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      A mysterious distress call draws the crew of courier ship Hermes to what appears to be an empty, drifting troop vessel--empty except for the blood and gore spattered corridors and a lone survivor locked in a holding cell. Drawn to the handsome, traumatized man, the crew’s comm officer, Isaac Ozawa, makes Turk his personal responsibility, offering him the kindness and warmth he needs after the horror he experienced.

      

      Isaac knows firsthand what it’s like to be different and an outcast, and this cements their bond. Once a promising pilot, Isaac was left with a damaged body when his brain didn't meld with the high-tech implant needed to fly fighter ships. Turk’s brain is no better. The result of a military experiment gone wrong, his natural abilities have been augmented to a dangerous degree.

      

      When an amoral, power-hungry admiral kidnaps Isaac and uses him to convince Turk to become the cataclysmic weapon he’s hungered for, it will take Turk’s strength, the ingenuity of the Hermes crew, the help of the enigmatic Drak’tar, and Isaac’s own stubborn will to save them.
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      “Hail them again, Mr. Ozawa.” Captain Drummond’s voice held a sharp edge, betraying the tension beneath the stone-faced calm.

      Isaac’s fingers flew over his console as he repeated his hail on all the customary frequencies. “This is the C-courier Hermes to any personnel aboard the Marduk. Distress beacon intercepted. Please advise the nature of your emergency. This is the Hermes hailing the Judiciary Transport Marduk. Please respond.”

      “Anything? Static? Ticks?”

      “Nothing, ma’am. Just the autobeacon replaying the request for assist.”

      “Mr. Wilde, readings would be appreciated any time now.” The Captain turned to her left where Rand Wilde matched Isaac’s frenetic movements at his boards.

      “In range now, ma’am. Scanning. Just a sec,” Rand murmured. His forehead creased. “I’m not sure this is right…”

      “You’re not here to edit, Mr. Wilde. Raw data will do. Life signs. Ship systems.”

      Rand cleared his throat. “That’s just it, ma’am. No life signs. None. She’s drifting. Radiation leakage aft. Probable engine damage. Life support still shows online.”

      “You think they ditched, Captain?” Isaac powered his chair around, one hand still hovering over the boards in case he picked up something on channels.

      Captain Drummond stared at the vidscreen where the hulk of the Marduk occupied two-thirds of the view. Her silver eyebrows pulled together as she drummed her fingers on her chair arm. “Why leave the lights on when you’ve left the house?” She turned again. “Lifepods, Ms. Casalvez?”

      Sylvia shook her head. “None sending anyway, ma’am. Too early to tell if any launched.”

      “What the hell happened here?”

      The Captain echoed Isaac’s thoughts. Judiciary ships ran heavily armed. Not too many things out there could take her down. To Isaac, the engine damage appeared minimal. She could have still been underway, limped into port at Kerron Station, at least. Not to mention that the crew would have to be in dire straits to leave the ship without proper shutdown procedures and a recovery buoy sending coordinates. Isaac shivered, superstitious thoughts creeping in where he needed objective, rational ones.

      “Ma’am.” A sudden thought hit him. “It’s a transport.”

      “The point, Mr. Ozawa?”

      “There’ll be a holding deck amidships. Heavy shielding. Our scans wouldn’t get through.”

      “True.” Captain Drummond drew in a long breath. “Survivors could be holed up.”

      The bridge officers watched her, expectation drifting like heavy incense.

      “Isaac.”

      The use of his first name made him cringe. Something unpleasant would come next. “Captain?”

      “Feel up to remote work?”

      Isaac hesitated. The captain had asked rather than ordered and relied on him to say no if he had to. He lifted a hand to press the tiny nub behind his left ear that activated his implant. A couple of quick diagnostics only produced a minor twitch in his left eye.

      “Should be able to do a run,” he said, hoping his voice sounded more confident outside his head. The implant picked the worst times to act up, but when it did, he would be in a world of hurt. “EV-bot?”

      “If you’re up to it, Isaac.” Still the soft voice from the captain. The sympathy in her eyes made him cringe.

      I’m not going to break, dammit. Yes, the tiny interstitial bot would be less of a strain, but the visuals would be too limited. They needed to know what waited inside that floating… coffin. He couldn’t shake the image.

      He switched on, configured for the human-sized bot, and, through his implant, unhooked the grapples that kept it moored to the side of the Hermes. Visuals from the bot superimposed over his view of the bridge. An ache started behind his eyes from the split vision. In short bursts, he fired the bot’s aft thrusters to orient it for the Marduk’s airlock iris. He’d have to cut his way in, but any ship worth its polyceramics had redundant airlock closures. The damage would be minimal.

      “Trav? Can you get us closer, maybe?” Isaac murmured. “So it’s not so long a retrieval flight?”

      “Already working on it, Oz,” Travis answered, his gravel-in-a-polishing-drum voice drifting aft from the pilot’s chair. “Got your back.”

      Got your back. The familiar phrase was both a comfort and a sad reminder. Like Isaac, like Travis Humboldt, many of the officers and crew were ex-military. Most were retired, though, on their second careers. Isaac was the only one forcibly discharged.

      The implant behaved during the bot’s flight over and Isaac dared to hope. Maybe it’ll be all right this time. But as he concentrated on the fine work of guiding the laser saw, the twitch behind his left eye became a tic. By the time he had cut through and secured the airlock with the temporary emergency shield recessed over the iris, the tic had evolved into pulsing, intermittent pain.

      Never mind, just get it done, quick and efficient. Isaac activated the bot’s audio and sensors as he eased it out into the ship’s corridor. Only the soft hiss of the ventilation system disturbed the silence.

      “Quiet as a tomb,” Rand muttered on Isaac’s right.

      “God, Rand, shut up,” Sylvia hissed.

      “Visual on your two screen, Captain,” Isaac spoke over them.

      “Put it up on main, Mr. Ozawa. We’re all in this together.”

      Isaac guided the bot toward the ship’s central decks. No signs appeared that anyone had been on board recently until the lift doors opened onto the holding deck.

      “Holy. Fucking. Hells,” Travis whispered.

      At first, Isaac thought the dark splashes smeared on the walls and puddled on the floor were some sort of mechanical fluid, the dark rust the right color for dried joint lubricant or maybe…. His thoughts stuttered to a halt when he spotted half a hand lying in the center of the corridor. His focus pulled the bot’s camera back to a spot on the wall, plastered with pieces of intestine. Nausea gripped him. Someone on the bridge retched violently.

      “Life signs, Mr. Ozawa. That’s why we’re here. Proceed to the holding block.”

      The captain’s sharp command helped him focus, returned his attention to the readouts. The numbers and symbols flashing across his internal display didn’t keep him from seeing the gore strewn about the corridors, though, as if some gruesome human abattoir had suffered a catastrophic explosion. The bot’s mechanical foot landed on something with a sickening crunch of bone and another bridge officer lost it.

      The pain behind Isaac’s left eye spread across his forehead, pounding against his skull. He had to hold it together, though. What if some poor sod’s alive in this hell? Gritting his teeth, he pushed the bot on through the doors into holding, where a hand still clutched the comm console, attached to half a forearm.

      The autobeacon. Here’s the man who set the autobeacon before something ripped him to shreds. The rest of the comm officer was missing or unrecognizable amid the ruin of blood and shreds of flesh. Isaac stared, fixated by the wedding ring still gleaming from the dismembered hand. He swallowed hard, trying to banish thoughts of this man’s family.

      Distracted, it took him a moment to realize what the numbers flashing on his right screen signified.

      “Life signs! Captain, we’ve got a survivor!”

      “Human?”

      “Ninety-eight point six. Heartbeat’s slow, but has the right cardiac signature. Ma’am, if it’s not human, it’s close enough for me.”

      “Pull back, Mr. Ozawa.” The captain rose from her chair, barking orders. “I need a retrieval team! Mr. Humboldt, your choice. Full exosuits and a medipod. No risks, no heroics! Anything feels off, you haul ass back here!”

      Isaac concentrated on getting the EV-bot to haul ass as well. Travis would need some time to get the team assembled and run the exosuits through flight checks. He couldn’t say why, but he had a terrible need to be part of the retrieval team. Someone was alive in there, and somehow, even though he had only been on the ship remotely, he felt a connection and a responsibility to get him or her out, preferably whole.

      The shakes had him in their teeth by the time he stowed the bot again, though. The minor headache had exploded into a full-bore migraine. Nausea and pain competed in equal measure and he couldn’t decide if he should reach for the vacuum bag under his console or lie down on the decking for a minute.

      “Isaac?” Captain Drummond’s voice may as well have been light-years away.

      He turned to answer her and realized his choices had been taken from him as his vision tunneled inward in black fuzz.

      Someone was calling him. He searched for the voice through endless corridors… running… always running…

      “Oz? You all right there, boy?” Travis’s deep voice rumbled against his ear.

      He blinked his eyes open and looked up into the pilot’s face. A strong arm supported his back and he realized he was lying on the decking, held against Travis’s chest.

      “Thanks, Trav, I didn’t know you cared,” Isaac croaked out with what he hoped was a convincing smile.

      Travis snorted. “Yeah, you wish. Just trying to keep you from taking a header.” He helped Isaac sit up. “Where’re your meds, Oz?”

      “I have them. I’m not an idiot.” Isaac’s hands shook too much to open the calf pocket, though.

      Travis pushed his fingers aside and removed the packet for him. “Yeah, that’s why I asked, bud. To make you feel stupid. Shit, you’re so damn prickly sometimes.”

      Isaac flushed, but he meant it this time when he muttered, “Thanks.”

      With a little more help to undo his cuff, Isaac managed to rip open the packet with his teeth and slap the med patch onto the inside of his wrist. Relief would come quickly. He just had to keep swallowing against the rising nausea for a few more seconds.

      “Trav?” He breathed in little sips, eyes on his deck boots as a point of focus.

      “Answer’s no, you lunatic,” Travis said before he could ask the question. “You need to rest.”

      He shot Travis an irritated look. “I’ll be in flight shape in a couple minutes.” Travis’s jaw clenched, his face set in stubborn lines, so Isaac changed tactics. “Respectfully requesting that Lt. Humboldt consider including me in his retrieval team. I have the ship schematics in my head. Mission would go faster with me on point.”

      Travis rose, barking orders into his wrist comm, and for a moment Isaac thought his request would be ignored. Then the pilot glared down at him. “Dammit, Oz. If you pass out and I have to drag you back by your harness—”

      “You can beat the hell out of me then. But I won’t.”

      “Damn freak,” Travis grumbled. “You got five minutes to get your ass down to the launch bay, hear me?”

      “Yessir.”

      With the chair as an anchor, Isaac climbed back to his feet, testing his balance. He shook still, but the worst of the effects had receded. “Damn implants should be outlawed.”

      “Less than two percent go bad, Mr. Ozawa.” The captain eyed him dubiously.

      “Yes, ma’am, so I’ve been told. Always helps me feel special.”

      “Sarcasm isn’t the most appropriate use of energy right now.”

      Isaac chewed on his lower lip, trying to get the prickles of anger under control. He’d lived with this for five years now. Sometimes the bitterness still bubbled up. Stress reaction, probably. “Yes, ma’am. Sorry.”

      “Accepted. Best get moving, or Humboldt’s leaving you behind.”

      Taking care to keep his steps steady, Isaac left the bridge with the eyes of the remaining bridge staff boring into his back. He knew what they thought, but he wasn’t trying to prove anything. Not this time. The need to get over to the Marduk, to make certain for himself that the survivor would make it, was almost frantic. He couldn’t have explained it in any rational way if the captain had decided to call him on it.

      In the launch bay, Travis gave him a quick look up and down but refrained from further comment. “Oz, you’re in number five. Lester ran the checks on it. You’re good to go.”

      Lester Morris, from engineering, gave him a nod from across the bay. A good hundred-twenty kilos of solid muscle, Lester would be there for his strength as well as his mechanical expertise. Rand, already climbing into his suit, fumbling with the harness straps, would coax the Marduk’s systems into a data dump. Sylvia, the best shot on board, was along just in case, and Dr. Varga was there as well, since the survivor might not be in the best condition.

      Isaac waved across the bay in thanks and pulled himself up into the suit’s compartment. He strapped in with quick, efficient movements and hit the control pad to close the panels around him. The visor came down last, encasing him in weapons-grade polys and a self-contained respiratory system. Audio and display check complete, Travis hit the lock on the bay doors, which rolled back to show the Marduk turning slowly against the star-dappled black void.

      Empty silence enveloped them as the suits left the bay. Isaac’s own breaths had always sounded like a windstorm to him in the utter absence of other sounds. New recruits often passed out from lack of oxygen as they fought against breathing too loudly, panic and claustrophobia often weeding out the ones unsuited to deep-space work early in training. But for Isaac, planet-born dirtsucker that he was, the wonder of moving so freely through space, inimical to life, hostile and breathtakingly beautiful, had never worn thin.

      Isaac reached the Marduk first to punch in the code he had left on the temporary airlock hatch. The six of them kept their face shields down as they slipped inside. Atmospheric levels might be all right, but the possibility of breathing in airborne blood particulates was not a pleasant thought.

      A little whimper drifted through the audio.

      “Hold together, people,” Travis growled. “Oz promised to get us out and back quick.”

      “Sorry.” The whispered apology came from Rand, his suit’s helmet swiveling back and forth as he picked his way through the carnage.

      “Rand, stop looking!” Sylvia snapped. “Focus on the suit in front of you.”

      While Isaac couldn’t run in the heavy exosuit, he did pick up the pace. Unlike his first foray with the remote, now he knew exactly which cross-corridors and doorways to use. Within three minutes, he had them in the lift, headed toward the holding block. The heavy blast door slid aside to show the gruesome tableau at the comm console. A catch of breath in his pickup told Isaac that Rand had probably missed this the first time through. He couldn’t be sure, but their nervous scan tech had most likely been one of the bridge officers throwing up.

      “Still only showing one heartbeat,” Isaac said to distract them all. “This way.”

      He led them down a corridor marked “A-block” where they passed one empty cell after another, not empty because the occupants had been torn to pieces but entirely empty.

      “What kind of Jud ship carries one prisoner?” Sylvia asked.

      “Maybe they were trying to evacuate before…” Lester’s deep voice trailed off.

      “Don’t waste time on speculating,” Travis cut in. “We’re close.”

      The last cell held an occupant, its transparent electrified door still intact and locked tight. The man lay curled in a tight ball against his air pallet, dazed eyes half-open.

      “Hey,” Travis shouted through the door. “Can you hear me?”

      The man didn’t move, though he shivered violently, hard spasms running along massive arms and a broad back. Probably in shock.

      Isaac found himself staring. Dark shadows marred the prisoner’s skin, but the strong jaw and even features spoke to a devastatingly handsome face when he was well. He could see the man was huge, even curled up so tightly, easily two meters tall, maybe more. Golden-blond stubble atop his head indicated a recent shaving, though Isaac had no idea if he wore it that way out of choice or if prisoners were routinely shorn. He wore only a sleeveless midthigh shift. Anger rose in Isaac’s chest. Bad enough they locked him up, but to take away a man’s pants? Such calculated humiliation seemed cruel.

      “Get the damn door open,” Travis said, bringing Isaac back to the task at hand.

      Rand plugged into the wall jack, and all his uneasy sounds ceased as he concentrated on hacking the door code. The door whispered open on Rand’s triumphant cry.

      “Attaboy,” Travis said. “Now go back out to the console and download the logs.”

      “Out there? Alone?” The audio picked up Rand’s hard swallow.

      “Dammit, son, they’re just pieces of meat out there. Nothing’ll hurt you.”

      “But—”

      Travis sighed. “Sylvia, go with him so the ghosts don’t eat him.”

      Distracted by Rand’s fears, Isaac had missed the moment their rescuee began to move. He had pushed up on trembling arms, hard muscles corded with the effort, and turned his head to face them, teeth bared in a snarl.

      “Shchfteru scum,” he whispered in a cracked, ruined voice. “Damn you…”

      He’s going to hurt himself. Or lunge at Travis, and then someone’s going to panic and shoot him… “Humans.” Isaac held the hands of his exosuit wide. “We’re not some damn chuff, we’re humans.”

      A low growl came from the man’s chest, a sound Isaac had never heard from a person before. The man was obviously too far gone and the suits looked too menacing. He reached up, undid his helmet latches, and lifted the whole assembly off his head. “See, human. We’re here to help you. Get you out of here.”

      The man stared at him, something flickering in his eyes through the rage. During his moment’s distraction, Travis and Lester grabbed him and pinned him to the decking so Dr. Varga could get him sedated.

      Isaac caught a whiff of the foul air and slammed the helmet back on his head, coughing fitfully as he got the latches secured. “Oh shit… that’s horrible… how was he still breathing?”

      “Don’t know, bud.” The servos in Travis’s suit whirred as he stood back up for the return walk. “But the shchfteru, if they were here—it explains a hell of a lot.”

      “Explains why the crew’s in shreds,” Lester rumbled. “Doesn’t explain why the ship’s whole and the boards are untouched. Or why this guy survived.”

      Lester was right there.

      “We need to get the Hermes away, Trav,” Isaac said softly. “The chuff don’t leave things half done. They’re bound to come back to finish.”
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      “From the desiccation of the remains and our patient’s level of malnutrition, I’d say he was alone in that hell of a charnel house for at least two weeks,” Doc said as she scrubbed.

      “Two… weeks?” Isaac blinked in shock. “God. Poor bastard.” His gaze returned to the man on the ICU bed. Medics worked to start IVs and to shove his hands and feet into operating restraints. “Why’s he being fastened down, Doc? Don’t you think he’s had enough confinement?”

      “Isaac, sweetie, we don’t know anything about him.”

      “We know he was military—”

      “Yes, his tat says so, but we can’t get a reading on it.”

      “Which means?”

      “He was probably in some branch’s Special Ops. Some top-clearance unit. I say ‘was’ because I think he was probably headed for a military prison. But the Marduk’s records don’t say a word about him. He’s given a number designation, but that’s it. No file. We don’t know what we have here. Deserter. Traitor. Spy. Terrorist. War criminal. Some poor sod that went nuts and killed his squadmates. When he looked at you in that cell, tell me honestly, did he seem sane to you?”

      “Would you be, Doc? After two weeks alone, locked up and terrified?”

      “No. And most people wouldn’t have lived that long, either. He’s strong-willed, regardless of what else he is. And that’s just my point, hon. He could be very dangerous.”

      Isaac sighed. The poor man didn’t look dangerous, not now. Strapped down spread-eagle on his back, he looked terribly vulnerable, the dark shadows under his eyes emphasized by the harsh lights of the sick bay. At least they’d wrestled him into a decent pair of pajamas and, now that they were finished working on him, covered him in radiant-heat blankets. He hadn’t opened his eyes, hadn’t said a word, but at least he was safe.

      The Marduk’s logs had confirmed one thing: shchfteru had perpetrated the slaughter. The nomadic scavengers had followed their usual pattern, luring the Marduk with a distress call, damaging her engines, and then sending a boarding party to teleport through the airlocks. The mantis-like chuff could ’port only a few feet at a time, thank God, or the whole galaxy would have been wiped clean of other life long ago. After boarding, their normal pattern was to slaughter the crew, take some of the meat with them if they found it palatable, and then strip the ship of any materials and electronics they could carry away.

      The normal pattern had ended on the Marduk with the slaughter. The moment the chuff had moved into A-block, the vids broke up in static. When the disturbance cleared, the chuff were gone. Not pulling out, not regrouping, but vanished. Even their ship no longer appeared on the scanners after the vid feed returned three minutes later to show the bloodied, silent ship corridors.

      “Rand’s ghosts must’ve eaten them,” Sylvia had suggested to various snorts and Rand rolling his eyes. The fact remained, though: they had no explanation.

      Their recovered survivor might hold the answers if he remained sane and was willing to tell the story. As the only person to have held even part of a conversation with him, the bridge crew elected Isaac to try some gentle questioning. Not that he minded. He felt drawn to the man, who was seemingly alone in the universe. If he was honest with himself, he was even more interested after the medics had stripped him to scrub him down. Despite the effects of malnutrition, his body was still hard-packed and impressive. Isaac’d had to revise his estimate of height to well over two meters when he lay stretched out. His pale skin, interrupted by scars here and there, carried two tattoos, the black military code circling his left biceps and an intricate knot-work of blue and green weaving around his navel.

      “Corzin,” Travis muttered as he stood by Isaac, watching the proceedings.

      “Excuse me?”

      “He’s a Corzin warrior. The design on his stomach. Strange but ferocious as hell. Sometimes take on mercenary work. Fought with them at Demos. Crazy bunch of mothers, but nothing gets past them. What the hell one’s doing with a naval tat…” Travis shook his head. “None of this mess makes sense.”

      The ICU bay cleared, leaving Isaac alone with this odd cipher. He leaned back against the counter, arms crossed over his chest, and waited for some sign the man might be waking.
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      A terrible jolt yanked him from the dark. Shchfteru. Agonized screams. Rage coursing through every nerve. The white… blinding white… imploding suns… the terrible silence…

      He had no wish to open his eyes again. There had been a face, a beautiful face, but he must have dreamt it in his madness. The silence remained. If he opened his eyes, he would see the cell again, the blood-drenched walls, the gray horror of his floating tomb. No. Better to keep his eyes closed and see again those dark eyes set against flawless golden skin.

      Wait. Sound. The soft sound of even breaths drawn. Not alone. Sweet spirits, I’m not alone.

      His eyes flew open to find a miracle staring at him from across the room, the same lovely face from his vision. It must have been true. His body felt warmer and no longer as if he might go mad from thirst. Rescue… perhaps. But he needed to be cautious.

      “Hey.” The beautiful golden-skinned man spoke, his smile reaching his raindrop-shaped eyes. “You recognize me?”

      He could only stare, hesitant to believe the evidence of his senses. They had lied to him before in recent days.

      “You have a name?” The voice rivaled the face in beauty, soft and warm, caressing his exhausted mind. “All right, we’ll start with mine. I’m Isaac Ozawa. And I guess I could just call you the Marduk Rescuee or maybe Ishmael—”

      “Ishmael?” The word caught in his dry throat, barely a rasp.

      “Yeah, you know, the sole survivor? And I alone survived to tell the tale? Oh, never mind. But it would be nicer to have a name.”

      He swallowed against the rawness, trying for more of a voice. “Turk.”

      “That’s your name? Turk?”

      He nodded and watched in fascination as Isaac shook his head, dark hair fanning his cheeks.

      “Of course it is. No soft sibilants or lingual sounds for you. Oh no. Nothing but hard, strong sounds. You probably have a last name that would hurt to say.”

      Turk drew a slow breath, trying to keep up with events. His head ached. “Always… talk so much?”

      “Only when I’m nervous or pissed off.”

      “Which?”

      “Which is it now? Oh, nervous, definitely.” Isaac shifted, head cocked to one side. “Not that strange men usually make me this nervous.”

      “But… I do.” He forced his attention away from the captivating face. Isaac was in uniform, burgundy with gold piping. He couldn’t match the colors with any unit he knew. Whose hands had he fallen into? “Water?”

      “Oh shit.” The beautiful smile fell. “Of course you want water. Damn. Hang on.”

      Turk eased his head back to the bed, waiting. Something pinned his hands and feet. In his weakened condition, he had little hope of breaking a magnetic or even a physical barrier. Isaac came back into view, water bottle in hand. A sharp, electric jolt ran down Turk’s spine when an elegant golden hand slipped behind his head to help him drink. He had no business thinking about those hands.

      “Better?”

      “Thank you.” Why did he have to be so kind? It would make what he had to do so much harder. He closed his eyes on a sigh, gauging the remaining strength in his wasted body. “Back hurts. Need to…”

      “Stupid restraints,” Isaac muttered. “They should’ve at least left you one hand free so you could shift a little.”

      He chewed on a sensuously full lower lip, considering, as Turk watched in helpless fascination. Isaac’s jaw clenched as he seemed to come to a decision. He reached over and pressed the pad to unlock Turk’s left wrist.

      The moment he regained movement, Turk lunged. He seized Isaac by the throat, applying enough pressure to constrict his airway.

      “What unit? What battle group? Whom do you serve?”

      Isaac’s fingers scrabbled at his hand, his eyes wide and desperate. “Don’t… please…”

      “Who are you?”

      “Not… military,” Isaac choked out, his coloring edging up from pink to crimson.

      “Liar,” Turk growled. “Implant. Fighter pilot. Behind your ear.”

      “Ex-Altairian… Fleet…” Isaac gasped, struggling to pull away. He was strong but not large enough to break Turk’s grip. “Bad… implant. Discharged… this is… commercial ship… courier…”

      His eyes rolled back and his body went limp as if someone had stolen his bones. Turk let him slide to the floor, his heart racing. With his free hand, he unlocked the rest of his restraints and rolled to peer over the edge of his bed. Isaac lay crumpled on the decking, the shadows of his thick, black lashes caressing his cheeks.

      No insignia, no rank designation, a courier ship… what have I done?

      Slowly, uncertain if his body would respond, he eased his legs over the side of the bed. Once he stood, his knees crumpled. No matter, it brought him down onto the floor with Isaac. He had made a terrible mistake and hoped it wasn’t an irrevocable one. The decking pitched underneath him and he half slid, half collapsed onto his side facing Isaac.

      His hand moved without his prompting to smooth a stray lock of hair behind Isaac’s ear.

      A telltale blue ring surrounded the little implant nub. He could see it now that he was closer. That much was true, then. The implant had not bonded well with Isaac’s brain stem. Pilots with partial rejections, from what he had been told, usually committed suicide. In the most elite fighters, the promise of symbiotic flight became too much a part of young soldiers’ psyches. To be one of the handful chosen, to undergo the rigorous training, and then to have the dream ripped away—he understood how that could unhinge a man.

      But Isaac seemed whole, friendly, and even cheerful. Such strength… so alluring, so desirable. I have been alone too long for a stranger to affect me so.

      The stranger in question coughed and let out a soft moan.

      “Isaac?” Turk kept a gentle hand on his shoulder.

      “God.” Isaac coughed again. “What’s wrong with you? A little paranoid, maybe?”

      Flushed with shame, Turk placed a fist against his chest. “I have erred. My heart grieves for my errors.”

      “Could just say you’re sorry,” Isaac muttered. Then he glanced over at Turk, his eyes widening. “Oh. That’s what you were doing… damn.” He sat up, rubbing his throat. “Sorry. Should’ve explained things. Of course you’re a little jumpy—”

      “I should not have attacked my rescuer,” Turk cut him off softly.

      Isaac cocked his head to the side. “Fine. You can make it up to me, then.”

      Suspicions skittered along Turk’s nerves. “How?”

      “Two things. One, you can promise me you won’t attack any of my shipmates.”

      He considered this, wondering if there might be a trap in the request, but his brain was too tired to come up with one. “If no one offers me threat, I will not harm anyone on this ship.”

      Isaac nodded slowly. “That’s fair, I guess. And two, you can tell me why you were in that cell.”

      “Protective custody.”

      “Oh. What for?”

      “I can’t say.”

      “You mean you won’t say,” Isaac said on a little snort.

      “Not… at liberty to say.” Turk tried to sit up so he wouldn’t need to stare up at Isaac from the floor. His muscles trembled, though, and he found Isaac’s arms around him before he had managed an upright position.

      “Let’s get you back in bed, all right? You’re so damn cold and you’re shaking.”

      The real concern in Isaac’s voice allowed him to relax. Whatever intrigues he might stumble into farther on, they would not involve this guileless, sincere soul. Isaac took more of his weight than he thought possible as he helped Turk heave off the floor and back into bed. His slender body held surprising strength, hard muscles evident in the arms wrapped around Turk and the shoulder he leaned against.

      “Can you at least tell me where they were taking you? Is there somewhere you’re supposed to be?” Isaac rearranged the blankets over him, tucking him in as if he were a child. Somehow, the gesture touched rather than embarrassed him.

      Lie down with me… Absurd. As if any deck officer on duty, even on a commercial vessel, would do such a thing. “Luyten Station. Eridani Sector Treaty Organization Fleet HQ. I must be… overdue.”

      “Yeah, probably,” Isaac said on a slow exhalation of breath. “You don’t have to if it’s too hard. But can you tell me what happened? On the Marduk? When the chuff came?”

      Turk fought against the sudden chill gripping his insides. “No.”

      “No, you won’t tell me?”

      “I… can’t.” He seized Isaac’s arm, trying to keep the sick bay from spinning.

      “Whoa… hey. It’s all right.”

      A gentle hand stroked his shoulder and he forced his lungs to draw a whole breath. “I saw them. In the hall. Screams. So many screams. Saw them shred crew outside my cell. They tried to open my door. Rage… engulfed me. White. Nothing but white. Then they were gone.”

      He stiffened as he found himself pulled into Isaac’s embrace. He was no weakling to need comfort. He was Corzin, strength incarnate, a warrior born… and found himself clinging to Isaac like a child woken from nightmare.

      “It’s all right. It’ll be all right now,” Isaac soothed as he rubbed Turk’s back and held him tight. “I’m sorry I asked. You need to rest. I’m sorry.”

      Turk forced himself to calm, unwilling to worry his new… what? Jailer? Protector? Friend? It was too early to say. When Isaac gave his chest a final pat and told him to rest, panic nearly rose up again.

      “Isaac,” he croaked out when his gentle interrogator had turned to go. Dark eyes regarded him with a mixture of sympathy and curiosity. Don’t leave me alone. “Thank you.”

      “Not a problem.” Isaac flashed a brilliant smile. “Try to get some sleep.”

      The door closed behind him. Turk closed his eyes and tried to silence the voices in his mind, the whispers that Isaac hadn’t been real.
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      Captain Drummond paced the length of the briefing room. “Luyten Station. At least that tells us who he belongs to.”

      “Maybe,” Travis said. “Protective custody could mean a lot of things.”

      Sylvia waved a hand in a dismissive gesture. “Not our problem. He was on his way to ESTO HQ, he admits it, so we drop him there.”

      “I just wish there was something in the logs to confirm it.” Isaac rolled a stylus on the tabletop, disturbed on several levels. “Or to tell us why someone on military business was being transported as a prisoner.”

      “We only have his word it was some top-secret mission,” Rand added.

      “Yeah. His word.” Isaac squashed the urge to glare at Rand. They had been round and round this buoy already. He knew on a gut-instinct level that Turk wouldn’t lie. He might withhold information, but the man didn’t seem capable of lying. Without any evidence to back that up, though, Isaac knew how it would sound to his fellow officers. Poor, lonely Isaac, dazzled by another handsome hunk of male.

      Captain Drummond stopped her pacing. “It’s all we have. We go out-system. We head for Luyten and we go through channels there.” She turned to Travis. “Skeleton shifts, Mr. Humboldt. Crew needs some downtime. We fire up the GEM drive in three days. I want everyone sharp when we get to Luyten.”

      The junior officers filed out. Isaac stayed.

      “You all right, Oz? Something on your mind?” Travis asked.

      “Not sure yet. But I feel like we’re missing something.”

      Captain Drummond finally slid into her chair at the head of the table. “I think we’re missing most of the puzzle. But Ms. Casalvez is right on one point. It’s not our concern.”

      “Yes, ma’am. Of course.”

      “Still, you’re concerned.” She leaned forward, hands clasped in front of her. “Turk’s been through hell, son, I know that. And I can see you feel a certain empathy for him. A strong man on the verge of emotional collapse. I understand. But I’m warning you, get involved in this, in any way, it’s going to bite you so hard on the ass you’ll never be able to sit down again.”

      Isaac ducked his head. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Get some rest, Isaac. You’re long overdue.”

      He wandered to his quarters, trying to sift through thoughts that wouldn’t sit still. By the time he crawled into his bunk, his brain had deteriorated into a tangled mess of unpleasant scenarios. To make matters worse, he kept returning to the way Turk’s body felt pressed tight to his, chest to chest. It had been a long time since a man had lain trembling in his arms.
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      Turk tugged at the cuffs of his borrowed shirt. Try as he might, the sleeves just weren’t long enough to fasten. He bit back a sigh of frustration. The trousers fit relatively well, especially tucked in the deck boots. Thank the spirits someone on the crew had oversized feet.

      The doctor had said he could walk a bit today if he wished. Apparently, Isaac was off-duty and had been asked to accompany him. Dr. Varga had looked at him a little oddly when he asked if Isaac was real.

      “Yes, he’s our communications officer,” Dr. Varga told him.

      “Dark hair? About so tall? Soft voice?”

      “Yes, that’s our Isaac.”

      Isaac…

      The thought of him made Turk’s heart race, as if he were some adolescent off on his first assignation. Ridiculous. Nothing could have been more inappropriate or more absurd than to fantasize about a man he would never see again once he disembarked.

      He glanced up when the sick-bay door hissed open. Isaac strolled in, greeting the medical staff one by one with soft words and his bright smile. Turk tore his gaze away, unwilling to be caught staring. The comm officer looked even more desirable in his off-duty clothes, a black T-shirt stretched tight across his sculpted chest and dark trousers that clung to him like a pleading lover.

      “Hey there!” The warmth of his gaze caressed Turk’s face. “You look shiploads better than yesterday.”

      For a moment, Turk sat mute, snared by the lovely pools of his eyes. “I… yes. Thank you.”

      Isaac shook his head on a chuckle. “Still not much of a talker, though. Did they give you lunch yet?”

      “No.” The rules of polite conversation said he should offer more than single syllables, but the words stuck behind his teeth.

      “I’ll walk you to the mess, then, and we’ll feed you there.” Isaac turned to Dr. Varga, “Is that all right, Doc?”

      She shrugged. “It’s a short walk, but don’t rush him and stop if he needs to rest.”

      “Perfect. It’s a date.” Isaac shot him a wink, destroying Turk’s remaining doubts. The man was flirting with him.

      If you knew anything, my dear rescuer, you would not. I shouldn’t be here, entangling these kind people in my darkness. Luyten. They headed for Luyten, had changed course and put aside their own business to take him where he had been ordered to go. A shiver ran up his arms. The admiral said he would be safer at Luyten. Perhaps.

      “Sure you’re up to this?” Isaac rested a hand on his arm, his brows drawn together.

      Turk forced a tight-lipped smile. “Yes. I’m fine.”

      “Yeah. You’re about as fine as a faulty-coordinate GEM jump, but you still need to eat.” Isaac put a hand under his elbow as he stood. “Mess is just down the hall. It’s mostly synth stuff, but it’s not too awful.”

      Turk tried a few steps, gratified when his knees held. “Food is strength. Taste is secondary.” There. That had been more than single syllables.

      Isaac gave him an odd look. “That’s one way to put it. But I guess when you’ve missed more than a few meals…” He let the thought trail off as he led Turk out the door.

      The sick bay had been the usual stark white of so many other medical units in his experience and he expected the normal variations of gray in the corridors. Instead, a riot of color ambushed him. Turk stopped with a hand on the wall, head swiveling to try to absorb it all.

      “Oh, right. The paintings.” Isaac chuckled. “Captain Drummond’s a firm believer in keeping the brain active. Spacers get lazy, she says, going through the same routines, the same protocols again and again. Arts, literature, games of strategy, she’s always coming up with new brain exercises for us. This”—he waved a hand at the explosion of images on the walls—“is one of three freehand zones on the Hermes. Anyone can come on their off-hours and paint.”

      A fanciful winged creature in glorious reds and oranges adorned the wall above Turk’s hand. Below it a cityscape spread out in blues and greens. “Without constraint? Or rules?”

      “Two rules. You can’t paint over someone else’s work. And no sex scenes.”

      Interesting, though not surprising, that one of the most natural and beautiful acts would be forbidden. Offworlders were such contradictions of decadence and prudishness. “Yours?” he asked softly. “Any of them?”

      Isaac dropped his gaze, a flush blooming on his cheeks. “Sure. I mean, I’m no artist, but then most of us aren’t. It’s not very good.”

      Turk raised a brow, waiting, amused by this sudden shyness.

      “That one”—Isaac pointed—“down on the right.”

      The painting had been rendered in delicate, careful strokes. Graceful trees stood festooned in soft pink petals on branches that seemed to flow down toward the stream bathing their feet. Despite Isaac’s protests about his lack of skill, Turk found it astoundingly beautiful.

      “Is it home?”

      “Yes.” Isaac whispered the word and Turk understood the longing in it. “It was.”

      They made the rest of the walk in silence, a circumstance Turk regretted. He found Isaac’s voice soothing, but prompting someone else into conversation wasn’t his greatest strength.

      The light green of the mess hall seemed subdued after the exuberant splashes of color in the corridor. Perhaps it was meant to be restful, but the bland sameness only reminded Turk of his aching weariness. He eased into the chair Isaac indicated and waited while his escort went to forage. Other crewmembers ate singly or in small, companionable groups, so Turk kept his gaze on the table. If they stared, he would not acknowledge it, would not offer threat.

      Isaac returned and placed a tray in front of each of them. He sank down across from Turk, rubbing at his left temple.

      “It causes you pain?” Turk gestured toward the implant.

      “Sometimes. I just overdid it yesterday,” Isaac said with a little shrug. “It’s not usually too bad.”

      Turk turned his attention to his food, pushing the brown and green cubes around with his fork. “If it hurts you, why didn’t they remove it?”

      Silence greeted his question. He raised his head to find Isaac staring at him, tight-jawed and tense.

      After a moment, those dark eyes softened. “You really don’t know, do you?”

      “I suppose not. What should I know?”

      “If you take the implant out, you kill the recipient.”

      “Ah.” Turk set his hands on the table. “I spoke without forethought.”

      Isaac cocked his head. “I guess that was another apology. It’s all right.”

      “But you… you survived. Is this not… unusual?”

      “Since I should have ended it honorably and saved everyone all the trouble and mess?” Isaac’s tone had turned bitter. He shot Turk an apologetic glance. “Sorry. Yeah, I know. Most go over the event horizon and suicide. Sure, the Fleet sets up counseling and puts you under a watch when the implant goes bad, but most failed pilot candidates find a way to end it. Guess I wasn’t ready. And then they didn’t know what to do with me.”

      Turk struggled to make sense of the tale. “You could not pilot the Novasym fighters any longer. But they offered other tasks? A jump ship? A transport?”

      A sharp bark of laughter escaped Issac. “Dear God, no! I’m not considered stable enough to pilot a ground shuttle! No, they tossed me out. Honorable medical discharge, of course, but it amounts to the same thing.”

      “Ah.” Turk shoveled protein cubes into his mouth to prevent any more uncomfortable questions. Was it always so with Offworlder military commands? To use a man, ruin him, and then treat him with scorn? He closed his eyes, drawing slow, careful breaths. A gentle hand settled over his and his breathing ceased altogether.

      “Hey, I’m sorry. Did I upset you? Do you feel all right?”

      He opened his eyes to meet the concern in Isaac’s and he offered another small curl of his lips. “I’m fine. Tired, a bit.”

      “Do you ever smile?” Isaac gave his hand a little squeeze. “I mean a real smile? Flash those white teeth?”

      “I…” Turk faltered. His instincts all bellowed at him that he could trust this man, but he had no clear reason why. “I was raised to look upon a show of teeth as a threat display.”

      “Oh. Is it threatening when I smile at you?”

      “No. You have a lovely… that is, I am becoming more accustomed to human facial expressions.”

      Isaac’s brows drew together in a puzzled frown. “But you are human.”

      “I am… biologically human. Yes.”

      “Guess you’re not going to explain that, huh?”

      Turk gulped down the two bottles of water
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