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Chapter One

“Can’t wait to get the hell out of here,” Matt muttered to himself.

A Federation space map slowly revolved on the large canopy screen, illuminating the darkened bridge with the light of distant stars. A red dot flashed sedately at the very edge of the map, marking their current location. The Elysium system was as remote as an inhabited corner of the galaxy could possibly be.

Unfortunately, as it turned out, “remote” didn’t always mean “out of harm’s way.”

Matt set the empty coffee mug on the edge of the console and leaned back, linking his hands behind his head as he considered the vastness of the galaxy, sprawled before him in all its unassuming majesty. At first glance, it appeared to hold endless possibilities, but as it turned out, they were unfortunately limited by constraints that had nothing to do with Matt’s dreams and preferences. Even the parts of the galaxy ostensibly under Federation control weren’t always safe for humans, and out of those, quite a large number of places weren’t safe for him personally.

“Permission to come on the bridge,” a voice chimed over the speaker. Matt smiled and spun around in his chair to greet Ryce as he walked in.

“So formal. Are you going to salute me next and call me ‘Captain’?”

Ryce grinned back at him and leaned down for a quick kiss before sitting beside him in the copilot seat.

“Now who’s being kinky? I thought adherence to a chain of command wasn’t your thing.”

“It’s not. But it’d still be nice to get some respect around here.”

“Knowing your crew, there’s not much chance of that,” Ryce remarked and cocked his head as he studied the map. “Have you been here all morning?”

“Pretty much. And where were you? I didn’t see you at breakfast.”

“I was playing chess with Val in the rec room.”

“Really? Two geniuses playing chess? Could you be any more cliché?”

“Neither of us is technically a genius,” Ryce observed, his eyes still glued to the screen.

“Close enough from where I stand.”

“Val and I have also tested the new power converter for the engine, and, as far as he’s concerned, it’s all systems go.” The digitalized starlight reflected in Ryce’s eyes as he pulled up the specs at the bottom of the screen, making Matt’s attention momentarily slip. “We can be out of this system the second you decide where we’re going. Have you?”

Matt sighed and ran a hand through his hair. His auburn locks had grown a bit too long for his taste, but with everything that’d been going on lately—namely, his engineer having been kidnapped and his pilot having been roped into participating in deadly drag races—he hadn’t had a chance to cut them.

“Not really. Since we’ve changed registration twice in one year already, there are only so many sectors where we could apply for a working permit, and a lot of the others are now a warzone. This whole war business is a real nuisance when you’re on the run.”

“Do you think Griggs is still after us?” Ryce asked. “It has been rather quiet lately.”

“I don’t know, but I’m not planning on hanging around much longer to find out.”

Griggs, the black-market king of the Freeport 73 station, was the man behind their crew’s recent misadventures, and though they’d managed to strike an uneasy truce, Matt wasn’t naive enough to believe the crime lord would swallow the bitter pill of blackmail without some kind of payback. Having to—literally—piece his engineer back together was more than enough incentive for Matt to look for opportunities elsewhere.

“Tony says we’re due a vacation, and for once, I tend to agree with her. We’ve all been through some tough shit in the past few months, and we all deserve a break while we have the cash to afford it. But before we go booking that luxury resort stay on Nova, I’d like to have all my bases covered.”

Matt shook his head and looked at Ryce.

“What about you? Is there anywhere you’d like to go, even if it’s just for a little while?” he asked gently, reaching out to stroke the other man’s hand. “Have you considered getting in touch with your mother?”

“I don’t think it’s time for that yet,” Ryce said, looking away. “I’m grateful for the money she sent me, of course, but it still doesn’t mean she wants to see me.”

There was something evasive about the way he said it, as if he wasn’t completely sure or completely truthful in his answer.

“Okay,” Matt said slowly.

It really wasn’t his place to pry or push Ryce into being more open about this particular subject; God knew, Matt was prickly about discussing his own family with other people. But he couldn’t help but feel a pang of disappointment. It was silly, really, but there he was, unable to hold back a frown because it implied Ryce didn’t trust him enough to share something a little more personal.

But his disappointment was his hang-up, not Ryce’s. So instead of quietly sulking, Matt squeezed Ryce’s hand in reassurance. The feel of Ryce’s skin against his was still wondrous to him, despite them spending barely any time apart, his own private miracle. Not only because he still couldn’t quite believe a man like Ryce could love someone as flawed as him, but because after everything they’d been through, they were incredibly fortunate to be alive to enjoy their happy ever after. This was what he should be focusing on, not some imaginary slights he was learning to recognize as self-sabotage.

Ryce smiled and covered Matt’s hand with his own, his cool touch sending sparks of excitement down Matt’s spine. “What are you thinking? You have that funny look on your face.”

“Must be the aftermath of last night’s dinner.”

Ryce scoffed. “You didn’t have to be quite so unequivocal about how bad you thought it was,” he chided, but there was a spark of laughter in his eyes.

“I’m actually glad you suck at cooking. Just goes to show nobody can be perfect at everything. And if you’re not perfect, there’s hope for the rest of us mortals.”

“Remind me to gloat with the same level of delight when I discover something you suck at.”

“So pretty much anything?”

“I can think of a few things you’re good at,” Ryce murmured, sliding from his seat and onto Matt’s lap in a fluid motion.

Matt’s heart sped up. He pulled Ryce closer, greedily drinking the kiss as he closed his eyes and lost himself to the whirlwind of stars around him.

He slid his hand over the front zipper of Ryce’s fatigues, but then Ryce withdrew abruptly, frowning, and touched the adapter on his temple, the one linked to Lady Lisa’s computer.

“There’s an incoming call,” he said.

“They’ll call later,” Matt said impatiently. Whoever it was, they could damn well wait another ten minutes. “We’re kind of in the middle of something here.”

“It’s a military channel.” Ryce’s frown deepened, and he stood up to sit back in the copilot seat.

“Damn it.” Matt sat up in his chair, pushing down on his arousal and frustration. His disdain for authority didn’t extend as far as ignoring contacts from the military. This could be Nora, of course, but his sister rarely used encrypted communications simply to check up on him. “Bring it on-screen.”

The face that appeared in front of them wasn’t Nora’s, but it was familiar. The bright white background didn’t look like the bridge of a ship. Something beeped steadily just out of sight, jolting unpleasant memories of Matt’s several stays in medical facilities.

“Commander Walker,” Matt said, trying to keep the worry out of his voice. “Not to sound rude or anything, but why are you calling?”

Matt had been questioned ad nauseam by the man almost eight months ago, after their unfortunate stint on the Colanta-3 moon and the discovery (and subsequent destruction) of a Mnirian superweapon. He hadn’t liked Walker then, and he wasn’t thrilled to see him now, but he couldn’t deny he owed the commander his life after being saved from a slow, oxygen-deprived death in the depths of the alien bunker.

“I’m contacting you on behalf of Major Cummings.” Walker sounded unusually subdued. The stress lines around his eyes and mouth seemed deeper, marring his otherwise classically handsome features. “I thought you should know your sister was gravely injured in the line of duty.”

Ryce’s sharp intake of breath indicated that Walker had said something terrible, but for some reason, the moments stretched and stretched until the meaning of the words finally registered in Matt’s brain, hitting him with the force of a freight barge.

“How gravely?” he asked, digging his fingers into the arms of his chair.

Walker pursed his lips. “Enough for me to contact you on my own initiative,” he said, his voice clipped.

“What happened?” Ryce asked while Matt was busy remembering how to breathe.

“We were deployed back in the Sonora sector, and our ship, the Lennox, was on her way from Freeport 16 to the Sonora-11 outpost when we were attacked.”

Even though they weren’t touching, Matt felt Ryce tense beside him.

“Attacked? By whom?”

“An Alraki frigate,” Walker said after a pause. “A torpedo took out a portion of the bridge. Major Cummings was lucky to be able to get out before the shields gave and the section was sealed off.”

Matt and Ryce exchanged a look. Judging by Ryce’s startled expression, the same thought must have occurred to him, one that made Matt’s stomach, already tied in knots by the news, lurch with awful premonition.

“I haven’t heard anything about the fighting reaching as far as Sonora,” Ryce said, frowning. “The military bases in this sector are designated mainly for training and redeployment.”

“It hasn’t,” Walker said. “This was…an isolated incident.”

“An Alraki frigate attacking a destroyer battleship in the heart of Federation space?” Matt said, barely recognizing his own voice for the strain. “That’s—”

“Disturbing. I know,” Walker said. For the first time since Matt had met the man, he looked troubled, but a second later, he visibly pulled himself together, as stern as ever in his officer uniform. “By rights, I shouldn’t even be telling you this. But I know how much your sister cares for you, and I thought you should be here by her side. Before it’s too late.”

*

“My god, Matt. I’m so sorry,” Tony said. “Of course you should go see Nora right away.”

They were all huddled in the tiny galley where Matt had called for an emergency crew meeting. Despite the basic utilitarian decor, it had always felt more welcoming and homelike to him than the kitchen of the house he grew up in.

“We’ll all go,” Val said. All traces of the torture he’d suffered were gone from the engineer’s face, but Matt still had that twinge of guilt (misplaced though it might be) every time he caught a glimpse of the new scar tissue that surrounded Val’s index finger. “Moral support aside, it’s a bad idea to split up when there are still folks out there with scores to settle. Neither one of us should be alone right now.”

That was certainly true—perhaps even more than Val realized since Griggs might not be the only one hot on the trail of Lady Lisa and her captain. Matt hadn’t told anyone about the call he’d gotten from Dylan Rodgers, his old-time enemy (and, coincidentally, one of the most dangerous people in the known galaxy), not even Ryce. He hated to admit it, but the little reminder that he wasn’t off the pirate’s radar had left him rattled, though he did his best to forget about it and focus on things that had to be done. But whether real or not, that particular threat was a worry for another day while there were much more pressing concerns to busy himself with.

Like his sister dying.

“Her ship is stationed in Sonora,” Matt said, firmly stomping down on that particular avenue of thought. “I wasn’t planning on showing our faces there for a long time. As you might remember, there’s still the little issue of Pat Gentry believing we owe him money for his lost cargo.”

“And he settled that score by selling us out to Rodgers, remember?” Tony said, making a face of disgust and tugging on her long braid. “As far as I’m concerned, you guys are even.”

“Besides, with all due respect to the scope of Gentry’s system-wide black-market operations, he’s hardly omnipotent,” Ryce added. “Sonora is a huge sector, and after coming in through the Freeport 16 jumpgate, we’ll effectively be out of his reach—especially considering we’ll be meeting a Federal Fleet battleship.”

“Well, that’s true. Thanks, guys.” The tightly wound band of anxiety around his heart eased a fraction as he looked around the small round table at his crew members. No, he amended. Not just his crew—his family. And family stuck together through thick and thin and vengeful criminals with homicidal tendencies.

“So when are we leaving?” Val asked.

“As soon as we can. I’ve already booked us a jump with Station Control.”

“I’ll make sure we have enough fuel, and then we’ll be ready for liftoff,” the engineer said and headed for the doorway.

“I guess I should say goodbye to some people before we go,” Tony said. “Not that I’m sorry to leave this place, mind.”

“Your friends at the IMA?” Matt asked.

Tony nodded. “I’m glad I’ve had this chance to reconnect and put some old issues to rest.” Her voice took on a note of sadness. “It was nice to finally get some closure. But there’s a good reason the past should stay in the past.”

She nodded again to Matt and Ryce and followed Val on her way out.

“Unfortunately, the past has a nasty habit of surfacing and biting you on the ass when you don’t expect it,” Matt grumbled. He sat down heavily on one of the white plastic chairs, staring moodily at the shiny tabletop. A familiar yearning itched at the back of his throat, but he couldn’t afford wasting time on getting sloshed, no matter how comforting the promise of alcohol-induced stupefaction was.

“Like that Alraki frigate,” Ryce said quietly, sitting down opposite him. “Do you really think it could be the same one?”

“I don’t know. Walker wouldn’t give any more details, so we’ll have to find out what’s it all about when we get there.” Matt drummed his fingers on the table. “But if it was the one to attack the Lennox, and Nora doesn’t make it, I’ll never forgive myself.”

Ryce reached out across the table, stilling Matt’s fingers with his palm.

“You couldn’t have known. And it was a long time ago.”

Matt only shook his head. Granted, those eight months since his decision to take on the ill-advised job offer that threw Ryce and him in each other’s paths seemed like an eon ago. But with everything that had happened in the interim, it hadn’t been enough time to forget the Alraki almost taking over his ship. Ryce’s skill as a pilot and his quick thinking had allowed them to escape that lonely frigate coming at them from the middle of nowhere during their run in the Sonora system, with them losing Gentry’s volatile cargo in the process while using it as a makeshift IED. But it was entirely Matt’s fault for keeping his mouth shut about it all to avoid being accused of illegal smuggling.

“You’re the one who wanted to report the Alraki attack to the authorities, and I stopped you. This one’s on me.”

Ryce made a noncommittal sound. “I admit I haven’t given it much thought, seeing as we were otherwise engaged at the time, but now that I think of it, I can’t come up with a reasonable explanation for this ship being in Sonora at all. I haven’t heard anything about the Freeport 16 jumpgate being hijacked around that time. There’s something terribly wrong about all this.”

The comforting warmth of Ryce’s hand soothed, and Matt wished he wouldn’t let go for a little while longer. He didn’t want to think about all these things right now, even as his mind kept running frantic circles around his guilt. All he wanted was to get his ship in the air and through that jumpgate to see his sister. Perhaps it was a small comfort, but she deserved to know that Matt loved her, that he always had, even when they’d spent years pointedly not speaking to each other.

“I know Nora is a career soldier, and with the war going on, there’s always a risk, but…I just can’t get my head wrapped around it. I can’t imagine her…not being there anymore.”

“Were you two close in the past?” Ryce asked quietly, still holding his hand.

“Not really. We were very different, ever since we were children. Nora was always the serious one.” He smiled faintly, sorting through the half-faded memories. “If she wanted something, she’d stop at nothing to get it, and she was willing to work extra hard to achieve her goals. That was what our father admired most about her, that dedication and focus. I was never that disciplined. But she was a great big sister, and she never failed to be there when I needed her help. Nora talked me into sticking with college when I got overwhelmed with it at first, before Father could find out I was slacking. She just…did so much for me even when I was too proud to ask for it. Breaking away from her was the hardest part of cutting ties with my family.”

Matt shook his head and took another breath. He hadn’t talked about it for so long, it felt like pulling a scab off a wound only partially healed, but there was something comforting in knowing Ryce wouldn’t judge him in the same way all the people in his life had when he’d made those fateful decisions.

“I guess I thought she’d back me up and defend me to our father when I quit the Fleet, but she didn’t, and that was it. We hadn’t spoken in years, but I always kept tabs on her. When she got her command, I was happy for her, even if I couldn’t tell her that. I knew it was what she’d always wanted.”

“You two may be more alike than you think,” Ryce said, a small smile playing on his lips. “You’re both stubborn to a fault, and just as caring.”

Matt blinked, willing away the sudden tears.

“She did come through for me, didn’t she? Even when she didn’t have to, even when she had so much to lose by trying to keep me out of trouble. But she still helped me, like she’d always done. And I’ve done absolutely nothing to repay her. If anything, I’ve made it all worse.”

He bit his lip, looking down.

“We have no choice but to stay positive. She will be fine, and then you’ll make it up to her,” Ryce said firmly. “The major is tough as nails. She’ll pull through.”

Matt nodded, but for the first time in his life, he couldn’t bring himself to believe a lie he was desperate to hold on to.


Chapter Two

The robust shape of the destroyer loomed on the screen, dull silver against the gentle blues and yellows of the Sonora-11 planet and the ringed structure of the maintenance station that served the ground military base. Tiny repair pods scurried across the damaged parts of the ship’s hull, like insects crawling over the carcass of a dead giant.

For once, Matt had no patience to appreciate the oddly serene beauty the view offered. All he wanted was to make sure Lady Lisa was safely docked in the Lennox’s pod bay, and then find the infirmary.

He had to hand it to Commander Walker—whatever the man’s private opinion of Matt was, he’d made all the arrangements for him and his crew to receive the security clearance that would get them on board with no additional fuss. Even their arrival at the Freeport 16 jumpgate and subsequent sojourn to the outer planet region had gone smoothly. They hadn’t had to dock at the station proper, thus avoiding running afoul of the locals, though Matt had no doubts his name on the arrival registry would set off quite a few alarms across his old stomping ground. But it wasn’t something he had to deal with now, so he put it out of his mind.

When he’d worked in the Sonora system, he’d brag about having the fastest ship in the sector. Matt had no idea if this was still true, but making the run all the way to Sonora-11 in just under three days had to be some sort of record.

The layout of the Lennox was the same as other destroyers of its class, and thus uncomfortably familiar, harking to Matt’s days as a Federal Fleet officer. He could have reached the hospital wing without the escort, but the young (and armed) private Walker had assigned to chaperon him wasn’t there to make sure Matt didn’t get lost or to show him the local attractions.

The commander hadn’t said Matt could bring anyone else with him, but he’d asked Ryce to tag along anyway. Matt wasn’t above admitting he could use all the emotional support he could get, and besides, Nora liked Ryce, which meant she probably wouldn’t mind having him visit her as well. At least, that was what he kept telling himself when they strode down the brightly lit, utilitarian corridors in complete silence.

His heart hammering, Matt followed the private into the corridor that led into the infirmary, but they didn’t have a chance to go inside. The sight of Commander Walker waiting for them just outside the wide transparent doors was like a punch in the gut, and Matt stopped dead in his tracks, forcing both Ryce and their escort to halt there beside him.

Matt opened his mouth, but no words came out through the dryness in his throat.

“Commander,” Ryce said, coming to his rescue and stepping forward. “Is there any news?”

Walker threw him a glance. In person, the haggardness in his face was even more pronounced, his lips pressed into a hard, unhappy line, and dark circles shadowed his brown eyes. A nasty bruise lurked at the edge of his hairline.

“Major Cummings’s condition has deteriorated in the last twenty-four hours,” he said curtly, addressing both of them. “Her lungs had been punctured when she was crushed by the armature, and the doctors are afraid they might give out entirely. She’s currently in ICU, in deep sedation, and can’t have visitors. They’re doing everything they can.”

Matt swallowed hard as his heart seemed to drop into his stomach like a lump of ice, but he only nodded, forcibly pulling himself together. As much as he wanted to succumb to despair, he refused to do it in the middle of a battleship corridor, surrounded by people who couldn’t care less about his private pain.

Perhaps he wasn’t being entirely fair to Walker though. The man was holding a tight rein over his emotions, but even Matt, in his current state of distraction, could see he was overwrought. Clearly, Matt wasn’t the only one who had been hit hard by the news of Nora’s turn for the worse.

“When can I—” Matt began.

“I’ll see to it that you’re notified immediately of any developments,” Walker said, cutting him off. “Now, if you’ll please excuse me. We have a situation.”

“What’s going on?” Ryce pressed, steely notes ringing through what Matt had dubbed his “command voice.” Granted, he could hardly pull rank on Walker even if he hadn’t been discharged from the Fleet, but it was difficult to ignore Ryce when he was determined to make something his business.

“Please wait for Mr. Spears and Mr. Easom by the elevators,” Walker told the private, who saluted and sprinted back down the corridor. He then lowered his voice. “The Alraki frigate that attacked the Lennox was spotted near Atasia, one of the far moons of Sonora-11. I’m directing the ship there now. Hopefully, we can get there before the Alraki decimate the place.”

Matt and Ryce exchanged a startled glance.

“From what I’ve seen, your bridge is severely damaged,” Ryce said cautiously.

“It’s a destroyer; even damaged, it can take out a frigate,” Walker said, scorn tinging his voice. “The last time they came at us out of nowhere, but now we’ll be ready for them. I’ll be damned if I let those fuckers get away from me again after what they’ve done.”

“Commander, I really should ask you to reconsider—”

“No,” Walker said with unexpected vehemence. “I shouldn’t even be talking to you two. I’ve extended you a courtesy for your sister’s sake, Mr. Spears. Don’t make me regret it.”

With that, he turned on his heel and strode down the corridor.

“He’s taking this very personally,” Ryce said into the ensuing silence, frowning. “Him not thinking clearly might get us all into trouble.”

Matt sighed and rubbed his forehead. He didn’t know the commander nearly well enough, but this insistence on engaging the enemy from a position of disadvantage seemed uncharacteristic of him. Walker didn’t seem like a man who let anger guide him, but right now he was positively incandescent with it. Still, whatever the man’s reason, Matt could understand Walker’s eagerness for a confrontation—it gave him a something else to focus on other than desperate helplessness. Had Matt had the command of an entire destroyer entrusted to him under such circumstances, he might have done the same thing.

But he didn’t have the might of a Fleet battleship at his beck and call, and while there was nothing he could currently do for Nora, aside from wishing and hoping, he still had his own crew to think about.

“I wasn’t counting on landing smack in the middle of another war.” He sighed. “We have no idea what’s going on here, and neither does Walker. If the Alraki amass forces in the sector…”

He trailed off, the implication heavy in the air.

“It is still Sonora,” Ryce said. “The heart of Federation space. Walker can call on all the backup he needs if he runs into trouble.”

“Oddly, I don’t find that at all reassuring,” Matt said.

*

In the end, Matt’s concerns proved unfounded—but not in a way he’d hoped for.

The human settlement on Atasia was small, an agricultural community that grew water-based crops on the moon’s subterranean lakes. The sight that greeted Matt and the others upon arrival was one of complete desolation, water vapors mixing with black smoke rising from the charred remains of the eco domes.

None of the Lady Lisa crew had been invited to the command room from which Commander Walker coordinated the operation, so they huddled on their bridge, silently watching the Lennox’s external camera feed on the canopy screen, right there in the destroyer’s spacious docking bay.

It was clear they’d arrived too late. The raid had been swift and brutal, the settlers having nothing to protect themselves with against an Alraki ship swooping in on them. By the time the Lennox arrived at Atasia, joined by a Federation emergency response vessel, the enemy craft was long gone, with nothing indicating its next destination. It was as if it’d disappeared off the radars—either by magic or by some previously unseen stealth technology.

It was a worrisome notion piled on top of more trouble.

“Are you all right?” Matt asked in a low voice, turning to Ryce, who was leaning against the pilot chair currently occupied by Tony’s petite frame.

Ryce’s fingers were white where he clutched the tall back of the chair, but he nodded, his jaw clenched. His adoptive parents and almost the entire community he’d grown up in had lost their lives in a similar attack only a few years ago—not that the destruction wasn’t a horrible thing for anyone to witness.

“I never thought something like this could happen in Sonora,” Tony said, watching the tiny rescue pods scurrying between the ruined domes. “The Alraki so rarely opt for direct confrontation. It’s always the small, distant colonies being hit out there in the boonies.” She glanced at Ryce as she said it, but she wasn’t wrong, exactly.

Val grunted in agreement. “There’s weird stuff going on.”

Matt tended to agree with him. It was exceedingly strange to the point of it all feeling like a bad dream. Attacking a massive destroyer with a single frigate coming out of nowhere, annihilating a civilian outpost of no tactical or strategical importance, and vanishing again without a trace, all in the space of a few days, in a sector notorious for heavy military presence? There was definitely something sinister brewing, and Matt definitely didn’t want to stick around to see what it was. Once he was sure Nora was out of danger (and he refused to consider any other option), he was getting his ship the hell out of this system.

The question was, where could they possibly go to escape the war? If the fighting had reached Sonora, no place was going to stay uninvolved for very long.

“Humans are running out of safe spaces,” Ryce said tightly, echoing Matt’s thoughts. “It seems no sector remains unaffected these days.”

“How many survivors?” Val asked, nodding toward the screen.

“They’re not sure yet,” Matt said. “The search and rescue parties are still down there. But the current count is about two dozen.”

There was another silence as they all digested that. It was such a small number compared to the thousand or so population of the settlement.

“This is awful.” Tony faced Matt. “We have to help somehow, Captain.”

“Like how? None of us has the skills to man a rescue salvage mission.”

“I don’t know, but we should do something.” The stubborn set to her mouth and a warning gleam in her eyes indicated she wasn’t about to let it go.

Matt turned to Val and Ryce for support, but they were both looking at him with the same expectant expression.

“All right.” Matt sighed. “I’ll contact the emergency coordinator and ask it they need an extra hauler to transport people and equipment.”

He understood their sentiments; it seemed wrong to stand by watching others do the heavy lifting in a massive disaster relief operation while Lady Lisa sat idly in the pod bay. He couldn’t keep his crew out of it if they were all raring to go. Besides, it would give him something else to focus on other than fretting over whether or not Nora was going to make it.

*

It seemed the Alraki had been intent on a show of strength rather than looting, so while most of the outer domes and the infrastructure were severely damaged, making them unfit for habitation, much of the underground agricultural systems had survived the attack. It was a matter of sealing them off while waiting to rebuild, even if the current crops were lost.

What couldn’t be replaced, of course, were the human casualties. Matt tried hard not to dwell on the death toll as Lady Lisa made a quick run to Sonora-7 to fetch more supplies for the temporary field camp being set up for the survivors on the military base on Sonora-11. But the images of the carnage being broadcast from Atasia were hard to ignore. The practicalities of hauling a large cargo weren’t enough of a distraction, and the crew had been subdued and tight-lipped for the entire run—especially Ryce, though he insisted he was fine.

The truth of the matter was none of them were fine. The elation they’d been feeling after their narrow escape from Griggs’s clutches and then receiving the unexpected cash gift from Ryce’s birth mother—which had gotten them out of a seriously tight spot—had all but dissipated over the course of the last week or so. First, with Nora being injured, and then this new atrocity—it had taken them unawares, and it hit where it hurt.

Immersed in thought on his way back from the bridge to his quarters, Matt was startled to find himself standing at the entrance to the rec room. Deep down, he knew what he was doing there, of course. The familiar siren song of the whiskey bottles hidden in the liqueur cabinet drew him with irresistible force, promising sweet, if temporary, numbness.

Ryce looked up at him from where he was curled up on an old sofa, reading something off his commlink, and Matt imagined he could detect a flicker of disapproval in his gaze. Seeing him made Matt hesitate, since it was clear what his partner thought of his little drinking habit, but he went inside, affecting nonchalance.

“Where’s Val and Tony?” he asked, heading straight for the panel that hid his precious bottles.

“Tony needed to make some personal calls. And Val is reconfiguring the air-conditioning wiring.”

“Again?” Matt felt Ryce’s gaze at the back of his neck but refused to acknowledge it as he poured himself a shot.

“He said the cargo hold was freezing.”

“It’s cargo; it doesn’t care if it’s cold,” Matt said, a bit grumpily, though he couldn’t fault Val for tackling a project to keep himself busy. He swirled the amber liquid inside the tumbler, savoring the woodsy, slightly bitter aroma, but didn’t drink it right away, instead just watched a tiny maelstrom form inside the glass.

There was no reason for him to stay sober anyway. Lisa was flying on autopilot, and Ryce could take care of anything should the need arise. There weren’t any pressing needs that required Matt’s urgent attention. With all the stress being piled up on him, he deserved some time to unwind and have a glass or two if he wanted. Didn’t he?

“What are you thinking?” Ryce asked softly, startling Matt out of his unhappy reverie.

“Do you notice how trouble just follows me around wherever I go?” he said. “Everyone around me keeps getting hurt. Hell, not even around; people I have never heard of got hurt because I was too damn selfish to warn everybody about the danger.”

“I hardly think you can take credit for every development in the human-Alraki war,” Ryce said in that annoyingly reasonable tone.

“Only those I could’ve prevented.”

Matt’s body thrummed with yearning to down the drink in one long gulp, and if Ryce hadn’t been there, looking at him, he would have. It wasn’t even about appearing weak—Ryce knew Matt’s weaknesses better than anyone, maybe better than Matt. It was about forcing himself to be as strong as Ryce believed him to be.

He set the tumbler down on a side table and turned around just as Ryce sat up and put away his comm.

“Come here.”

Matt joined him, settling on the sofa, and Ryce threw an arm around his shoulders. He didn’t say anything else, but some of the tension gradually drained out of Matt’s body. None of his anxiety went away, but now it seemed a bit less all-consuming.

“There was hardly any talk of Atasia in the news,” Ryce said, stroking Matt’s hair. “And none of the reports mention anything about the Alraki. They say the eco domes collapsed, without going into much detail.”

“I guess the Feds don’t want to rouse panic just yet,” Matt said. “Sonora’s been quiet so far.”

“That won’t hold for long.”

“Maybe I should visit the Alraki home world and see if I can’t push some of my bad luck their way,” Matt said, but the attempt at humor fell flat. He eyed the whiskey glass longingly and closed his eyes before he could change his mind again.

“Do you think—” he began, but then his commlink buzzed.

Sighing, he sat up and pulled it out of his pocket. His heart did a little flip when he saw Commander Walker’s contact.

“Commander,” he said, bringing him on-screen and hoping he sounded level and not at all freaked out.

“Mr. Spears,” Walker said. “What’s your ETA?”

Matt exchanged a glance with Ryce before answering, “We should arrive at the Sonora-11 base tomorrow morning. We’ll head over to the Lennox right after that. Why?”

“They took Major Cummings out of the ICU,” Walker said.

A sprig of hope, fragile and tenacious like a flower striking out from beneath the snow, unfurled in Matt’s heart.

“That’s good, right? That means she’s better,” he said, wishing he wouldn’t have to crush that tiny bloom.

“She’s stable, for now. It’s the best I could get out of them. You can see her upon your arrival, if you want.”

“Of course.”

“Let me know when you dock, and I’ll meet you at the infirmary.” Walker disconnected without wasting time on further niceties.

As far as Matt was concerned, the commander could be as curt as he wanted as long as he made sure Nora was being properly taken care of.

“I knew she was going to pull through.” Ryce clapped Matt on the shoulder and smiled encouragingly.

Matt smiled back at him, but despite the rise in spirits, he couldn’t wholeheartedly share in his optimism. Not while the talk about his shitty luck was still too fresh in his mind.


Chapter Three

Twenty minutes after docking back at the Lennox’s pod bay, a nurse admitted Matt and Ryce into the infirmary. The private who’d escorted them stood guard in the corridor. What she had to guard against, Matt had no idea, but he guessed, with the ship’s senior commanding officer still fighting for her life, no one wanted to take chances, even with said officer’s own brother.

It was somewhat sobering to see how many infirmary beds were currently occupied. With his focus on Nora and her injury, and then on the Atasia raid, Matt had forgotten there were other people on the Lennox who’d been hurt during the fight with the Alraki. And a lot of them hadn’t been lucky enough to have been hospitalized.

Ryce discreetly touched his hand before guilt could surge again at the realization that Matt was—however indirectly—responsible for this, and Matt turned to offer him a quick, strained smile. It was amazing how well Ryce had learned to recognize Matt’s moods and inner struggles, sometimes before he could identify them himself—a gift Matt would try his damndest not to squander.

“This way, please,” the nurse said, ushering them into a separate room after sanitizing their hands and clothes. The matte glass doors swooshed closed behind them, and Matt stopped cold.

It wasn’t the sight of Nora’s pale face or the tubes coming out of her nose and mouth, or the quiet beeping of the machines that were keeping her alive. He’d been in enough hospital rooms throughout his life to not be shaken by their stark reality.

A tall man in a pristine Fleet uniform stood next to the bed, watching the monitor. As Matt and Ryce entered, he turned sharply in their direction, fixing them with a dark look.

“Father,” Matt said, wondering why his voice sounded as if coming from far away—and why he’d automatically fallen into the formal address that had been instilled in him as a child. “When did you get here?”

Both Matt and Nora took after their late mother, so it was small wonder there wasn’t much familial resemblance to Foreign Intelligence Admiral Cummings’s features, aside from the shape of the mouth and some intangible but eerie similarity of expressions. The man was just as imposing as Matt remembered, carrying himself with the authority of a monarch, but he looked significantly older now, his dark hair generously peppered with white, his forehead creased with deep furrows. The war must have taken a harsh toll even on the top brass.

“Matthew,” Admiral Cummings said, somehow managing to cram a lifetime of disappointment into two syllables. “I arrived this morning.”

For some reason, the possibility of their father visiting Nora’s sickbed had never crossed Matt’s mind—perhaps because never, in all the years he’d spent away from the family nest, had Thomas Cummings bothered to check up on Matt when he was in a hospital.

Maybe he wasn’t being fair. After all, Matt was the one who’d insisted on keeping the ties severed. And maybe it was for the best anyway, because there was only so much condescension Matt could stomach while convalescing. But he couldn’t help the childish hurt that stirred in his chest at the thought.

“This is Ryce Easom,” he said before his father could correctly interpret his expression and inquire why he was sulking. “My pilot. And my boyfriend.”

“Pleasure to finally meet you, Admiral,” Ryce said in his best just-this-edge-of-polite voice as he drew up to Matt’s side.

The admiral’s gaze flickered, taking in Ryce’s stance and the military-grade flight adapters on his temples. He nodded curtly but offered no greeting in return.
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