady on this retreat. They were double-timing it through the station. Coups were ugly, messy, and fragile. The usurper might think he or she had scraped up the support to overthrow the leader, but that support tended to get real quiet when things didn’t unfold smoothly. Ash had seen it happen before. She didn’t want to be around to see it happen again.
“Rykus to Kaelais,” Rykus said again. “Confirm my last transmission.”
Ash glanced at her fail-safe.
“Rykus to Furyk. Acknowledge.”
Foreboding sank heavy in her stomach. The Kaelais should have replied instantly.
“Ashdyn to the Kaelais,” she tried. “Confirm you’re receiving.”
One by one, her teammates tried to reach the Kaelais.
Rykus slowed. He met Ash’s gaze. The look in his eyes, the touch of worry, pulled at Ash’s puppet strings. He wasn’t looking at her like a soldier; he was looking at her like someone he needed to save, and the loyalty training made her respond to that. It made her want to seek safety.
“Tersa’s the prize, Rip,” she said through gritted teeth. “If the Kaelais isn’t responding, we’ll head for the Fleet.”
He blinked, and the concern vanished from his eyes. Rykus the commander was back. He turned to Mandell.
“Get on the long-distance comm. Contact the nearest ship. Tell them we need—”
“—is Furyk.” Ash’s voice-link crackled back to life. “We’re having trouble with our comms. Repeat your status.”
Rykus let out an audible sigh. “We’re departing in four minutes. The Sariceans are in the middle of a coup.”
“A coup?” Furyk sounded distracted. The link clicked again, several times. “Did you engage?”
“No—”
The link popped loud. Feedback echoed in Ash’s ear. She walked backward, joining Hauch in protecting their retreat. The Sariceans could be jamming them. If they were, someone had decided Tersa shouldn’t make it back to the Kaelais.
“Captain?” Rykus said.
“I’m here.” Agitation bled into Furyk’s voice. “Confirming your departure in four min—”
“Kill the comm! Kill the comm!” A new voice burst onto the transmission.
Teal’s
voice.
“Specialist—”
“No,” Teal cut off the captain. “Don’t accept that—”
The link went dead.
Trident Team stopped walking.
“What the hell just happened?” Mandell asked.
Hauch cursed. “I think we lost co—” He looked down at his wrist.
Ash’s comm-cuff vibrated: the door alarms they’d set. Four of them had activated.
The Sariceans had sprung the trap.
Ash rammed Tersa into an alcove. Bullets riddled the air, and something wet splattered Ash’s neck and jaw. She wiped it away and swatted at the branches of the tree that occupied most of the recess’s space.
“You injured?” Ash flattened her back against the wall, then eased out of the nook enough to return fire.
“I’m… No. I mean yes.”
Ash withdrew from the corridor, swiped her gaze down what she could see of the prime’s body. The damn maecen tree separated them.
Tersa swatted at the leafy branch in her face. She said something else, but her words were lost in the cacophony of bullets that hit the wall. Fragments from the fiber-plate panels pelted them.
“Damn it.” Ash grabbed the thin tree trunk, then heaved the heavy potted plant out of their alcove. The nutrient hose snapped off, spraying a stream of liquid across the floor. “Are you injured?”
Tersa blinked. Her hand gripped her left bicep. Blood leaked between her fingers, not fast enough to be life threatening yet.
“You’ll live.” Ash turned her attention back to the firefight. Her teammates had found cover. Rykus was in an alcove opposite Ash. He changed his pulse-pistol’s battery pack with sure, steady hands, then methodically targeted the Sariceans.
“Permission to kill the enemy?” Ash released her nonlethal battery pack.
“What?” Tersa watched Ash shove a modified pack into the charge-chamber.
“Do we have permission to kill the enemy who is trying to kill us?” Her words were scathing.
The prime’s brow wrinkled. Her gaze went from the pulse-pistol in Ash’s hand to her eyes then to the bullet-stricken corridor.
“Yes,” she said tightly.
Ash took out two more modified batteries. “Mandell! Hauch!” She slid the black rectangles across the floor to her teammates. She couldn’t see Liles. “Kill the bastards.”
Both men changed their batteries without question. Getting into position with her back against the alcove wall, she steadied her breathing, then aimed down the corridor and returned fire.
She repeated the pattern again and again. Despite the lethal charges, they couldn’t get enough of a break to retreat. Her team was outnumbered and held down. They wouldn’t outlast the Sariceans in this position. She needed a way to change the scenario.
Her mind recalled the schematics she’d studied. She ran through option after option in her head, dismissing the ridiculous and impossible as she took down the enemy one at a time. They kept coming though. Dozens of them. The eminences must have had a full regiment hidden away behind a bio-dampener…
Hmm. That might work.
She looked across the aisle. Sweat glistened on Rykus’s brow.
“D’nado.” Tersa grabbed her arm. “He’s not responsible for this. If I speak with—”
Ash jerked her arm free. “This is a coup, Minister Prime. He’s not on your side. He’s on his own side, and he’s fighting for his life.”
“He had everything under control.”
Ash laughed. “Does this look under control to you?”
A chunk of the alcove’s corner exploded. Ash fell backward, cursed. It was time to end this.
“Here.” She took out her backup pulse-pistol and thrust it into Tersa’s chest. Its battery was unmodified, but it would slow the enemy down. “You know how to use it?”
“I’m not an idiot.”
“After today, I’d say that’s debatable. Stay here.”
Ash fired down the corridor, chose her moment, then darted to the other side.
Her fail-safe took his gaze off the fight briefly to glare at her. His expression said she’d taken a stupid risk diving through the line of fire.
“I’ve got an idea.”
“I’d love to hear it.” Grimly he focused on the enemy.
“You noticed Avesti wasn’t wearing a voice-link?”
He nodded.
“None of the others were either, but they understood us.”
“And you understood them,” Rykus said.
“Yes, but Sariceans are notorious for shunning outside languages and cultures.” She leaned into the corridor, fired off several shots. “I think they had implants. Want to bet some of these assholes do as well?” Implants were invasive and unnecessary. The Coalition had banned soldiers from getting the procedure decades ago for very valid reasons.
Rykus’s scowl deepened. “What are you thinking?”
“The Kaelais didn’t pick up the Sariceans’ bio signatures,” she said. “They had to have been hiding behind a dampener.”
His quick glance indicated he’d picked up on her idea. “You think it covers this whole area?”
“I think it’s worth a try. If I can short it out, the feedback will ricochet over the entire field.”
“We’ll lose our comms.”
“We’ve already lost them.”
“If we’re separated—” He clenched his jaw, took down another Saricean, then slowly nodded. “Okay. Let’s do it. Any guess as to where they might have hidden it?”
“Four of Hauch’s alarms went off.” She called up the schematics on her cuff. “It has to be in one of those rooms.”
“It would pull a hell of a lot of energy.”
“Enviro is directly below us.” If their intel was accurate. “Looks like a conduit might pass close to the utilities room. That’s… behind us. Left side.”
“Got it,” Rykus said. “I’ll go.”
Shards of fiber plate strafed the alcove. “I’m quicker, Rip.”
“No, stay here.”
“I know what I’m looking for.” She moved to the edge of the wall.
“Stay back.” He pushed her deeper into the safety of the alcove, then unleashed a barrage of fire on the enemy.
Ash sucked in a breath to protest, but the air caught in her lungs. Her jaw worked. No sound came out, and when she tried to move her feet, she found they were rooted to the ground.
Rykus sprinted into the line of fire.
It took several more seconds to realize what had happened. She hadn’t erected a defense against the loyalty training. She hadn’t known she needed to. She’d been focused on the battle and the mission, not on resisting her fail-safe’s commands. But he had commanded her. He’d compelled her into obeying. With two words, he’d demolished her ability to do her job.
The air that was still stuck in her lungs began to burn. Her hands started to shake.
Across the aisle, the prime peeked around the edge of the alcove and fired at the enemy. When she ducked back into the nook, she gave Ash an odd look.
But Ash still couldn’t move. She couldn’t return fire, couldn’t cover Rykus or help the prime or her teammates. All she could do was stay back while her fail-safe put his life at risk.

MANDELL LET OUT A HELL YEAH.
It had worked. Rykus almost couldn’t believe it. He’d overloaded the bio-dampener, and the feedback brought half the idiot Sariceans to their knees.
Blood leaked from their noses. They fell to the floor, clutching their heads. Those who weren’t writhing in pain stopped firing long enough to drag their injured comrades to safety.
They dragged some of them to safety anyway. Team Trident began to take down twice as many targets. It was enough to make the Sariceans withdraw to regroup.
Rykus changed to his last battery pack, then stepped into the corridor. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”
Tersa emerged from where she’d taken cover, stepping over a maecen tree and chunks of the fiber-plate wall. Her shoes made prints in the thick layer of dust.
“You okay?” he asked.
Her hand held her blood-soaked arm. Her face wasn’t contorted in pain though. Instead, a wrinkle of confusion pinched her brow, and she stared at the alcove across from her.
The alcove he’d left Ash in.
Cold air froze inside his lungs. Ash hadn’t stepped into the corridor. Why?
Fighting down panic, he ran to the alcove.
Ash was there. She stood toward the back of the nook holding her pulse-pistol in both hands. It pointed toward the ceiling and she looked…
She didn’t look okay. But she looked uninjured.
Apprehension gathered in his gut. “Ash?”
Her breaths came in long, deep inhalations.
When she took a step toward him, she stumbled. He steadied her with a hand on her arm, and she glanced behind her to the place where she had stood.
“What’s wrong?” She’d indicated there were no telepaths here. Had she been wrong? Had one launched a mental attack?
When she turned back to him, rage etched her face.
“If you ever—ever—use compulsion on me again, we’re done.”
“What?” he said. But then he knew. He remembered. He’d told her…
Shit. He’d told her to stay back. It had been an order, but he hadn’t intended to make it a command.
“Ash, I didn’t mean—”
She flung his hand away and shouldered past him.
Shit.
“Let’s go.” She jabbed her hand down the corridor and ordered Tersa to move.
Seeker’s God. He’d unintentionally violated Ash’s free will. She should have followed his order without compulsion, but he hadn’t given her a choice. He’d endangered her, the team, and the whole op.
Liles and Hauch moved past him.
Focus, he ordered. Focus on the mission now. Focus on everything else later.
He shut down the part of him that felt fear and guilt and regret, and he revved up the part of him that was pure soldier. They had a mission to complete. He’d deal with the fallout from his actions once they survived this fiasco.
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Ash felt her fail-safe behind her.
She wanted to turn on him, get in his face and let him know again just how pissed off she was, but they were on an enemy space station in enemy territory with a high probability that the enemy was preparing to hit them again. She had to keep moving.
Ahead, Liles held up a fist, ordering them to wait. He peeked into a cross corridor. When he ducked back, the grim set of his face indicated they were about to have company.
The Sariceans had regrouped.
“Split up,” Liles ordered. He looked at Ash and Hauch. “Get the prime to the shuttle. We’ll keep the enemy occupied.”
“How long do we give you?” Hauch asked.
“First sign of trouble, you leave,” Liles said. “If we’re not there in ten, you leave.”
“Affirmative,” Hauch said. He took the lead. Ash followed, pushing Tersa ahead.
Rykus moved out of their way. His eyes met hers briefly before focusing on the intersection. No apology. No hint of remorse of worry. He was a war-hardened soldier focused on the mission. As he should be.
As she should be.
“Step it up,” Ash said to Tersa.
The prime shook her head. “This wasn’t supposed to happen.”
“What did you expect? The Sariceans are insane.”
“No, not all of them. D’nado…” The prime pinched her mouth together. “If he’s killed, Lieutenant, we have no ally.”
“If you’re killed, he has no ally. Come on.” The prime was moving so damn slow—barely a jog—but it might have been the best she could manage. Her breathing came in short, shallow gasps. The politician had no experience controlling her fear and adrenaline, and with her arm still leaking blood, she’d crash soon.
Gunfire echoed down the corridor behind them: the team engaging the Sariceans. Ash kept her focus on the objective—getting the prime to the transport. One more turn and they’d be there. Hauch could get Tersa to safety and Ash could go back and help the others.
Hauch triggered the door lock beside the docking tube. It slid open. He stepped inside. Stopped.
Ash heard it a second later, the automated warning that repeated “Incoming. Incoming. Incoming.”
“Abort!” Hauch yelled. He spun Tersa around, shoved her away from the docking tube. “Run!”
Ash backpedaled, and the world exploded.

ASH BURNED.
Her ears rang, and her vision shifted between blinding white light and blackness. Something wet ran down her face. Body jerking, she tried to free herself from the bonds that secured her wrists.
She felt her head shake. Her lips moved, begging the Coalition’s interrogator not to press the nerve disc to her skin. She’d give him what he wanted. He didn’t have to hurt her.
Hot liquid leaked down her face. Pain burst through her stomach. A kick. The bastard had kicked her.
She opened her eyes to snarl in his face, but she wasn’t restrained to a chair on the Obsidian. She was…
Shit.
Her cheap-ass helm had deployed despite disabling the auto-sensor, and now it fogged with the moisture from her breath. She started to lift her comm-cuff toward her face to see if the environment was safe, but voices broke through the ringing in her ears.
Saricean voices.
More memories returned. She’d been running toward the transport. Hauch had stopped. He’d turned and yelled for them to abort. Abort what? Their retreat?
She remained immobile, listened to the Sariceans, and regulated her breathing.
One shade of white at a time, her mask defogged.
Five enemy soldiers stood among the wreckage. Metal hung twisted and broken from the ceiling, spilling wires and insulation across the floor. Where the transport had attached via a docking tube, a mass of thick, orange foam had solidified, sealing the station off from the cold blackness of space.
Ash eyed the foam. It was a massive amount. It didn’t seem possible for it to be stable, but the Sariceans weren’t wearing helms. They stared down at the debris on the ground.
“Is she alive?” one of them asked. Black soot smeared across the opalescent skin of his nose.
“Affirmative,” another replied. “Avesti wants her.”
They weren’t talking about Ash. They were talking about…
Tersa. A Saricean picked up the prime’s limp body and threw her over his shoulder.
Ash needed to move, but if she drew attention to herself, the Sariceans would take her out before she could reach her weapon. It was in front of her, about half a meter out of reach, and she wasn’t quite sure she could move yet. Her back hurt. She likely had broken ribs, either from the explosion or from the kick that had been delivered to her stomach. She would wait until they left the scene, determine Hauch’s status, and proceed from there.
“What about the others?” a Saricean asked as the squad carried Tersa away.
“Take care of them.”
The Saricean acknowledged the order. He turned, lifted his weapon, and aimed at the debris on the ground.
No. Not debris. Hauch.
The enemy pulled the trigger.
An image of the bullet exploding between Trevast’s eyes wrenched through her mind.
A haze of red fell across Ash’s universe.
Not again.
Ash rolled, grabbed her pistol, and fired.
Never again.
The first charge hit the Saricean in the shoulder. He spun, and bullets flew. She felt one impact. Two.
The Saricean’s body jerked.
Ash continued firing.
The Saricean staggered backward and dropped to his knees.
She squeezed the trigger again, and the Saricean crumpled to the deck.
Her vision blurred. Her arm grew heavy, but she continued firing into the space where the Saricean had been.
The pistol clicked.
It clicked again.
And again.
She lost consciousness, the dead clicks of her pulse-pistol echoing in her ears.
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A hand grabbed Ash’s chin, forced her head to stop lolling, but it didn’t steady the universe. Everything spun, and beneath the memory of her weapon clicking dead, a deep, groaning vibration filled the air. It sounded as if someone had plucked the string of an oversized bass. She felt the noise in her bones.
The hand gripped her harder.
Focus.
She needed to focus, get control of her body, and get this son-of-a-bitch off her.
Her fingers wrapped around the hand, but the man restrained her attempt to throw a fist at his face.
“It’s Liles… Can you… me?”
The ringing in her ears wouldn’t stop, but the face in front of her became less blurred. Unless she and her team lead had both ended up in hell, Ash was still alive.
Ash was alive. Her old team wasn’t and—
“Hauch.” She tried to sit up, but Liles held her in place. In some part of her mind, she knew she was hurt, but the beating her body had taken paled in comparison to the pain of another failure. She’d lain there while the Sariceans murdered her teammate. She’d lain there while Valt—
“Hauch is okay.” The simple, firmly spoken statement came from her left: Rykus.
Ash stopped struggling.
He stood in the wreckage that remained of this section of Ysbar Station. Behind him, the outer wall was gone. In its place was a bright orange foam. It had hardened over the breach in the station’s hull. Insulation and wires and broken panels were lodged in its surface. The darker shades of orange made her throat tighten. She’d been on a damaged ship once where her team had found bodies captured in the foam. It had looked like a grotesque memorial, but those were the only bodies that had been found. The rest had been ejected into space before the chemical had solidified.
Liles asked her something, but she couldn’t understand him through the high-pitched hum in her ears. She knocked away the hands that tried to turn her face back toward him. Hauch was on the ground several paces away. Mandell bent over him, breaking a small vial above his left leg. Its contents drizzled out. Similar to the breach-foam, the liquid fizzed and expanded until it formed a hard cast between knee and ankle. She couldn’t tell if Hauch was conscious, but she saw his chest rise and fall.
Ash closed her eyes. Trevast’s dead face twisted through her vision again.
Another murmur made its way into her damaged ears. She looked at her stone-faced fail-safe. His pulse-pistol was holstered on his hip. In his hand, he held a Saricean weapon. He was in a position to keep watch down the corridor, a position that kept him far away from her.
He was letting Liles tend to her injuries. Ash didn’t know what to think of that. She couldn’t do much thinking at all.
“Ash… you… ear?” Liles asked.
She focused on her team lead, guessed at what he was saying, and shook her head. He brushed her hair back from her face then dripped a thick, stinging liquid into her ears, the left one first, then the right.
“Give it… minutes,” Liles said.
Ash nodded, and one breath at a time, she slowed her heart rate and centered her mind. She was an anomaly. She would get through this. A recent booster was still in her system. She had another one stored in a pocket of her combat pants, but she wouldn’t need it if she could just calm down.
Something popped and crackled. Ash jerked into a crouch when a ceiling panel crashed down. The whole station shook, and the lights, which had somehow remained functioning after the first explosion, went out. The corridor plunged into darkness.
“Time to move out.” Rykus’s order didn’t tug at the loyalty training enough to make Ash rise. Her crouch turned into a pain-filled hunch. She’d moved too fast.
Liles wrenched her to her feet. More pain, this time so potent her stomach cramped and twisted. Her legs barely worked, and something wet soaked the back of her head.
She stumbled, almost taking Liles down.
“Up, Ash,” he ground out. “Our transport’s gone, and the station is taking fire.”
“Taking fire?” Ash gasped out. “From who?”
“Cross fire. The Sariceans brought in their prototype. They have two warships in near-space that are trying to take out the Kaelais before the rest of the Fleet can get here.”
Lights glowed up ahead. They were heading away from the station’s outer corridor. That shouldn’t have been possible. Emergency measures should have kicked in, dropping blast doors in an attempt to protect the inner core. Must have been a malfunction or a side effect of the station being in maintenance mode. Whatever the reason, Ash wasn’t complaining. She recognized the pops and crackles behind them now. More breach-foam was deploying to fill weaknesses in the hull. Outside forces were tearing Ysbar Station apart.
“Wait,” Ash said, her mind finally clearing enough to assess their situation. “The Sariceans blew our transport?”
“Yes,” Liles said. “We’re heading for the command deck. We have to find another way off this station.”
Ash gripped his arm. “The prime. The Sariceans have the prime.”
Ahead, Rykus slowed, then turned. “She’s alive?”
“Avesti’s men took her.” She pushed away from Liles and stood on her own.
Mandell cursed. “Of course it couldn’t be the bastard she made a deal with.”
Of course not. Ash looked at Rykus. “We have to save her, don’t we?”
Rykus didn’t have to answer the question. That was the mission: escort Tersa to and from Ysbar Station. If they didn’t have Tersa, they didn’t have a successful mission.
“They have a head start,” Liles said. “We won’t catch them before they reach their shuttle.”
“Command deck,” Rykus said. “If we can make it there first, we might be able to remotely disable the docking tube hatches. It will buy time.”
Liles moved into position to help Ash again, but she put her hand on his chest, keeping him away. “Help Hauch. I’m good.”
She wasn’t good, but they made better time. The station’s groans and vibrations provided one hell of an incentive to ignore her injuries and move her feet. So she concentrated on her fail-safe’s back. He took the lead, setting a quick, silent jog. Every step hurt, but she wouldn’t complain. She wouldn’t show weakness.
No fear. No failure.
The station clanked and popped again. Emergency lights flickered and died. Their night vision goggles were fried from the bio-dampener overload along with their comm-cuffs. All they had were snap-lights to brighten the eerily silent corridors. They made them obvious targets, but if the Sariceans were halfway intelligent, they’d be hauling ass to the nearest bucket off this station.
Too bad that’s exactly where Ash and her team hoped to end up.

RYKUS HAD BEEN A SOLDIER his entire adult life. He’d learned how to compartmentalize his worries and fear, how to concentrate on the job and not think about what-ifs. None of those strategies were working now. He could barely focus on their mission; all he could think about was the way Ash had looked when they’d found her.
She hadn’t been breathing. Rykus had injected her with the liquid O2. It bought him time to get her heart started again. When she’d jerked awake and gasped in a lungful of air, he’d almost broken down. He’d lost people before. It always damaged his confidence. But losing Ash would damage his soul.
She had no idea how close she’d come to death. If she hadn’t been an anomaly…
Once he’d felt her heartbeat, he’d let her go. Let Liles take over. But now he was aware of her behind him. He needed to get her off this damn space station.
He kept ears and eyes open for the Sariceans. The soldiers they’d been fighting while Ash and Hauch took the prime to the transport had pulled back and run when the explosion hit. While it would have been nice to believe they’d abandoned the fight completely, Rykus wasn’t betting on it.
He needed to get the team to the command deck. Not only was there the possibility of slowing down the Sariceans’ departure, but they could contact the Kaelais. Furyk needed to know they weren’t on the transport when it blew. The captain could send another small craft to recover them, and if he’d followed through on his plan and drifted closer to the station, maybe it wouldn’t take a half hour for it to arrive.
Rykus pushed open an ornate swinging door and led them into a large dining hall. They were far enough away from the damaged side of the station that the lights were working again. Chandeliers glittered above tables draped with white cloths and black, triangular plates. In front of the larger of the room’s two bars, half a dozen serving bots sat idle but ready. If a line of thin red emergency light hadn’t been flashing along the baseboards, it would have looked like the restaurant was only minutes from opening, not waiting for guests who would never arrive.
Rykus glanced at his comm-cuff for the fiftieth time before remembering it wasn’t working. He wanted a map. He hated leading the team based on his memory. The only reason he had some confidence he was taking them on the quickest route was because Ash, whose visual memory was almost flawless, would have stopped him if he’d made a wrong turn.
At least he thought she’d stop him. She kept up without complaint, but she was hurt. Blood soaked the back of her head, and her jaw was swollen and bruised. She likely had a concussion. She definitely had burns and serious abrasions. She and Hauch both needed a good stay in a med-bay.
They left the dining hall behind them. Not too much farther now. The serene music gave him hope the command deck was functional and—
A movement to the left. A gunshot.
The bullet hit his armored chest. His feet flew out from under him. He landed hard on his back, rolled, and found cover in a closet crisscrossed with pipes.
Trident Team returned fire. Ash and Liles took cover behind a water tank, but Hauch—
Hauch was flat on the ground.
Rykus got his feet under him, was about to make a sprint for the other soldier, but a yell from Mandell tore through the air. The young soldier ran toward Hauch.
Rykus cursed, then rose to his knees and provided cover fire.
They both made it.
Rykus grabbed Hauch’s battle vest and used it to prop him against the wall. “You alive?”
“Yes, sir,” came Hauch’s strained reply.
“Mandell?”
“Yes, sir.” Mandell moved to the edge of the closet and got into a position to return fire.
Rykus took a closer look at their situation. The Sariceans had launched a messy attack. Poorly executed. If they’d chosen a different location, they might have been able to take the team out. As it was, they just succeeded in slowing them down and pissing them off.
He thought he heard Ash yell. He was in a bad location to catch sight of her, but he fired off several shots, peered out to where she and Liles had taken cover.
Only Liles was there.
Damn it, Ash.
He would have seen her body if she’d been killed. She wasn’t anywhere in sight, and the only possible out-of-sight place she could have gone was back through the corridor they’d arrived from.
He clenched his teeth. Of course she wouldn’t stay hunkered down behind the water tank. Anomalies were brainwashed into completing the mission no matter the cost; they didn’t have time to waste here methodically picking off the enemy.
Cold. He had to be cold. Stop caring. Stop feeling. At least until they got off this death trap.
“We have to brim them,” he said.
Mandell ducked back into the safety of the closet. “Brim them? Even with just the incendiary, the station won’t hold.”
“It will have to,” he said.
He took out one cylinder of Brim-4. It was a light, demure-looking green and blue. He broke off the blue part and tossed it behind him—it wouldn’t explode without the dispersed charge.
“Thermal shields,” Rykus yelled.
That received a curse from Liles, but the soldier pulled the shield free from the gear on his back. Mandell covered Hauch, then grabbed his own shield. The thin, reflective blankets could withstand a thousand-degree heat for ten minutes. Brimfire burned closer to twelve hundred for a full minute. The math was almost right.
Gritting his teeth, he set a timer for three seconds, launched the incendiary at the enemy, then wrapped himself in his own thermal shield and hoped his ass didn’t get cooked.
His ears popped. A sudden and suffocating heat pressed down all around him. Beneath the shield, it felt like he’d stuck his head inside the mouth of a fire-breathing dragon. Its saliva burned his skin. Its roar battered his body. Its talons dug into his flesh and pulled it apart one millimeter at a time until, suddenly, the claws retracted. With an almost innocent little ripple, the pressure beating him down disappeared.
He jerked off the thermal shield, drew a burning hot breath into his lungs. Then, after a count of five, he pushed off the ground.
“Status?” His mouth was so dry the question barely made a sound, but he got answering grunts from the team. They’d survived. The stench of burnt flesh told him the enemy had not.
They were slow getting to their feet, but they pushed through the pain and the overwhelming exhaustion. The heat had zapped their energy, and the air felt coarse and thin.
He turned to Liles. “Did Ash say where she was going?”
The soldier wiped sweat from his reddened face. “Said she might be able to get to the command deck another way.”
“I’ll go after her. You three, head straight to the docking tubes. We’ll be there within ten minutes. If we’re not and you have the opportunity to free the prime and get the hell out of here, you take it. Understood?”
They didn’t like it, but they delivered their “yes, sirs” like professional soldiers. The odds of rescuing Tersa diminished with every second that passed, but they would do everything they could do make this cursed mission a technical success. None of them were wired to admit defeat.
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Ash had been right. The Sariceans had deliberately kept them pinned down. They could have pressed their advantage of numbers and driven Ash’s team back except they didn’t want them to retreat. The reason why was struggling against her captors thirty meters away.
Well, Tersa had been struggling. One of the Sariceans pressed a gun to her temple. The prime lifted her chin and met his eyes but stopped trying to jerk free. Tersa must have heard the battle and called for help. That yell had been what pulled Ash farther away from her team, but now she was one soldier armed with one nonlethal pulse-pistol with one last battery pack that was quickly running out of charge. She couldn’t take down the six enemy soldiers, not without them hurting or killing the prime.
Keep to the plan, she told herself. Get to the command deck, disable the docking tubes, contact the Kaelais. Then she could regroup with her team.
Tersa’s safety was the mission objective. It was hard to let her go, but Ash crouched beside the doorway and remained still and silent as the Sariceans led her away. An expansive view of Ysbarian space lay behind them. It was designed to look like nothing separated the station from the universe outside, but cracks and holes in the massive wall screen ruined the illusion. The Kaelais hovered out there, engaged in a fight with two Saricean warships. The rest of both fleets would be moving into near-space to join the battle, either with the goal to crush the enemy or to simply rescue the Kaelais and capsule out. The latter would leave Tersa and Trident Team dead or in enemy hands.
As soon as the Sariceans were out of sight, Ash advanced into the chamber. A staircase rose above the empty lounge area the enemy had passed through. Ash ignored the sharp pain in her back and chest and sprinted up the steps. She knew where they led: the station’s command deck.
By the time she reached the top, her lungs strained for air and nausea twisted through her stomach. God, she was slow. Weak. But she didn’t have a choice except to keep going. She would endure whatever she had to in order to preserve and protect the Coalition. Right now that required her to prevent the Sariceans from leaving the station with the prime.
The doors to the command deck were wide open and inviting. Gripping her pistol between her hands, she took a steadying breath, then pivoted inside.
It was empty, quiet, dark. She stepped over the threshold, then hit the keypad to close the doors. That would give her a short warning if someone tried to enter.
Holstering her pistol, she moved to the central data-station. She should be able to do what she needed to from it. First: lock the docking clamps on the Sariceans’ shuttle.
It took longer than she liked to bring the station online and convince it that she had authority to access whatever the hell she wanted. She might not have gotten in at all if there hadn’t already been several nonroutine breaches in its security. The log said most had happened almost twenty hours ago. That was when the Sariceans had broken their agreement and sent soldiers to lie in wait for them. This was an old, civilian station that had catered to prominent scientists and astrologers; it didn’t like being accessed by the Saricean military any more than it liked being accessed by the Coalition. So the breaches had occurred, and Ash was able to ride one of them into its systems.
She locked and disabled the docking clamps on the Sariceans’ shuttles, then she searched security vids until she found the corridor where she’d left her team. Charred bodies littered the ground. Brim-4. Likely thrown by her team. They’d be on the move toward the Sariceans’ transport now. She wanted to be on the way there, but she needed to do one more little thing first.
“Ashdyn to the Kaelais. Do you copy?”
She sent the transmission two more times before she realized it was bouncing back with a threat designation. Since it came from an enemy space station, the Kaelais wouldn’t let the data into her system without quarantining it. With the ship and her crew obviously occupied with staying alive right now, it could be a while before the transmission was deemed safe.
Ash didn’t have a while. She tapped on the screen to record a message.
The system bumped her out. That was weird.
A screen to Ash’s left flashed on. Teal stared back at her.
“You look like shit,” the crypty said. Before Ash could reply, she called out, “Captain. I’ve got contact.”
Furyk moved into view behind Teal.
“Good job.” He put his hand on the crypty’s shoulder. “Status?”
“All alive, sir,” Ash said. “The Sariceans have the prime, but we intend to get her back. If it goes well, we’ll be leaving on a Saricean transport. It would be nice if you don’t put a missile in it.”
“Understood.” Furyk glanced away from the camera, but his hand remained on Teal’s shoulder. It lingered too long to be a simple good-job pat. Interesting.
The hand dropped when he looked back at the camera. “I’ll send predators to cover you. They’ll escort you to the main Fleet. Furyk out.”
Ash glanced at the display showing the conflict that was occurring in the station’s near-space. The Kaelais appeared to be holding up well against the Sariceans’ prototype and the heavy weaponry of its Saber-class warship, but the real problem was the two approaching fleets. Both had left their capsules safely behind and were aiming to join the fight. It was a race to see which one would reach the battle first, a race it looked like the Coalition would lose. The Kaelais was taking a good amount of damage, but if Furyk retreated, he’d be abandoning the prime and Trident Team.
Ash drew her pistol and headed to the exit. She tapped the keypad beside the doors, waited until they slid open.
The barrel of a Saricean gun swung into view. She raised her pulse-pistol, took aim without slowing.
No!
Her hand hitched up as she pulled the trigger. Rykus hunched down, and somehow her shot missed.
“God, Rip.” She lowered her weapon and grabbed him. Or he grabbed her. She wasn’t sure, but they both checked each other for holes.
“I almost killed you,” he said. “What were you thinking, Ash?”
He pulled her into his arms. Her heart hammered inside her chest, an overreaction maybe. Her pistol wouldn’t have killed him; it would have just knocked him out temporarily.
“I saw the prime,” Ash said, forcing herself to push away from him. “I locked the docking clamps. We’re not far behind.”
He took her hand and pulled her along. “Liles and Mandell are on it. We’ll approach from the side.”
The Sariceans looked ragged when she and Rykus crept up on them. Ash didn’t have much charge left in her pulse-pistol, but she didn’t need it. One by one, the surviving Sariceans went down. Damn, her teammates were ace marksmen.
A green-lit docking tube was a few paces away, just out of sight from where Mandell and Liles had taken up position. The hatchway wasn’t fully closed. Someone had shoved what looked like a cleaning-bot over the threshold. Tersa’s work maybe? The thing was crunched into a misshapen mess. Ash sprinted to the opening, stepped over the bot and into the transport’s quiet interior.
“I’ll kill her.”
Ash recognized Avesti’s voice before she saw him. He hid behind the prime, holding the barrel of his gun to her head.
“This is a very plush ride,” Ash said conversationally. Her gaze swept over the transport. Soft, oversized chairs faced the small cockpit. They were covered with a white, iridescent material that matched the curtains that concealed the walls. “You eminences love to travel in luxury, don’t you?”
“Leave,” Avesti said. “Leave or she’s dead.”
“Tersa,” Ash said. “Permission to assassinate the Sariceans’ highest-ranked eminence?”
Tersa’s mouth opened. She closed it, opened it again. She had a gun to her head, and she actually hesitated. Idiot.
The eminence peered over Tersa’s shoulder. “I swear I’ll ki—”
The charge from Ash’s pistol burst into Avesti’s eye.
Tersa gasped and hunched over.
“Ash!” Rykus yelled from the docking tube.
“Target acquired,” she said. “Thanks for finding us a ride, ma’am.”
Tersa stared down at the eminence. Her silver hair had fallen loose from its braid, and a bruise was beginning to form across her nose and beneath her right eye. Other than that and the flesh wound on her arm, she looked in decent condition.
“This will have repercussions,” she said.
“I fully intend it to.” Ash grabbed Avesti and dragged him to the cockpit. Or tried to. She made it half a step before her knees buckled.
Rykus took him from her. “Thanks for telling me your plan.”
The reprimand in his voice yanked her back to their days on Caruth. He’d used that tone whenever she did something he deemed too risky, things like picking fights with other instructors’ cadets, not reporting injuries to the clinic, or flirting with him when… Well, anytime really.
“Didn’t have it planned, Rip.” She gave him a small smile before she climbed to her feet. She followed him to the two pilot chairs at the front of the shuttle. He knew what she intended now. After shoving Avesti into one of the seats, then quickly binding his hands, he opened up a comm channel.
The Saber-class warship accepted the call. The radiation-blemished face of the ship’s captain appeared on the shuttle’s display.
“Your eminence…” The captain trailed off. “Avesti?”
Rykus tapped a command into the console, and the shuttle’s camera feed switched to show him instead of the unconscious Saricean. “Your ships will cease fire immediately.”
“‘Rest in Peace’ Rykus,” the captain said. Ash almost laughed. Her fail-safe wasn’t fluent in Saricean, but by the slight narrowing of his eyes, she was almost certain he understood those three little words.
“Eminence Avesti is alive. For now. Your actions will determine if he remains that way.”
Footsteps shuffled behind them. Ash turned to see Liles and Mandell bringing Hauch on board. Mandell stopped to close the hatch.
“Breach-foam is fizzing all over the damn place,” her teammate said.
Out of sight of the camera, Ash slipped into the pilot’s chair and typed in the release code she’d programmed for the docking clamps.
“I expect you want him back,” Rykus said. Then almost offhandedly, he added, “Unless your loyalties lie elsewhere?”
Ash smiled as she eased the transport away from the station’s damaged hull. That was well played by Rykus. If word of D’nado’s coup had circulated, the captain would need to demonstrate which side he was on. Ash didn’t know what had happened to the other eminence, but she’d bet his power wasn’t half as solidified as he thought.
“Very well. We will send a transport—”
“We’ll be in touch.” Rykus killed the comm, then moved toward the back of the shuttle. Ash was about to do the same—someone else who wasn’t half-dead could monitor their progress back to the Fleet—but a display caught her eye. Behind them, Ysbar Station ballooned in one sudden, wrenching spasm. It froze there for one, maybe two seconds; then it exploded in a magnificent sphere of blinding white light.
“Brace! Brace! Brace!” Ash yelled. Before she could look back to see if her teammates had reached for safety, the debris field hit.
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Ash regained consciousness semi-upright. Her back leaned against something warm and firm. Strong arms held her close, then a low, quiet voice whispered in her ear, “Status?”
She let her head rest back on Rykus’s shoulder.
“I’m getting tired of blacking out.” She turned a little to get more comfortable, and Rykus’s arms tightened around her.
“I’m tired of it too.” Tangible pain laced his softly spoken words. Her heart banked toward her stomach, leaving a trail of heat in its wake. It was such an odd sensation to experience, but it happened more and more often around him.
Seated across from them, Tersa stared out one of the shuttle’s windows. She looked deflated and tired. Not a surprise. What was a surprise was that the combination made her appear normal. Normal and younger. She’d put her career and freedom on the line in an effort to prevent war. It had been an arrogant, treasonous move, but it was gutsy too. Ash respected her for it.
But it didn’t make her less of an idiot.
“Any idea what happened to D’nado?” Ash asked.
Tersa’s gaze shifted to her. “Avesti suspected his coup. That’s why the soldiers were there.”
“We might have walked out of there if D’nado hadn’t made a play for power.”
“Perhaps.” Tersa looked out the window again. “Avesti could not confirm D’nado’s death.”
“What’s our ETA to the Kaelais?” Ash asked.
“A few more minutes,” Rykus said. He pressed his cheek against hers. “Furyk isn’t happy I ended the battle. The prototype disappeared too soon.”
“The Sariceans’ fleet would have reached us before ours did,” Ash said. “Threatening Avesti saved lives. Where is his eminence?”
“Trussed up in the back,” Rykus said. “Nice shot by the way. You blinded him.”
“Oops.” Rykus’s cheek was rough with the first hint of stubble. She closed her eyes, savored his closeness. She wanted to remain in his arms forever, but she felt weak, and one small, panicky part of her mind reminded her he’d compelled her to uselessness in the middle of a battle.
She forced herself to straighten. Immediately Rykus’s arms fell away.
She limped her way to one of the plush chairs and slowly sank into it. God, she was exhausted. She hurt everywhere, and now that the danger might be over, she couldn’t keep herself alert. Her hands shook. She tucked them under her elbows and closed her eyes.
“Can I get you anything?” her fail-safe asked quietly.
She shook her head. “No. I just… need time.” Time to heal. Time to think. Time to plan. None of the Sariceans had been telepaths or drones, but the trip hadn’t been a complete waste. She’d met Teal, and the crypty had unlocked Trevast’s files. Those files had then been destroyed, but Ash had a new lead: Neilan Tahn. It was a name no respectable person should know. She would find out why Trevast communicated with him regularly and why he was supposed to kill her for being “unlocked.”
But if it took too long to draw Neilan Tahn out of the dark part of the universe, there was still Caben Riddel, the Javerian security guard. Javery wouldn’t share information about him with her, but they might share it with Rykus. And if they didn’t and all other trails grew cold, she’d return to Caruth. Valt sat there in a cell. Ash hadn’t forgotten about him. He would pay for everything he’d done.
Three connections to telepathy. Three opportunities to learn more about the threat to the Coalition.

RYKUS HAD SAID they only had a few more minutes until they reached the Kaelais, but it took well over an hour to bring them into the docking bay. Furyk was worried about the Saricean craft hosting a bomb or data-corrupting virus. Once it was deemed safe, Ash and Hauch were taken directly to the medical bay.
She suspected they gave her something to sleep. She didn’t remember entering or exiting the time-bend, and the four days it took to capsule back to Meryk felt more like one. But they were finally releasing her. She sat up on the edge of her bed and pulled on a clean uniform and boots.
“Who brought these?” she asked her med-tech.
“Major Liles,” he said. “He’s down the hall with Hauch if you want to say hi.”
Ash nodded her thanks.
It felt good to get out of her room. She’d been idle too long. Sore muscles loosened as she walked, and her injuries only ached a little. She still had a rejuvenation wrap around her ribs. She’d give it another twelve hours, then take it off. Her DNA and the booster she’d injected a week ago had done a good job repairing her broken body.
Too bad the same couldn’t be said for Hauch.
“Hey,” Ash said, stepping inside her teammate’s room. Liles was there. So was Mandell. Both men smiled when they saw her.
“I hate you,” Hauch said.
“Oh yeah?”
“I have a broken leg, a concussion, and some bruises,” he said, “but the docs refuse to release me. You, though, they let out after four days? That’s not right. You’re the one whose heart stopped.”
She’d started moving toward a chair but froze at the words. “My heart stopped?”
“Yep,” Mandell said from the other side of Hauch’s bed. “I thought the commander was going to rip the station apart the rest of the way with his bare hands. The man’s scary when he’s angry.”
“Or distressed,” Liles said. He leaned against the wall and studied her. “You’re sleeping with him?”
Well, that was blunt. “We’re cozy enough to talk about my love life now? Fun.”
“I’m serious,” Liles said.
“You’ve barely slept in your bunk,” Hauch added.
“That’s because I’ve been locked up in med-bay.”
“Ash.” Liles pushed away from the wall. “Rykus is a war hero, but he’s also your fail-safe. How much influence does he have over you?”
Hell. They really were concerned for her, as concerned as her previous team would have been. Even with the status and respect everyone in the Coalition gave to Rykus, they still questioned the morality of a relationship between them.
“We’re both aware of the issue,” she said. “And I make my own decisions. He doesn’t command me.” She made a face. “Well, he’s a commander, so he tries, but I’m usually good at circumventing orders.” Usually being the key word there.
“No kidding,” Liles said.
She gave him a semiapologetic shrug.
“I guess it doesn’t matter now,” Mandell said. “We’re going to Javery, and there’s no way the Coalition will let you come.”
She frowned. “To Javery?”
“You haven’t heard?” He glanced at Liles.
“Heard what?” She’d been about to sit in the empty chair, but she locked her knees and forced herself to remain standing.
“The Sariceans blockaded the planet,” Liles said. “The Javerians aren’t officially asking us for help, but they’ve agreed to allow a few liaisons to go dirtside. Hauch and I are going along with Gamma Team.”
“Gamma Team?” The Coalition was sending one of its most notorious Special Forces groups. The senate might not be providing official military support, but they were lending the Javerians men with serious skills.
“There’s a guy named Kalver on the team,” Ash said. “Tell him I told you to give him hell.” She still owed Kalver for saving her ass twice the month before, once on Ephron and then again when she was sedated on a capsule en route to Caruth. In fact, her list of debts to people had multiplied exponentially ever since she had been accused of treason and murder. She didn’t like owing people. It led to bad situations.
She gave in to gravity and sat. “Rykus is going with you.”
“He’s been asked,” Liles said. “I haven’t heard officially if he is or not. If he is, he’ll be leaving soon. Mandell and I are heading out within the hour to rendezvous with Gamma.”
“Lucky,” Hauch muttered from his bed.
Mandell grinned. “Hey, since Ash doesn’t have to rush off, maybe she’ll introduce you to her beauty routine.”
Hauch threw a pillow at the other soldier, and Ash laughed. Some of the sorrow that painted her heart chipped off. She still missed her old team, but her new one wasn’t half-bad.

RYKUS SAT in a coffee nook on rec deck. He’d been there for more than three hours, trying to decide if he should go to Ash or let her come to him. The doctors were releasing her today, and he needed to make things right with her, whatever form that “right” would take. She’d let him hold her for a while on the Sariceans’ shuttle, but as soon as she’d recovered enough, she’d said she needed time and moved away. Then the med-techs had taken her, and he’d been shuffled to debriefings and meetings one after the other until he’d said enough. But he almost regretted that decision now. Without a distraction, all he could do was think of Ash and the way he’d abolished her free will with one unintentional command.
Better than remembering the way she’d looked before he’d restarted her heart. That memory he shoved to the very far recesses of his mind.
He swiped the surface of his comm-cuff again, but he wasn’t seeing the screen. He was just staring. Staring and waiting. He should go to her.
The air on rec deck changed. He looked up from the table. The men nearby all had their heads turned the same direction. Rykus was sitting toward the back of the nook. He didn’t see Ash until she stepped over the threshold. Then her gaze found him.
Seeker’s God, she was gorgeous. If he hadn’t seen firsthand how quickly anomalies could recover from injuries, he would have said it was impossible that Ash had been confined to med-bay for four days. She looked more than healthy, and even in her plain black uniform, her femininity couldn’t be hidden. But it was her eyes that drew him in, the mischievous spark in them. Coupled with her poise and confidence, she was everything he wanted.
“Rip.” She sat in the chair across from him. Only the smallest wince indicated she’d suffered an injury.
“Ash.” He clasped his hands under the table so he didn’t give in to the urge to reach for her.
“I heard you’re going to Javery,” she said.
“I’ve agreed to be the head liaison.” He kept his voice steady.
“What does that mean?” she asked.
“I’ll pass along intel mostly. And try to convince the triumvirate to officially accept Coalition support.”
“I can’t believe they’re still refusing.”
“We’ve faced hostile forces in our space before,” he said. “And the Sariceans aren’t bombarding us yet. I-Com thinks they’ll launch a ground assault and attempt to take the thrysite mines intact.”
“They want more of their prototypes that badly?”
“It’s a direct reaction to the battle at Ysbar Station. They want Avesti back. They want the thrysite. And they want to punish the hero of Gaeles Minor. They think this is a good way to do all three.”
“Is your family safe? Your sister?”
Ash’s tone became more careful. Likely, the Coalition’s brainwashing was tugging on her free will, making her concerned for the people her fail-safe cared about.
He clenched his teeth. He never should have taken part in the loyalty training. He should have followed his gut, left his post, and dealt with the consequences.
But if he had left Caruth, he would have been abandoning Ash to someone else’s influence.
“Last I heard,” he said, “they were all safe.” He sat back in his chair. “Liles and Mandell are coming with me.”
“And Gamma Team, I’ve heard.”
Rykus smiled. “I’ll tell Kalver you said hello.” He studied her a moment. “What will you do?”
“I asked Tersa for a leave of absence.”
Tersa. Not him, though he was still technically commander of all soldiers aboard the Kaelais.
“She gave it to you?”
“I didn’t give her a choice.” Her green eyes held his, perhaps waiting for him to call her out on the breach of protocol. The fact that he was going to let it slide was another reason they shouldn’t serve together. Hard as he tried, he couldn’t treat her like any other soldier.
“The senate’s keeping her actions quiet,” he said. “For now. They’ll hold a closed hearing to decide if she should face charges or be removed from office.”
“If?”
“Yeah. If. She’s convinced the right people that making her actions public would weaken the Coalition at a time when it’s crucial it appears strong.”
Of course Ash nodded. Keeping the Coalition strong was, thanks to the loyalty training, her prime objective.
“She should be held responsible,” he said.
“Probably.” Ash shrugged. “But this could work to our benefit. We have something on her. She owes us.”
Blackmail. Well, Tersa did deserve it.
He refocused on Ash. “What will you do with your time off?”
“The usual,” she said. “Rest. Recuperate. Revisit old friends.”
“Old friends?” Her previous teammates were dead. She’d served with other soldiers in the past, and she would probably count a few of the anomalies in her graduating class as friends, but he doubted she was referring to them.
So she had to be referring to older friends.
“You’re going to Glory,” he said.
She gave him a small smile. “Home sweet home.”
“Are you in that much trouble?”
“It’s nothing I can’t handle,” she said.
Coming from someone who thought they could take on half the universe by themselves, that wasn’t comforting.
“Would money help?”
Ash tilted her head. “You offering to fund me, Rip?”
“Yes.”
Her teasing smile vanished.
“If you need to pay someone off,” he continued, “I can help.”
She shook her head. “Thanks, but my funds have finally been unlocked. I’m good.”
So there had to be another reason she was going back.
He tapped his fingers on the table, thinking. “You never told me what Specialist Teal found in Trevast’s files.”
“Teal triggered a trip wire,” Ash said. “It destroyed the data.”
Her carefully neutral tone told him the crypty had found something important, but he wouldn’t pry. If she wanted him to know, she would tell him. He didn’t want to inadvertently tug on the loyalty training.
Ash glanced down at the comm-cuff resting in front of him on the table.
“What are you working on?” she asked.
He hesitated a moment, then turned the cuff to face her and pushed it forward.
She read the first few lines of the doc he had open. Then she looked at him.
“I’m going to find a way to undo it,” he said.
“The whole point of the loyalty training is for it to be permanent. Permanent allegiance to the Coalition. Permanent allegiance to the Fighting Corps. Permanent allegiance to y— To keeping the KU safe.”
His jaw clenched. “Your loyalty to me was a side effect. Unintended according to the scientists. And Valt overrode it.”
Her expression turned stony. “No one is getting in my head again.”
“I wasn’t suggesting that. I was using it as an example to show it’s not one hundred percent infallible.”
“It doesn’t matter, Rip.”
“It matters to me.” He rested his forearms on the table, leaned forward, and looked into her eyes. “I know you’re afraid to hear it, but I love you. I don’t expect you to say the words back to me, change your behavior or the way you get under my skin, but I need you to know how I feel. You’ve captured me. I want to be with you.” Her hands were clasped on the table, so he reached out and covered them with one of his own. “I’m going to Javery. You’re going to Glory. I know we agreed to serve separately, but I don’t want distance between us. I want you in my arms every night.”
“Ysbar Station—”
“It won’t happen again.” He squeezed her hands. “And I’m sorry for what I did. It was unintentional. I wanted you safe, but I would never purposefully disable you like that. Forgive me.”
The smile she gave him was a small one, but it was authentic, and it tugged at his soul. “I was going to say Ysbar Station was an accident. You’re forgiven, Rip. My guard was down. We were in combat, and I was focused on the enemy, not on subverting your influence.”
“You shouldn’t need your guard up around me. That’s why I need to break the loyalty training.”
“The doctors say it keeps me sane.”
“You’re too strong to snap.” That had been his mistake before, listening to Tersa and believing that a threat to him might make Ash lose her sanity.
She shrugged. “If you can’t break it, we’ll be fine. You’ll never intentionally trigger the compulsion, and I’ll keep my guard up and make sure I don’t follow any of your commands.”
The mischievous light that entered her green eyes told him just exactly how much fun she’d have with that last part.
He leaned a little closer and lowered his voice. “I’m not sure that’s a wise plan.”
“It never has been.” The table separated them. They weren’t close enough to kiss, but they were close enough that he could smell the clean scent of her skin. He wanted to taste it, to taste her.
Nearby, a speaker dinged, and a spacer made an announcement that the last transport dirtside for the day would be leaving in an hour.
A little smile crawled across Ash’s lips.
“I know I need to be on that transport,” she said, “but I still have an hour, and you and I know my timing has never been that great.”
Pure invitation laced her tone.
“You’re timing is perfect.” His voice had turned gravelly. He moved around the table and pulled her to her feet. There, in the middle of the coffee nook with half a dozen spacers still around, he put his arms around Ash and kissed her.
Screw the scandal they would cause. Ash was everything he needed: infuriatingly reckless, beautifully unpredictable, and undeniably addicting. She was his anomaly, and he would love her until all the stars of the universe aligned.
THE END
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