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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.
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        * * *

      

      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
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