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      To my brother, the Marine.

      Thanks for “letting” me steal Timothy Zahn’s Heir to the Empire.

      It made me fall in love with science fiction.
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      When Commander Rhys “Rest in Peace” Rykus walked back into her life, Ash smiled because she knew it would piss him off. He was an intimidating SOB, always had been, and it took an effort not to give in to habit and stand to salute him. It helped, of course, that her wrists were shackled to the arms of her chair.

      Rykus didn’t say anything when he entered her stale-aired prison, so Ash echoed his silence. The room’s low ceiling accentuated his height and broad shoulders. He outweighed her by forty, maybe fifty pounds now that he’d completely gotten over his old shoulder injury and packed on more muscle. The way his crisp, black uniform embraced his frame drew her gaze, but she was a bit disappointed that he was clean-shaven. She’d always liked it when stubble shadowed the planes of his face. She’d told him as much once during training, and he’d sent her on extra weighted runs as punishment. Though she’d ended up sore, stiff, and tired as hell, it had been worth it to get under his skin.

      She had to get under his skin now because she could already feel his presence scraping away her resolve. The Coalition wanted her to talk, and she’d been programmed years ago to respond to Rykus’s voice. She had to escape soon—now—because if she didn’t, he’d trigger that brainwashing and command her to give him the cipher the Coalition so desperately wanted.

      Keeping her smile in place, Ash turned her attention to the two men flanking him. The first waited beside the door, his gaze locked on her, his hand resting ready on his gun. The other man wasn’t armed. Instead of a weapon, he carried a bio-scanner and med-sack. He dropped the sack on the data-table in front of her, yanked out a blue aerosol bottle, then sprayed both his hands with liqui-glove. With short, rough movements, he treated the cut on her temple.

      Ash lowered her gaze to the table, but Rykus’s stare drilled into her. She didn’t have to look up to imagine his expression. After a year of training under his command, she’d memorized the harsh set of his jaw and the dark, I’ve-been-to-hell-and-back depths of his eyes. The force of his scowl could shatter heat shielding if Rykus was so inclined, but he usually kept his anger in check. Usually. Ash had a talent for setting him off.

      He sat in the chair on the other side of the data-table, the only piece of furniture in the cell besides her chair and the sleep-slab that was now folded into the dull gray wall.

      She took a moment to steel herself against her loyalty training, then met her former instructor’s eyes. “It’s been a while, Rip.”

      When the medic went still beside her, she forced a laugh. “Guess the commander doesn’t go by that name much around here, does he?"

      Ah, there it was, the telltale tightening of the skin around Rykus’s eyes. No one else called him Rip—at least, not to his face—but she was the one who’d given him the nickname back when she was his cadet. She figured she might as well use it, especially if it would throw him off-balance. For the Coalition’s loyalty training to fully kick in, Rykus’s words had to be spoken in a precise tone and cadence. When he was angry or—dare she suggest it—aroused, his voice dipped. It was a slight, almost unnoticeable change, but it was enough to let her fight and occasionally overcome the compulsion in his commands.

      “Still,” she said to the medic, “he is the only man in the entire federated military to show up alive and well to his own funeral. He never told us anomalies how he managed that.” She tilted her head to the side and pitched her last words as a question.

      Rykus just sat there staring through her. Her faith in her plan wavered. Maybe she shouldn’t push him away. Maybe he could help her. If he ordered her to report what happened on the mission to Chalos II, maybe she could break through the telepathic stranglehold preventing her from explaining everything.

      But as soon as the thought entered her mind, her heart clogged her throat. She could almost hear her subconscious cautioning against the idea. Something bad would happen if Rykus commanded her to speak. She was certain of it.

      She made her tone casual, her expression unconcerned. “Tell me, Rip, how are you liking this plush new command?”

      Still, he said nothing.

      “Not much for conversation these days, are you?”

      He didn’t even blink. When had he become so fucking impenetrable? Used to be, she could make him angry with a few take-me-to-bed glances, but maybe his triggers had changed. Or maybe since she was no longer his cadet, he didn’t give a damn about her anymore.

      Her stomach twisted like a transport on a bad reentry into atmosphere. She blocked out the sensation, the odd little mix of hurt and devotion. It was just the loyalty training urging her to please him. It didn’t mean anything. Never had, never would.

      The medic finished treating the cut on her head, then swabbed the broken skin on her knuckles. Even though her escape attempt had failed, she’d managed to land a few solid hits before she went down. Rykus had taught her well.

      The medic put away the disinfectant and picked up a bio-band. He stared at the device, then frowned at her chair-shackled wrists.

      “You can unbind me,” Ash told him, innocence dripping from her tone. “I won’t try anything. Promise.”

      He glared, shook his head, then stepped back to look at her bare feet. She’d regained consciousness without her boots and without the knife she’d confiscated from one of the guards she’d taken down during her transfer to the ship.

      He strapped the device to her ankle and switched it on. It wouldn’t do him any good. Her physical injuries were superficial, and she’d already been scanned a dozen times since her arrest. The bio-band wouldn’t tell the doctors what was really wrong with her, and she couldn’t tell them herself. She’d tried. Over and over again, she’d tried, but Jevan, the deceitful, manipulative bastard, had screwed with her head.

      “I didn’t train a traitor.”

      Rykus’s voice rebounded off the walls and struck Ash in the center of her chest. She kept her focus on the medic, hoping the bio-band didn’t pick up an increased heart rate.

      “Tell me what happened.”

      He didn’t command her to speak, thank God. He never did at first. If his habits hadn’t changed, he’d ask her once more before he tried to force a confession.

      She made her hands loosen their grip on the chair arms. “Guess you’re not as good at reading people as you thought.”

      A low blow, one that should have hurt, but Rykus didn’t even twitch. Damn it. Had she lost her touch?

      “You need to start talking.” His tone turned brutal, bruising. “The Coalition is sending their best man to interrogate you. He won’t be gentle.”

      Ash saw her opening and made her voice a low purr. “You know I like it rough, Commander.”

      A sharp and sudden inhalation was the only sign he’d heard her words. Ash kept her half smile plastered on her face despite the painful twist in her stomach. She’d already lost her comrades, her career, her reputation, everything. She might as well act like the arrogant bitch he’d always thought her to be.

      Rykus leaned forward. “This is the last time I’ll ask. Tell me what happened.”

      “Tell me what you believe.”

      She hid a grimace when the words left her lips. She didn’t want to know if he believed the accusations. If he did, it would hurt. If he didn’t... Well, it would make it that much harder to push him away.

      Seconds ticked by. Ash wanted to slouch in her seat, but she kept her chin lifted, her eyes on Rykus’s. Finally, he came to a decision and jabbed at the data-table.

      “Let’s start with your team.”

      Their images appeared on the table’s surface. The universe pitched into an angle that was all wrong. It didn't feel like they were dead. It felt like she could call them anytime, especially since the pictures had been captured weeks ago, just days before they’d left for Chalos II.

      “You’re accused of executing five men each with a single shot to the head. You worked with them for the last year, some even longer than that. Yet when asked why you murdered them, you gave no comment.”

      Emotion scraped Ash’s throat raw. Those men were her family. She would have given her life to save them. Instead, they’d given their lives to save hers. And to save the Coalition. They’d all taken an oath to preserve and protect it.

      Rykus flattened his hand on the table, and the images changed to show a series of decoded transmissions. “Your file contains over thirty records of communications with known Saricean agents. In them, you reveal classified information. Your leaks ranged from incidental supply shipments to the name and coordinates of a shuttle carrying Senator Ben Playte.” Rykus pinned her with one of his destructive glares. “Playte was assassinated three days after the Sariceans received this document. When asked if any of these were forgeries, you gave no comment.”

      He swiped his hand across the table’s surface, flinging her service record in her face.

      “Since your graduation, you’ve received top reviews from every commander you’ve served under. They’ve stated that you’re ‘a superb soldier,’ ‘unwavering in your mission,’ and ‘dedicated, if a bit cheeky.’” He looked up. When she raised her shoulders in a shrug, his expression hardened. “There are some blips in your attendance the past six months. Times when you didn’t answer your summons, showed up late to debriefings, or didn’t make an appearance at routine, required meetings. When your interrogators asked your whereabouts, you gave no comment.”

      Six months ago. That’s when this had started. That’s when she’d met Jevan and become a fool.

      “You still have no comment?” Rykus asked.

      She stared at the table. She’d deny it all if she could, but she knew better than to try. She couldn’t speak of anything that had happened since she met Jevan. When she tried, she blacked out. No one noticed. She always stayed upright, her eyes never blinked, never lost focus, but seconds, maybe minutes passed before her brain started functioning again. If someone was interrogating her, they assumed she was ignoring their questions.

      “Do you know why you were brought to the Obsidian?” Rykus asked.

      She pressed her lips together. The Coalition wanted the information her team had copied from the Saricean databanks on Chalos II. That had been their assignment, and they’d completed it without a hitch. It wasn’t until after they withdrew from the planet that Trevast, her commanding officer, had sat down and analyzed what they’d stolen. He’d cursed. Then he’d looked at his team and told them telepaths existed and that they’d infiltrated the Coalition’s government.

      She’d laughed. They all had.

      Telepathy was a fiction, a farce, a fabrication for the gullible. It didn’t exist.

      She looked back at Rykus. His mouth tightened into a frown, a frown which gave her flashbacks to the harsh, hellish days training under him on Caruth. “Did you change the encryption on the files, Lieutenant?”

      The truth clawed at her throat. A private yacht had intercepted her team’s shuttle before they made it to the rendezvous point. It hadn’t broadcasted an ID or a Mayday, and they hadn’t been near any mapped routes. There was only one reason for the yacht to be there, and when it fired upon them without any provocation, Trevast had shoved a com-cuff with the stolen data into Ash’s hands. He knew she was an anomaly. He knew what she was capable of doing. He knew she was the only person on the team who could re-encrypt the Sariceans’ files with a different cipher before their attackers boarded, and that’s exactly what she’d done. It was in her head now, and both the Coalition and Jevan would do anything to rip it out.

      “You’ll be charged with treason if you don’t cooperate.” Rykus’s words were softer than his expression, and the loyalty training pulled at her again. She was damn sure the medic’s bio-band was picking up the thudding of her heart. She had to get control of this conversation and get rid of Rip Rykus.

      She leaned forward as far as her restraints would allow, waited until Rykus did the same, anticipating her confession. Their heads almost met in the center of the table, and Ash breathed in deep, exhaled slowly.

      “I’ve always loved the smell of your aftershave.”

      Rykus exploded, launching his chair across the floor. The medic scrambled out of the way when he rounded the data-table. “I’m the only person in the Coalition who wants to help you, and you’re playing your goddamn games.”

      His hand went to her chest and shoved with enough force to send her and the chair toppling backward to the ground. The impact knocked the breath from her, and she choked trying to reinflate her lungs.

      Rykus kneeled beside her, pinned her. “Give me the cipher.”

      She sucked in a breath as the compulsion snaked through her. She’d been successful, though. His pitch was a little off, his voice a little too tight. She fought against the need to obey him—battled against it—but he hovered above her. His eyes demanded the truth, and her control began to slip. Desperate, she worked enough moisture into her mouth to spit in his face.

      She saw his chest rise and fall, heard the huffs of his angry breaths. Slowly, he stood. He said nothing as he wiped his face with his sleeve, nothing as he bent down to heft her upright. In fact, she was pretty sure he wouldn’t have said anything at all if a guard hadn’t entered with a tray of food.

      Rykus stopped the woman, stuck the knife, spoon, and fork in his pocket, grabbed the tray, then dumped its contents across the table, effectively ending Ash’s next escape attempt before she had the chance to implement it. “She can eat like a dog.”
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      Rykus knew Admiral Bayis would be waiting in the brig’s security room, so he forced his fists to relax, his jaw to unclench, and he put on a cool, controlled façade to disguise the turmoil banging around in his chest.

      “Interesting woman,” Admiral Bayis said. He stood in the observation room down the corridor from Ash’s cell, staring at the security vid that showed brown gravy dripping off the data-table onto the floor.

      “She is,” Rykus agreed, though the assessment was an understatement. Ash was more than interesting. She was intriguing, infuriatingly insolent, and one of the most cunning and determined soldiers he’d ever trained. He hadn’t seen her in three years, but she hadn’t changed. As the medic unstrapped the bio-band, Rykus watched Ash’s face and felt that old, uncomfortable ache in the pit of his stomach. Her smile was the same, so was the slight tilt to her head and the spark in her green eyes. He’d grown to hate that expression, to hate the way she always looked like she knew a secret. He’d punished her for it, kept her up through the cold nights at Caruth’s poles, ran her into the ground during the planet’s blistering summers. He’d tried everything that was permitted to make her tap out of the program, but that half-grin never wavered.

      And she still had that damn braid. It was barely visible beneath the rest of her dark hair, but the end of it draped over her right shoulder, a blatant sign of defiance.

      “Has she broken the loyalty training?” Bayis asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he managed to say, ignoring the quick, sudden tightening in his gut. He’d left Caruth because of the loyalty training. He and the other three lead instructors had been told the program would insure the anomaly’s mental stability—something that had been an issue in the past—but after the soldiers were put in the psyche-mask and indoctrinated, the side effects had become evident. Loyalty trained anomalies would jeopardize everything to follow their instructors’ commands. That had never sat right with Rykus, even when I-Com explained that, unless something went wrong, he would never again come into contact with any of the anomalies he trained.

      Bayis clasped his hands behind his back. “If the Sariceans have broken the programming, the doctors will want to study her. They’re already asking she be sent to the Institute.”

      Of course they were.

      “The institution will botch up her mind,” Rykus said. “We need the cipher, not a brain dead zombie.”

      “Can you make her talk?” Bayis asked.

      Rykus stared at his cadet.  “I don’t know. Even with the loyalty training, she was a difficult cadet. Manipulative. She stretched the rules, tested limits. Plus, she’s stubborn. Unmovable when she sets her mind to something.”

      “Perhaps she’s always been a Saricean agent then?”

      Bayis was thinking out loud—he didn’t intend the question as an insult—but it cruised too close to Rykus’s flight path anyway. He’d spent four years of his life on Caruth, training cadets whose combined psyche and medical exams came back a hundred points higher than normal. He schooled them in the martial arts, taught them to fire every weapon in the Fighting Corps’ arsenal, and made them experts in tech-apps, systems engineering, cryptography, and hack-sig. He and the other instructors on Caruth weeded out the cadets who couldn’t handle the pressure and those who had questionable moral compasses. They were all damn good at their jobs, but a few anomalies slipped through the other instructors’ filters. The Senate Intelligence Committee had insisted on the loyalty training. They’d wanted dependable soldiers and a guarantee that their investments wouldn’t snap or go rogue.

      They’d wanted a fail-safe.

      “I don’t think so,” he told Bayis. He should get a medal for his even, controlled tone. It would have been more deserved than the last one he’d received. “Ash never hid her opinions. If she had a problem with something, she’d tell you, no matter how much you might want her to keep her mouth shut. That’s why her behavior makes no sense. She’s not talking, and that’s not like her.”

      “You said she’s manipulative.”

      “Yes,” he acknowledged. “But I could always see through her charades. I know her, Admiral. I trained her. I spent two years learning her strengths, her weaknesses, her little quirks. She couldn’t hide something like that from me.”

      Bayis’s eyes snapped to his. “Fraternization between ranks is discouraged—”

      “I know.”

      “And she’s one of your anomalies. It would be more than discouraged between you. It would be—”

      “There’s nothing between us,” Rykus bit out. He held Bayis’s gaze until the admiral relaxed and turned back to the security vid.

      Rykus looked at the vid, too. There had never been anything between him and Ramie Ashdyn, and not just because a relationship would have resulted in a court martial. No, he knew better than to get involved with Ash because Ash played games. She was an unrepentant tease. It had taken him months to find the woman she kept hidden behind her flirtations, but eventually he had found her. She wasn’t a traitor. At least, she hadn’t been.

      Now?

      He watched Ash stare at the gravy dripping off the edge of the data-table.

      Now he didn’t know what he believed.

      When Ash’s guard and the medic approached the cell’s door, Bayis stepped forward and entered a code into the console beneath the screen. The door slid open, allowing the two men to exit the cell. A minute later, they emerged from the corridor. The admiral acknowledged their salutes then waited until they left before speaking.

      “0200 on the sixth,” he said, keeping his voice low. “Operation Star Dive is a go.”

      The only outward reaction Rykus gave to those words was a small nod, but his insides felt pelted by bullets. After months of political posturing, gambles, and deals, the Senate Intelligence Committee had finally come to a decision. They’d given a go date. In three days, Rykus would lead a contingent of soldiers in a daring, deadly assault on an enemy shipyard. In three days, the Coalition and the Sariceans would be at war.

      “She could save lives?” Bayis asked.

      Rykus followed his gaze back to Ash.

      “Many lives,” he said. He hadn’t shared the exact projections with Bayis. Rykus was in charge of the Obsidian’s Fighting Corps so it was his burden to bear, full gravity, not the admiral’s, but the numbers haunted him. Blowing up the shipyard was the easy part of the mission. It was the second phase that would be costly. I-Com wanted Rykus and a select group of soldiers to take over a nearly complete Saricean warship and bring it back to Coalition space.

      In one piece.

      The last time Rykus had taken over an enemy vessel...

      No. Going back to the past wouldn’t do him any good. He had to focus on the present and on the future. And if he wanted the majority of his soldiers to make it through the mission alive, he needed the Saricean files decrypted. They contained the schematics for the shipyard. Intel gave him and his men a general idea of what to expect when they arrived, but experience told him general wasn’t good enough. A corridor with three doors instead of two could be the difference between life and death. He needed details, and the key to getting them was shackled in the Obsidian’s brig.

      “Are we certain she changed the cipher?” he asked Bayis.

      “None of our algorithms fit the digital signature, and Colonel Evers said she never denied the accusation.”

      “Evers? How did he capture her?”

      Bayis’s lip twitched into a smile. Evers was Fighting Corps, but even the admiral knew the man was an idiot, an idiot who had his sights set on a political appointment to I-Com.

      “She didn’t fight his men when they boarded,” Bayis said.

      “What?” Rykus bit out.

      “She didn’t resist arrest.”

      That didn’t make sense. If Ash killed her teammates and had time to re-encrypt the files, then she would have tried to escape before she was escorted onto the Anthem, the ship that brought her and her deceased teammates back to Coalition space. The fact that she hadn’t meant...

      “She wants to be here,” he murmured.

      His murmur was, apparently, loud and clear enough for the admiral to hear.

      “Two escape attempts suggest otherwise. Evers said they almost lost her just before they rendezvoused with us. She took down three of her security detail, nearly killed a fourth.”

      “They underestimated her.”

      “Yes.” Bayis turned to face him fully. “I’m putting you directly in charge of her security. I know the myths surrounding anomalies are exaggerated, but the enlisted ranks are superstitious. I don’t want her guards getting trigger-happy if she tries something again.”

      She would try something again, Rykus was sure of that.

      “What’s the ETA on the interrogator?” he asked.

      “He’s coming on the war chancellor’s shuttle with the crypties and a medical specialist from Caruth. They should be docking soon.” He paused and his brow furrowed as he studied Rykus again. “You think the interrogator can get the cipher in time?”

      “I think he’ll have a better chance of getting it than the crypties will have of breaking in.”

      “They’re not here to decrypt the files,” Bayis said. “They’re here for you.”

      Rykus resisted the urge to pinch the headache growing between his eyes. The two crypties—Cryptologic and Information Warfare Specialists—would be part of his assault team. Their job was to infect the Saricean ship—one which might possibly be equipped with new weapon or defense capabilities—with a data-virus that would give the Coalition control of navigation and enviro. The pair was supposedly the best in Coalition space, but Rykus had glanced at their bios. They’d been transferred too many times to be the best. Most likely, they were adequate and dispensable.

      He just hoped they had combat training.

      “I’ll meet with them tonight.” He turned back to look at Ash, who still hadn’t touched the slop of food dripping off the table. “I want to read through her file again, see if anything seems atypical.” Atypical for Ash, at least. “Maybe I can pinpoint when her aberrant behavior began.”

      “Would it help to use someone close to her for leverage? Threaten them?” Bayis waved the com-cuff fastened around his wrist over the sensor in the wall console then typed in his security code. “I believe the addendum to her file mentioned a fiancé.”

      Rykus was damn lucky the admiral wasn’t looking at him. If he had been, he would have seen Rykus’s mask shatter for an instant as cold, hard shock knocked him off orbit.

      “Yes. Here it is,” Bayis said. “His name is Jevan Valt, a legislative assistant for the senator from Rimmeria. Record says they met last year. He put in a notice of pending marriage about two months ago with his employer—it’s required by the Senate—but he withdrew it after Ashdyn’s arrest. He doesn’t think he revealed any classified information, but he’s working with Coalition investigators to be sure.”

      Rykus yanked an invisible blade free from his gut. It never should have wedged itself in there to begin with. Ash had never been his—had never been anyone’s—and it was best that way. But maybe that’s what bothered him. He never thought she’d allow herself to be shackled to any man. This Valt character couldn’t have known Ash at all if he thought she’d settle into a marriage. His cadet wasn’t wife material.

      And his cadet wasn’t a traitor.

      Rykus’s headache throbbed again. This time, he did reach up to pinch the bridge of his nose.

      Treason. The word cut like shrapnel. He didn’t want to believe it. He’d rather Ash be certifiably insane. The loyalty training was supposed to prevent that, but the program was only four years old. It was possible it didn’t solve the problem, and if it didn’t and Ash’s mind had broken, she would be sent back to Caruth for evaluation at the Institute.

      Rykus dropped his hand to his side. “Who’s the medical spec—”

      The admiral held up a finger and tilted his head, listening to someone on the voice-link looped around his right ear.

      “Yes,” Bayis said. “Yes. Good. I’ll meet him in my office.” He focused on Rykus again. “The war chancellor’s shuttle just docked. I need to brief him on Lieutenant Ashdyn and our preparations for Star Dive. He’ll want to speak to you as well.”

      Rykus locked his jaw shut.

      “He’ll insist on speaking with you,” Bayis said. “He came all the way from Meryk to make sure this operation goes smoothly.”

      “I don’t have time to waste on that politician.”

      “Commander.” There was no rebuke in Bayis’s tone. He knew Rykus’s opinion of Chancellor Hagan. After the infamous hearings three years ago, nearly everyone in the Coalition did.

      “I have Ash’s records to review, two crypties to brief, an assault plan to triple check, and I need to meet with Brookins to make sure he isn’t having issues with the excess crap I’ve delegated to him.”

      “Your XO can handle it.” Bayis turned toward the brig’s exit. Rykus walked with him past the security desk then out into the Obsidian’s gray and white corridor. He almost tripped over a broken sensor box. Utilitarian is how Fleet described this ship. If they meant she was useful as a salvage ship, Rykus would agree, but he had his doubts as to whether the ship would hold together under fire. Multiple ceiling panels hung open, spilling the Obsidian’s innards into the air.

      Rykus ducked beneath one tangled mess of wire. “You sure she’s going to be operational in three days?”

      “She’s not that complicated of a ship,” Bayis said, a tight pinch in his voice.

      Rykus snorted at that. The Obsidian was an ugly box with bulky engines, bulky weapons’ systems, and, most importantly, bulky outdated computer systems. The latter was the reason they’d pulled the ship out of a museum—a physical, dirt-anchored museum—and were retrofitting her for Star Dive. The war council had decided to send an old, brainless warship into the Sariceans’ territory so the enemy wouldn’t be able to ransack the systems of the Coalition’s newest, sleekest sentient-class ships.

      The plan would be called genius if it worked. If it didn’t work...

      Well, Rykus would most likely be dead if the plan failed. The war and the future of the Coalition would be someone else’s problem.

      He and Bayis walked past the loud clank, clank, clank of a spacer pounding a wall panel back into place, then they stepped into the Obsidian’s central lift. Gears ground as it fought the artificial gravity. Rykus glanced at the admiral, but Bayis kept his attention focused on the lift’s oil-smeared door.

      “You could always turn the gravity off,” Rykus suggested.

      Bayis’s eyebrows lowered a small, almost imperceptible fraction. He waited until the lift doors groaned open before he responded to Rykus’s comment. “I’ll be sure to tell the war chancellor you’re looking forward to meeting with him.”

      If Rykus hadn’t had a motherload of responsibilities weighing him down, he might have laughed. Instead, he acknowledged Bayis’s victory with a nod that said point-to-you.

      They parted ways and Rykus walked half the length of the ship—not a quick jaunt—before he stopped in the middle of a cross-corridor. He wanted to hole up in his quarters with Ash’s file, but if he did, he’d pass out. He hadn’t slept in well over twenty-four hours, not since he learned what Ash did.

      What Ash allegedly did.

      He needed a good shot of energy to make it through the rest of his shift. He could take the lift down to the Obsidian’s gym, work off some excess tension until he cleared his head, or he could pump himself full of caffeine in the officer mess hall. The noise and the conversation of the latter might be a good distraction, so he hooked a right turn at the cross corridor—

      And nearly ran into a face from his past.
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      “Katie?” he said, making her name a low rumble to disguise his surprise.

      “Commander Rykus,” she returned. She didn’t look at the curious spacers who glanced their way. He did. He glared until they continued on with their business then he turned his attention back to the woman he’d almost married.

      “What are you doing here?” he asked. Then he noticed her med-sack and grimaced. The medical specialist from Caruth. She came on the war chancellor’s shuttle and was here to evaluate Ash. He should have been prepared for the possibility she would arrive.

      “I was summoned.” She kept her tone professionally neutral. Obviously, Katie had been prepared to see him.

      He dug through his memories for something to say, but they were buried beneath too many layers of numbers and tactics and training-sims. He couldn’t push the upcoming mission from his mind anymore than he could push away Ash’s alleged betrayal.

      “I didn’t know you’d made medical specialist,” he said, settling on the first safe topic that came to mind.

      “I was promoted two years ago.” Katie smiled. It was a pretty smile, one any man would beg to see on her lips, but there was something hesitant about it, too, something pensive.

      Had it been that long since he’d spoken to her? They’d separated—more accurately, Katie had left him—three weeks after Ash’s class of anomalies graduated. He’d been immersed in training and testing the two years they’d dated. He hadn’t had time to focus on a relationship which had been falling apart for months.

      “I should have called,” he said.

      “I wouldn’t have answered.”

      He took the punch without comment. He deserved it. Katie Monick was a beautiful woman. Intelligent. Compassionate. Passionate. He hadn’t treated her right, hadn’t given her enough attention.

      A moment of silence stretched, became awkward. She seemed to be waiting for him to say something, but he didn’t know what she wanted to hear. When he didn’t speak, she sighed, and when her chest rose and fell, the overhead lighting reflected off her insignia.

      “Well, a belated congratulations then. The promotion was well deserved.”

      She shrugged. “I decided to focus on my career after we... Well, I decided to focus on my career.”

      “That’s good,” he said. “Very good.”

      Hell. He’d dated this woman for two years. He should be able to carry on a better conversation than this, but he was exhausted, frustrated with Ash, and worried about Operation Star Dive. He wasn’t at the top of his game.

      “Yes.” Katie stepped to the side of the corridor so a few spacers could pass by more easily. “Things are going well. How are your soldiers?”

      So that’s how it was going to be, a slip back into an old habit. The last few months they were together, all they could find to talk about was their work. He’d talked in vague terms about his cadets; she’d talked in vague terms about her patients.

      “They’re fine.” They were fine today. In three days? Computer models said up to forty percent of them would be dead.

      Unless Ash gave him the cipher.

      “You’ve read the anomaly’s file?” he asked Katie.

      She shook her head. “It’s classified. I didn’t get it until we docked.”

      Then she wouldn’t have a preliminary assessment of Ash’s mental state. He wanted someone to tell him he hadn’t missed something important during Ash’s training. If he missed something with Ash, he might have missed it with others. The training the anomalies received and the booster they injected biweekly gave the anomalies the capability to kill and destroy. Even with the loyalty training, Rykus and the other instructors were careful about who they accepted into the program. They didn’t want the wrong man or woman to graduate and join the ranks of the Fighting Corps.

      He felt Katie studying him. When he looked up, some of the stiffness in her posture melted away.

      “You’re not personally responsible for every anomaly you’ve trained.”

      He was responsible for this one. The loyalty training hadn’t taken hold of Ash like it took hold of the other recruits, but he’d thought her smirks, her bending of rules and regulations, was just one of the many quirks the soldiers sent to him so often had. Every cadet who’d been under his command was a little crazy, a little off in some way. All anomalies were.

      Exhaustion pulled down on his shoulders. He forced himself to straighten. “I was heading to the officers’ mess. Join me for coffee?”

      Katie hesitated. “I need to read Ashdyn’s file.”

      “And you’ll need to interview her fail-safe.”

      Again, she gave him a slightly sad smile, but she nodded and turned left toward the lift that would take them up a level to the mess hall. The doors slid open when they approached. He gestured Katie inside. As he followed her in, he took note of the curves beneath her snugly fitted uniform and the blond hair that—as per regulation—she’d twisted into a long, loose braid.

      “It’s good to see you again,” he said.

      She turned so quickly he almost ran into her.

      “Don’t,” she said. “It’s not fair.”

      “Fair?” The doors slid shut behind them.

      “My feelings for you never changed, Rhys.”

      “Neither did mine.”

      “I know.” She closed her eyes briefly then let out a sigh. “That was the problem. I thought they would after a while, but...well, they didn’t. All I ever was to you was a pleasant distraction.”

      “You were much more than that, Katie.”

      She shrugged. “A good friend then. A sister.”

      He almost choked. “We slept together.”

      “I know,” she said pointedly.

      He was about to object again when the lift doors slid open. A pair of spacers stepped aside so they could exit. Now wasn’t the time or the place for this discussion. Besides, maybe she had a point. Maybe she had been only a distraction to him. He’d sometimes needed one after dealing with anomalies all day. He sure as hell had needed one after dealing with Ash.

      Off-duty spacers and soldiers crowded the room. A few men and women acknowledged his presence with a nod, but most were absorbed in conversations or focused on the wide screens that played vids of the latest news reports from around the Known Universe. When Javery, Rykus’s home world, appeared behind a reporter, he focused all his attention on finding a table.

      Katie eyed him as she sank into a chair near the rear wall. “The Coalition isn’t going to be able to convince Javery to join, is it?”

      “Not with my father whispering in the prime minister’s ear.”

      “Has the Senate asked you to speak to him?”

      He grunted out an affirmative then tapped on the table to bring up the menu.

      “Have you spoken to him?” she asked.

      “Once or twice.”

      “Once or twice in the last few months? Or the last few years.”

      He looked up from the menu. “He wants the Coalition to fail, and he tried to sabotage my career.”

      “He apologized—”

      “Only after he thought I’d been killed. Caruthian brew?”

      Katie pinched her mouth shut at the abrupt subject change. Then she relaxed and said, “With radda leaf.”

      “You have capsule sickness?” he asked, his tone softening. Most people could traverse the universe on a tachyon capsule without a problem as long as they didn’t move when the capsule entered and exited the time-bend, but Katie had never been one of those individuals.

      “The leaf will help,” she said.

      So would sleep and electrolytes, but he dutifully keyed in her order and requested the same, minus the leaf, for himself. A bleep acknowledged his request and confirmed a debit from the account linked to his com-cuff.

      “You’ve spoken with Ashdyn?” Katie asked.

      “Yes,” he said. Then, he added, “It didn’t work.”

      He didn’t have to explain what “it” was. The only reason Ash was on board the Obsidian was because he was her fail-safe and should have been able to command her compliance. It was merely convenient that he was also the officer in charge of the assault on the shipyard.

      A groove formed between Katie’s eyebrows. “No one told me she’d snapped.”

      “She isn’t acting like she has,” he said. “Admiral Bayis thinks the Sariceans broke her loyalty training.”

      “They broke—” Katie cut off her words when a squat, metal box on wheels rolled up with their order. Rykus passed Katie her coffee and cupped his steaming mug between his hands, letting it heat his palms. When the bot retreated, Katie said, “You can’t break the loyalty training without breaking her mind.”

      “She isn’t showing any signs of snapping.”

      “She inexplicably murdered her team,” Katie said. “I’d say that’s a sign.”

      “The Sariceans could have gotten to her before she came to Caruth.” He pulled his coffee mug closer. “Maybe they found a way to prevent the loyalty training from taking hold.”

      Katie stirred the steaming black liquid in her mug with a straw and studied him. He met her blue eyes, kept his expression rigid and stony.

      “You think she’s innocent.” She sat back in her chair and chewed on her lower lip.

      “She’s not denying the evidence.”

      “But you don’t believe it,” she said.

      Honestly, he didn’t know what he believed. The evidence was irrefutable. It would be crazy not to see that it all pointed to Ash, but maybe that’s what bothered him. It was too obvious, and Ash wasn’t careless. If she truly was a Saricean agent, she would have covered her tracks. She knew how. If she would just explain her behavior or tell him she was framed, he might believe her. He’d at least try to help. So why the hell wouldn’t she talk to him?

      “I don’t think she’s snapped,” he said. By default, that made Ash a traitor.

      His words and the unspoken conclusion hung between them.

      “Her mental break-down could have been temporary. I’ll be able to tell you more after I evaluate her.” She took the straw out of her coffee and set it aside. A few seconds later, she said, “They still talk about you on Caruth. Your tap-out rate hasn’t been broken yet.”

      He acknowledged her words with a grunt then took a sip of his drink, letting it burn down his throat. He’d had a talent for identifying the cadets who would walk to the data-con in front of the barracks, tap in their ID-sigs, and quit the training program. Roughly two percent of the population of the Known Universe was identified as anomalies each year. Out of those, less than one percent agreed to travel to Caruth and let themselves be brainwashed into obeying the commands of a stranger. And out of that one percent, very few were women. That’s why there’d been so much pressure from the intelligence committee to pass Ash. No woman had ever completed the training, and they yearned for an anomaly with one more weapon in her arsenal.

      Ash was exactly what they desired: beautiful, lethal, and supremely intelligent. More importantly, she was willing to submit to the loyalty training. Only the desperate agreed to go through that terror and give up their free will.

      Was Ash desperate enough to commit treason? She was from Glory. Few people survived on that planet without losing their souls.

      “How’s the new instructor working out?” he asked Katie. He took a long draught of his coffee and let the bitter liquid chase away all thoughts of his cadet.
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      The sleep-slab was hard and lumpy and the transparent blanket too thin for Ash to sleep well. She tried resting on her side so she could use her arms as a pillow, but the metal support beams hurt her hip and her cuffs dug grooves into her wrists. They didn’t want her to be comfortable. Probably didn’t want her to get much sleep at all.

      She must have drifted off for at least a few minutes, though. When she became aware of her surroundings again, she felt somebody watching her. She knew it was Rykus by the smell of his aftershave, but she kept her eyes closed and focused on recapturing the elusive memories from her dream.

      Jevan, her deceitful, manipulative farce of a fiancé, shouldn’t have stepped onto her team’s shuttle–he shouldn’t have been carrying a gun and grinning–and for the first time in her life, Ash had frozen. She didn’t think that was possible, to be struck immobile by fear. Maybe she’d still been rattled from the stun grenade the boarders had thrown into the shuttle, but she’d let him approach. It still hadn’t clicked, she hadn’t made all the connections, not until Jevan picked up the com-cuff that held the stolen data she’d re-encrypted.

      Jevan’s presence wasn’t a coincidence. Jevan was an enemy.

      A spy.

      A telepath.

      And Trevast hadn’t been joking, he’d known.

      Cheerfully, Jevan had duplicated the Sariceans’ files, but his smile disappeared when he discovered he couldn’t access the data. He’d turned to her and demanded the cipher. Ash had glanced at her team lead, but Trevast had shaken his head. A second later, Jevan put a bullet between his eyes.

      There were more bullets, more threats, a plea for his life from the youngest member in her squad. She’d almost given Jevan the key then, but Chakin–for two minutes her commanding officer–ordered her to keep silent. Jevan turned, raised his gun again, and Chakin’s brains scattered across the dura-steel tiles.

      The dream, the memory, blurred after that. She remembered her ears ringing and the room spinning as her fiancé took her face between his gloved hands. She remembered him looking into her eyes as he’d done a hundred times before, but this time, the gaze was different. This time, it was penetrating.

      She’d fallen to her knees. She felt his touch and heard his voice, but didn’t understand his words. Something moved in her mind, and despite all her training, she was helpless.

      But Jevan wasn’t able to rip the cipher from her mind. She knew that only because he was pissed when the CSS Anthem came within scanner range. He’d grabbed her by the hair, dragged her toward the docking tube. At the last moment, she’d recovered enough of her senses to fight, to shove him out of the shuttle and seal the emergency tube hatch, then she’d crawled back to her comrades with Jevan screaming profanities in her mind.

      “The rate of your breathing has changed, Ash. You’re awake.”

      Rykus’s voice pulled her out of the memory. She opened her eyes to slits. “You getting off watching me sleep, Rip?”

      A part of her hated to provoke him, but she had no choice. If he stayed—if he forced her to give him the cipher—the Coalition would gain access to the Sariceans’ files, and to the information that would rip the Coalition apart. Ash wouldn’t let that happen. The K. U. needed the Coalition, and she’d vowed to preserve and protect it.

      “Get up.” Rykus leaned against the data-table in the center of the room and crossed his arms over his chest. The dark gray dress-downs he wore didn’t disguise his physique; it accentuated his biceps and the powerful muscles in his shoulders. He was fully capable of hauling her ass out of bed.

      “We could have more fun over here,” she suggested.

      Maybe she should have lifted her blanket or patted the sleep-slab to make her point. His eyes didn’t narrow and his strong jaw didn’t clench. Not good. She’d have to be even more forward to get to him. She didn’t want to go that far. She’d reined in her behavior since she’d graduated–Trevast just hadn’t been as fun to torment as Rip. Plus, Trevast and the rest of the guys were like brothers to her, and it was somewhat awkward to flirt with family around.

      They had been like brothers to her. She fought back the anguish threatening to cloud her mind.

      “Get up. Now,” Rykus ordered.

      Next time, he’d command her compliance. She was surprised he hadn’t stormed in and immediately done so. Surprised and a little dismayed. He was treating her as if she was still his cadet. The instructors on Caruth had a code: they respected the anomalies’ rights to free will, only using compulsion if they had to. Rykus shouldn’t be extending that courtesy to her now, though, not after the way she’d treated him yesterday.

      She sat up and turned toward him, letting her long legs dangle over the edge of the sleep-slab. The room spun when she did, and she felt a not-so-gentle pressure at the base of her skull. Her hands and feet prickled, but just as quickly as they came, the sensations vanished.

      “You can talk to me or you can talk to the interrogator. He’s waiting outside.”

      She focused on Rykus again and hid her anxiety behind a half-grin. That drew a reaction. His lips tightened just perceptibly. They were nice lips even though they didn’t smile often. Soft too, she imagined. It was a shame they’d never kissed, but Rykus wasn’t one to violate protocol.

      “Come here.” He turned to tap in a command on the data-table.

      Damn, his back was tempting – for a number of reasons, actually – but she wasn’t going to attack her fail-safe. The loyalty training discouraged it.

      He threw a glare over his shoulder. “I said ‘come here.’”

      Apprehension coiled in her stomach. He was too in control of himself. The compulsion would work if he used it, and once it took hold, his next orders would be all but impossible to resist. Ash had to set him off.

      “Are you married, Commander?” She tilted her head and let her long bangs fall across her cheek.

      “You don’t know when to stop, do you?” His tone was even, unaffected. Hell, maybe she had lost her touch.

      She raised her cuffed hands—damn, her wrists were sore—in a semi-innocent gesture. “What? I just want to know if you’re available.”

      He moved fast, grabbing her arm and yanking her off the sleep-slab. Her neck popped from the whiplash then she was shoved face down over the data-table. Her nose pressed against an image of Trevast’s corpse.

      She tried to move away, but Rykus held her down. Trevast’s body was more real than the one from her dream. She could almost smell it, could almost feel the blood congealing between her fingers.

      “This is cruel, Rip.” She hated the way her voice cracked.

      He pressed down on the back of her head, preventing her from turning away. “You don’t want to see your handiwork? I thought you’d enjoy it. They found you bathing in their blood.”

      Her heart hurt, physically hurt. Back on the shuttle, she’d crawled across the slick floor to Trevast. He’d still been breathing, still been able to talk, to tell her not to decrypt the files for anyone. Will destroy the Coalition, he’d said. Then he’d grabbed her shirt and whispered, Fashions. Fight.

      Trevast’s mind had been muddled by his impending death. He’d merged together their previous argument over her not-quite-regulation camouflage and an order for her to fight. She’d demanded he fight, and she had tried to save him. She would have saved all of them if there’d been a way, but the others were already dead, and he was too weak. He’d lost too much blood.

      Rykus’s grip on her neck tightened. “He had a family. You met his wife, even gave his five-year-old son a present for his birthday last month. That’s what Lydia said when she was told you killed her husband.”

      The table image changed, and she stared into the glazed eyes of Kris Menchan. Kris.

      “He was the newest member of your team,” Rykus continued. “He graduated three months ago. You were his mentor. Taught him a lot of the things I taught you: how to drop-kill surveillance systems, how to subdue captives. But you didn’t teach him how to avoid a knife in the back, did you?”

      “Go to hell, Rip.”

      Ash wouldn’t cry. She never cried.

      She managed to twist enough to hook her left foot around his ankle. She kicked forward, forcing him to shift to maintain his balance, then she dropped her shoulder and slipped out from under him.

      Rykus’s time away from Caruth hadn’t diminished his ability to kick ass. He evaded her spin-kick and the fist she aimed at his chin. Her next move slipped through his defense, but only because he allowed it. He took the blow on his chin then used his close proximity to swing the blade of his right hand into her shoulder, sending a jolt of sharp pain from her neck to her lower back.

      Her knees gave out. She rolled when she hit the ground, but Rykus didn’t pursue her.

      “On your feet,” he ordered.

      She complied, but circled away from him, giving her body a few seconds to recover. She’d sparred with him before, but never when she felt like this: angry, frustrated, and burning with the need to beat the ever-living hell out of something.

      “Did you betray them for money?” he demanded. “You were close to bankrupt two weeks ago. Now, you have a year’s salary in your account. Did the Sariceans pay you?”

      Rage scalded her veins. She wanted to tell him where he could shove his accusation, but she’d tried to tell others the truth, that she lived on very few credits each month and sent the excess money back to her home world. She’d blacked out before she spoke a syllable of the explanation, and the investigators hadn’t been able to trace the money. None of it ended up in legitimate bank accounts. She sent it to Glory’s precinct bosses. It was bribe money. She paid the bosses to leave the Coalition’s humanitarian aid workers alone.

      Those aid workers had saved her life and her soul. Ash did everything in her power to do the same.

      Rykus took a step forward, stopping beneath the not-quite-hidden security camera in the ceiling. He must have noticed when she glanced up because he shook his head.

      “It’s not going to happen, Ash. I ordered them to stay out.”

      She suppressed a grimace. He knew her too well. She’d never get off the Obsidian with him supervising her imprisonment. But she would try. She and all the other Caruth-trained anomalies didn’t know how to give up.

      “They’ll come in if I drop you.”

      His laugh was short, mocking. “You’re good, but I know all your moves. You’ll never be able to take me hand to hand.”

      Ash refused to acknowledge the truth in those words. Trevast had told her to fight. The order may have been shrouded in the confusion of his impending death, but she intended to carry it out. She wouldn’t let the stolen files destroy the Coalition she’d sworn to preserve and protect.

      She let Rykus approach even though it was foolish to let him get close. She landed a few punches, got one solid kick through his defenses, but he was too strong, too experienced to damage. He knew her weaknesses, knew she was limited in her moves by her restraints, and he was too damn perfect to make a mistake.

      He didn’t pound her face in like he could have—like he probably should have—but he slammed her to the floor and pinned her arms over her head.

      She stared defiantly into his eyes. “Congratulations, Commander.”

      “You think I enjoyed this?” he demanded. The way he held her wrists made her restraints dig into her raw and swollen skin.

      “You’ve been waiting for an excuse to take me down for years.”

      “Tell me what happened on that shuttle.”

      She shook her head. He shook her.

      “Tell me!”

      When she refused a second time, she expected to be jostled again, but his grip on her loosened, the anger whooshed out of him, and his body relaxed against hers. She realized a moment too late what would happen next.

      “Did you execute your team?”

      His tone and cadence were perfect. The loyalty training slithered through her body, and a familiar warmth surged in her bloodstream. Her veins felt foreign, like they were strings extracted from a puppet, and she had no choice but to speak the truth.

      But she couldn’t. Something else seized her—a different compulsion, a different command—and an indescribable panic settled in her chest.

      Ash couldn’t comply with both orders.

      She had to comply with both.

      Her vision blurred, and when she opened her mouth to tell Rykus she didn’t kill her teammates, the only sound that came from her lips was a scream.
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