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TSC-H PREVENIRE, KURU SYSTEM

The disorienting, terrible pull on his body only increased the agony pulsing through his veins. One wrong twitch, one hesitation would send them hurtling into the nothingness of space. But at least they’d take the Draegis with them—even now he felt that the other ship hadn’t undocked, making the Prevenire shudder as it gave its all to thrust them toward their destruction.

Marco Dusan had jettisoned the crew’s drop pods, then initiated the jump. That’s when he’d realized two pods had malfunctioned, leaving Eija Zacdari and Reef Jadon at the mercy of the beasts and victims to this suicide mission to nail the rings of Kuru System’s Sentinel, thereby destroying both the Prev and the Sentinel.

One beast with a blue mark on its cheek had the girl in its grip. Others looked on with glowing red stares, sentrylike in the way they stood by, waiting for orders.

Marco Dusan tapped into the tethers that synced him with the hyperjump ship and dipped the port side down, back up, then again so he rocked the Prev, hoping to dislodge the Draegis strangling the girl—at least the thing hadn’t charbroiled her. While the maneuver drew the creature’s attention, the powerfully built beast with its cracked-lava skin didn’t yield its captive. Incredibly, it seemed magnetized in place. The feet—hooves?—remained fixed to the deck, though its torso swayed like grass bending under a strong wind. The thing chortled, either in objection to Marco’s attempt or as a victory yell for not losing the girl.

But that beast wasn’t his only worry. If he was too distracted by what would be an ultimately futile attempt to save the girl, he’d miss the spot at which to leave the jumpstream and hit the right Sentinel. Which meant he’d fail. And that meant these beasts could jump back to Kedalion and kill everyone he knew and loved.

Focus, Marco.

He closed his eyes. Rolled his shoulders back, his neck forward. Traced the scent of that Sentinel. The Signature—seemed wrong to apply that term to an inanimate object—was just as unique as a person’s, except sheathed in a familiar waft of burnt air and metal, spent fuel, and . . . death.

Exactly what he’d bring to these creatures. They would not get to the Quadrants. He wouldn’t let them kill his people, Isaura . . .

My daughter.

Emotion rocked him at the thought of the babe—his child and heir. And here he was, weeks after being snatched from Isaura’s arms, trapped on a ship an inconceivable distance away. He strained his receptors across the universe, searching, aching for them. Where were they? What he wouldn’t give to see Isa again.

He moaned, startling himself. “No,” he growled.

Focus. Trust Vaqar in all his wisdom to guide and protect.

Two Draegis lurched away from the pods and toward him. Had they finally figured out what he intended to do?

Vibrating with effort, Marco trained every molecule of his body, every thought, every ounce of willpower and desire into accelerating the jumpship toward the Sentinel. Yes, that—

Black, tarlike hands surged at him. Closed around his head.

“Augh!” Gritting his teeth against the vise grip, he harnessed his strength. Refused to be distracted or stopped. Mentally guided the Prev. Felt the engines smooth out in their continual acceleration, though they strained against the added mass of the Draegis ship.

The beast trilled, squeezing harder.

A burst of sweet, coppery blood spurted through Marco’s mouth—he’d bitten his tongue trying to brace against the beast’s crushing hold.

“Siz quorbonliklaringiz uchun ko’llarga yuborilgansiz,” came an ear-splitting noise—words?—from the Draegis trying to kill him. The beast’s eye slits burned near a silver mark on its cheek, yet it remained unfazed by the hard-g pull toward the Sentinel.

Trembling from the force of pressure against his head, Marco had no idea what it’d said. And didn’t care. Just had to get the ship to the Sentinel. Destroy both. Strand these monsters. Prevent them from reaching the Quadrants.

Pain tore at his focus. “Augh!” He struggled to lift a hand to stop the beast from cracking his skull. The agony, the heat from the lavalike skin . . .

Crimson slits expanded. “Xatrimaza belgilangan! Xatrimaza belgilangan!” It thudded back a step. The eye slits seemed to pulse with anger as it chortled, stirring a commotion among the other Draegis.

The blue-marked one released Eija and turned to them.

Whatever Silvermark was shouting, at least it wasn’t trying to kill him anymore. Marco could work with that. Use whatever time he had to keep the ship on course. He reassessed the trajectory. How much farther to the Kuru Sentinel? Could he hang on?

“Uchuvchi Xatrimaza belgilangan.” The beast sounded calmer as he repeated the words, drawing over another Draegis, who yanked up Marco’s arm, then thrust it down again, howling as if burned by acid.

Marco’s brand was glowing bright blue. With all the other sensory pain, he hadn’t even noticed.

Chortles and screams echoed through the ship, but Marco couldn’t afford the distraction. Think only about the mission—taking them out, the ship, and the Sentinel. He sensed its proximity. A few light-years and it’d be done.

A mangled cry snapped his gaze sideways. The first blue-marked Draegis had thudded back to the girl and hauled her from the deck. Her panic spiraled out and assaulted Marco’s receptors, making his own ratchet. Tense, he wanted to react. But what could he do? Tethered to the ship, synced to its systems, he could only concentrate on piloting the Prev toward destruction. If he unplugged or unfocused . . .

Something slammed his receptors. Sucked the breath from his lungs. His gaze shot to the girl and Blue. He was crushing her. Eyes wild, she shoved a hand against his chest. Suddenly, a glow—no, not a glow . . . a hue or aura—swelled around the two.

Mint saturated the air.

The scent made Marco falter. There’d only been one other time he’d detected that efflux. On Iereania. In the Temple with Kersei. What the reek?

With a howl, the beast thrust the girl back. She landed, stumbling, trying to break her fall. Caught the edge of the pod and held on as she stared at Blue, who collapsed in a heap before her.

What . . .?

Shock and fear coated her Signature. Gaping, she looked to Marco, then at the creature, who had yet to rise from where he’d fallen.

No. Not fallen.

Knelt. The beast was kneeling!
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Shaken, Eija touched her temple, head still pounding from the oxygen deprivation she’d suffered beneath the beast’s attempt to crush the life from her—that and the minutes stuck in an oxygen-deprived pod. Until she figured out what had prompted the creature to release her and crouch before her, she didn’t dare move.

Insane! The docuvids of the Lavabeasts had not exaggerated. These monsters were fast, lethal, vicious. Yet . . . twice she’d been in its grip, and it’d held back from actually turning her into a dusty pile. Why?

Yeah, maybe don’t ask. Just . . .

What? What could she do against beasts that reduced people to ash with their arms?

Keening filled the ship. With bewildering speed, the other three Draegis bolted out of the bay, their thudding steps fading down the passage as they headed to the aft port, where their ship clung to the Prevenire like a remora on a shark.

Nerves thrumming, Eija glanced at Marco, whose chin was tucked to his chest again. Unconscious? Twitches of his head and hands alleviated that fear. Probably super focused on piloting the ship to the Sentinel.

So we can all die.

Right. So much for the relief she’d felt. Her gaze slid down to the immobilized Lavabeast at her feet. What was wrong with it—him? Was he more AI than biological? Had he powered down or something? Fried his neural net? What was she supposed to do?

She discarded each question as it arose. Assessed her precarious situation. The crackling and swelling of his strange skin said he was still breathing. So alive, not dead.

I can help with that.

He was also awake—glowing eye slits proved that.

Reef shifted on the deck where he’d landed after being tossed by one of the monsters, his arm hanging at an odd angle. Gray eyes came to hers, asking what neither of them could actually voice—What just happened? Why had the other Lavabeasts fled? Why had this one not killed her or left?

“Why isn’t it moving?” Reef hissed as he slowly climbed to his feet.

She shook her head, still terrified of arousing the beast’s anger.

Locked on the Draegis, Reef inched closer and angled toward her. “You okay?”

“Yeah. Sure.” Again, she again checked on Marco, who still had his head down. Maybe the other Draegis had done something to him. “Marco?” she called quietly at the same time she heard Reef suck in a breath.

In front of her, the mountain of lava erupted with a piercing howl, terrorizing her as it lunged. Like a lightning strike—a very large, fat, black bolt—it shot forward.

Eija braced, expecting pain and death.

But the blur of ebony collided with a Draegis who’d appeared behind her, its weapon-arm rippling with a red heat wake. Their movements were surreal, violent. Terrible. A swoosh of black exploded. Spat in all directions.

Skin tingling from where a projectile singed her, Eija dropped back against the bulkhead, stricken. Terrified. Amid thundering heartbeats, she took in the Draegis raining into an ash heap on the deck.

“What. The. Scuz?” Reef muttered, shifting to her side.

The movement drew Lavabeast’s attention. He pivoted. Crimson eye slits expanded. Homed in on Reef.

Realizing the move for what it was, Eija flung her hand out and slid between them. “No!” It was foolish to confront a beast that could weaponize his own limbs, especially when she only had . . . what? A loud mouth?

“Eija, no!” Reef barked.

The Draegis stopped, staring at her. Through her.

Unbelievable.

His body tremored, his anger and desire to destroy evident in the rhythmic pulsing that warbled around him. As if he wanted to attack, wanted to kill, but . . . he wasn’t. Wasn’t attacking. Wasn’t moving.

“What . . .?” Eija watched the weaponized arm morph back into the black paw—claw—whatever. Slitted eyes stayed locked on her, and he remained in place.

Glowing faintly with a hint of blue light, a hand-shaped depression in the center of his chest drew her attention.

Had that been there before? Somehow, her mind made a connection between that shape and . . . Where I touched him. Mentally, she saw her hand landing there when he’d hauled her up and tried to kill her. Can’t be . . .

“Why’d the others leave?” Reef asked.

Numb, she shook her head.

“Why’d they attack each other?”

“You’re doing it again—asking what I can’t possibly know.”

“Well, that . . . thing listened to you.”

“No, it didn’t.”

“Then why’s it just standing there?” His breath skated along her neck. “Like he’s waiting for orders.”

“Don’t be stupid.” Yet, Eija swallowed, because that’s exactly how it seemed.

“It wanted to blow my head off, but you told it no, and it yielded! To you!” Reef eyed her. “Even turned his comrade into ash.”

“He protected her,” came Marco’s weary voice. “From the others.”

Eija jerked to him, then back to Lavabeast and what just happened. “That’s asinine!”

“Why would it protect her?” Reef glanced at the ash pile.

“Good question,” Marco breathed.

Eija eyed the Lavabeast, fearful he’d rearm and incinerate her, Marco, or Reef. She wasn’t dumb—the speed at which he’d powered that arm warned her to tread carefully.

“At least the others are gone,” Reef said. “So we just have to worry about this one.”

“They’re not . . . gone.” Marco shuddered. “Still docked.”

Alarm spiraling through her veins, Eija pivoted toward the instrument panel and verified what he’d said. Sure enough … What was happening?

Heat rippled off the Draegis, red eye slits glowing brighter then softer, brighter, softer . . . brighter . . .

Realizing he’d closed a few more of the inches between them, she flinched away. Why had the others left him in here? Was he supposed to kill them? Stop them from doing something? Like destroy the Sentinel?

“He won’t hurt you,” Marco said.

She flicked her gaze to him, then back to the creature as she sidestepped to the lectulo. “How can you possibly know that?”

“Because you’re still alive.” Marco gave her a tired smirk. “Ask him.”

She sniffed. “I don’t speak Lavabeast.”

“And don’t we have more important things to worry about?” Reef slipped to the other side of the lectulo . . . which put him closer to a phase rifle.

“No!” Eija snapped, reading his intent. “Don’t.”

The Draegis chortled, his arm shifting as heat rose around the appendage.

His good hand halfway to the weapon, Reef faltered. “Did you miss what they did to Bashari?”

“I didn’t miss anything,” she bit out. “But armed, you become a threat. One he will address without hesitation or remorse.”

“I’m not going to stand here and let him turn you into ash.”

“Just . . . wait . . .” Eyes on Lavabeast, Eija wondered if Marco was right. Could she talk to it?

“Can’t wait too long. We’ve set course for Destruction, remember?”

Eija motioned for Reef to stand down. “Let me try something.” She swallowed, having no idea where to start with talking to this beast. Which sounded as crazy as him yielding to her . . .

“Like what?”

“Like asking him what’s going on, why he’s here—I don’t know!” Eija shoved her hands against her face, frustrated, and growled.

“Kuru is homeworld,” Lavabeast said, his eye slits aimed at her . . . maybe. “Dangerous. They will obliterate.”

Startled at the way he magically answered a question she’d posed, Eija eyed the beast warily. “You speak our language?”

“What?” Reef looked between them, cradling his bad arm. “What’re you talking about?”

Eija frowned. “What d’you mean? Didn’t you hear him? He said their homeworld of Kuru was dangerous, that they’d destroy us.”

For several long seconds, Marco and Reef stared at her. The humming of the ship unnerved her as they shared glances with each other but said nothing. Yet a whole private conversation happened right there.

“What?” she demanded.

Marco tucked his chin. “You . . . heard him say that?”

She gave him a confused huff. “I sure didn’t make it up.”

“That’s not what he said. Jadon, is that what you heard?”

Reef gave a slow, wary shake of his head. “Negative. He just . . . growled.”

Eija scoffed but didn’t like the way Marco was frowning at her. “Wait. Are you serious? He did say it. I can’t—” Frustration and fear squeezed her stomach. “How can you not have heard him? He said it. Plain as day.” When they still acted like she was the spawn of Xisya, she was desperate for an explanation. “Maybe . . . maybe I can understand him because of the uni-coms.”

“Negative,” Reef repeated. “Mine doesn’t translate his language.”

She wasn’t going to let them make this into something it wasn’t. “But the uni-coms did affect how we heard the Khatriza, so—”

“Xatrimaza!” Slits radiating a powerful red hue, Lavabeast pounded his fist into his other hand, swung both low and out, then shoved both hooflike paws toward her. “Daq’Ti protect Xatrimaza and Uchuvchi.”

“What did he say?” Reef asked.

“How should I know?” Eija balked, unsettled. Because she did know. Sort of. Xatrimaza loosely translated to Khatriza. But who was ChooChi-whatever?

“Maybe our PICC-lines are compromised.” Reef didn’t sound like he believed that.

“They’re not.” Marco’s gaze went distant—likely comparing notes with the feedback from the ship’s tubes rigged into his body. That alone still nauseated her.

“Then how can she understand him?”

“I. Don’t. Know!” Eija bit out. “It’s not like I studied exolinguistics!”

“No, that was Bashari. Who’s dead—thanks to that!” He swung his uninjured arm at the Draegis, who erupted—mountainous glob of Lavabeast that he was—at Reef.

A roar reverberated off the bulkhead.

Eija stumbled back, her veins icing.

“Guess that answers whether or not he’ll protect you,” Reef muttered.

This whole thing was wrong. Twisted. Somehow, she felt to blame, which made no sense, but neither did her ability to decipher the Draegis language.

“Either way,” Reef grunted, “them destroying us or Marco ramming us into the Sentinel—we’re pretty much dead.”

Eija cast a glance at the beast. If he understood them, would he tell his friends about their plan to destroy the Sentinel? She slid her hand to Marco’s shoulder. “Is there any way to stop them from getting to the Quadrants without killing us in the process?”

Marco grunted. “Not that I can figure out. We have an extreme disadvantage, being unfamiliar with their system, technology, language, how to defeat them, etcetera. And they’re still docked to the ship, so . . .”

“But it’s the data on the ship, right? Not—”

“And me.” He gave her a weary look. “They could use me just as the Khatriza did—”

“Xatrimaza!” the beast chortled again.

“Why does he keep saying that?” Reef demanded.

“I. Don’t. Djelling. Know!”

“But you understand him!”

“I don’t—” She growled. “I hear words. Pieces”—no idea how or why—“but that doesn’t mean I understand.”

“Clearly you do if you—”

“Enough!” Marco’s tired gaze went to the beast, then to Eija. Back to the beast simmering with readiness to wipe them out. “Khatriza.”

“Xatrimaza!” The Draegis made the same motion to Eija.

Marco looked at the beast’s chest and gaped. “That mark! Where’d it come from?”

“Why do you two keep asking me? I have no idea!” But didn’t she? Her hand even now seemed to burn.

“It wasn’t there . . . till he yanked you out of the pod.” Marco’s words came fast, wheezing out at the end. “Put your hand on his chest. Now.”

“No way.” Eija shifted away from the Draegis. “I . . . I need to check Engin—”

“Do it!”

Eija blanched, studying the beast and how he suddenly seemed more a piece of cargo than a vicious, ash-creating heap of lava. “He’ll kill me.”

“I’m betting he won’t,” Marco said.

“Yeah, and you can afford to lose that bet because you wouldn’t be the one risking life and limb.” Eija hesitated. Touched her temples. “This makes no sense.”

“Neither did you sensing Marco in the hull,” Reef said.

“True . . .” she conceded. “The Khatriza—”

“Xatrimaza!” Beast roared and motioned.

Eija whirled to him. “Why do you keep doing that?”

“He keeps indicating to you when he says it, Ei,” Reef said.

The beast let out a mournful lowing.

“Touch the mark,” Marco insisted.

With a huff, Eija saw those crimson slits home in on her. “It’s okay,” she said with a nod, not sure if she was trying to reassure Lavabeast or herself. Though she caught pieces of his words, there was no proof he understood hers. She hoped he could, or she was about to be blackened Tryssinian.

When Eija finally lifted her hand toward him, a wave of fear crashed through her. She curled her fingers, hesitating. What if he killed her? Saw this as threatening?

“Do it,” Reef prodded.

“Shut up.”

“He’s waiting for you to—look at him!”

Eija peeked at the crimson lines that served as eyes in the beast towering over her and startled to find him watching and . . . yes, waiting.

“Confidently,” Marco prodded. “No fear.”

“Says the one not about to touch a creature who can incinerate people.” Get it over with. She splayed her hand and reached toward him.

With that lightning speed, he gripped her hand. Pulled it to his chest. He slid to his knees—did he even have knees?—and those vertical slits suctioned closed. His lowing now seemed less mournful, more . . . relieved. “Daq’Ti ahmoq emas. Daq’Ti bo’ysuning Xatrimaza. Himoya Xonim.” Releasing her, he pressed his face to the ground. “Yuzma yuz.”

Eija snatched away her hand and stumbled backward, stricken. Processing what he’d done, what he’d said.

He once more rose to his stumps. His segmented neck rippled as he inclined his head at her with that lowing noise. “Yuzma yuz.”

“Hand to face,” Eija murmured, understanding it intuitively.

“What?” Marco asked with a sweaty frown.

Eija blinked. “What?”

“Why’d you say that—hand to face?”

A chill raced through her. “He said it—but don’t ask me what it means.” She shook herself. “I don’t know how I can understand him either. What if . . . what if Xisya gave me something . . . extra in my PICC-line that enables me to translate him? Them?”

“You said she tried to kill you.”

“She did!”

“Then why would she help you?”

Something akin to panic drummed against Eija’s ribs. “I have no idea.” Her insides twisted and coiled at the way Marco and Reef stared at her.

“Did he say anything else?” Marco narrowed an eye.

Hating this, she avoided looking at the beast. “His name is Daq’Ti. And he . . .” She lifted her chin. “He said he’d protect me.”

Well, that was most of what he’d said. But no djelling way would she repeat the rest. Besides, it was likely a misinterpretation.

Yeah. Had to be.
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TSC-H PREVENIRE, KURU SYSTEM

Exhaustion was a formidable enemy, clogging his thoughts. “Five mikes to Kuru Sentinel.” Marco struggled to keep his head clear and stay conscious. “In your crash couches.”

“Seriously?” Jadon’s answer was sharp, but he was already moving, cradling his injured arm. “Why does it matter, since we’re the bomb?”

“Harness in,” Marco said over the comms. “This will hurt.”

“Can’t hurt much more than extra-crispy dead,” Jadon commed as he jogged through the hatch.

“In death, you don’t feel anything. But this you’ll feel . . . then you’ll die.”

“Aww,” Jadon said. “You trying to cheer me up, Kynigos?”

Marco smirked, shuttering his eyelids as he focused on the trajectory. “Eija . . . ready for hard-g flip and burn. Check Eng—”

She touched his arm. “We’re sure we should do this—take it out with the Prevenire?”

“No choice. We fail, everyone we know and love dies.”

“But . . . you have a wife to go back to.”

“I’d rather die . . . and my family live . . . than for everyone to perish because . . . I feared death.” He gave a nod. “Go. Check Engineering.”

She pursed her lips as if holding back more arguments, then turned and walked out of the bay, the Draegis thudding behind her like an obedient pup.

“Should we be worried about that thing?” Jadon commed.

“No,” Marco grunted. “It’s going to burn with us.”

“And the leeches on our back?”

“Like you said—extra crispy.”

“Think I’m going to like you.” Jadon’s grin carried through the comms. “At least for the next five minutes.”

Humor. A good attempt, but Marco had too many things pulling on his mental and physical resources. “Pilot, be ready.”

“Every day in every way,” Jadon promised. “What about you? Doing okay?”

Stay on mission. “Verify course. Systems check. Watch Eija. If that thing isn’t protecting her . . . or if his self-preservation kicks in . . .”

“I’ll vaporize him.”

Marco wasn’t sure that’d be necessary. Using his receptors with deep breaths, he noted the ship’s readiness. Jadon and the girl in position. The former in pain, both of them stressed but focused. Nothing at all from the Draegis.

Eyes closed, he verified the course, felt the thrum of the ship gliding almost effortlessly through the stream. Almost because they had a parasite attached to the hull, the Draegis ship. The added mass was devouring fuel reserves.

Oh no. Hard burns ate up fuel like nobody’s business. He calculated the distance, worked through the flip-and-burn maneuver. There’s not enough . . . The fuel would be depleted. He should’ve reduced acceleration to compensate, come in on the inertia of previous burns.

No. Mayhap it was a mistake. His calculations wrong. Surely.

But it wasn’t. Once they cleared the Sentinel and flipped, there wouldn’t be enough fuel for a hard burn.

Reek! That’s why the Draegis had attached to the hull. That’d been their intent. It hadn’t been to follow them or kill them in here. They knew. The Draegis knew he intended to destroy the Sentinel using the Prev. And they intended to prevent it.

Marco’s gut churned. “Ancient, help us.” Mayhap he was wrong. It was a fool’s hope, but he wouldn’t go down without a fight. Nudging the trajectory before they cleared the rings could pitch them anywhere in the ’verse. They had to go through. And by the Fires of Pyr, he’d try that burn. Use up every cell of fuel and energy on the slim chance they could smash that thing into oblivion.

Either way, they were as good as dead.

Isa . . . Grief clawed at him, his thoughts flinging back to her. Their last night together . . . She was a gift he’d never expected or wanted. Not at first. Loving her, being loved . . . being pulled away even as he spotted the twin lights in her eyes—hers that pure blue, and another, softer. My daughter . . .

His throat felt thick, raw.

Isaura . . . my kyria . . . I am always with you. Love her well. I would have preferred to be there. To see her born, know her, raise her, protect her . . . Forgive me, my love. I would have been there . . .

“No! Stop!”

Shouts echoed through the Prevenire, pulling Marco back to the present. To the timer. Two minutes. “What’s wrong?”

More shouts. Eija’s panicked efflux reached him in the sanitized air.

Comms! Marco keyed it. “What’s going on?” A waft of something cool and minty hit his receptors, forcing him to suck in a breath. “What was that?”

More yelling.

“Jadon! Eija! What—”

“I . . . it’s scuzzed,” Jadon finally reported in, his voice thick with the alarm that drifted on the ship’s recycled air. “We’re scuzzed!”

“What?” Marco probed the system for errors or failures. “What happened?” A claxon sounded, grabbing his attention. “Countdown. Brace yourselves.”
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Awareness speared Eija as she stared at Daq’Ti from the security of her crash couch. He’d done something to the controls. They still had access, but the console wasn’t responding as it had before. Things around them were heinously scuzzed, but there stood the beast, those crimson slits unblinking—does he even need to blink?—as they approached the Kuru Sentinel.

From the Command deck, Reef shouted epithets, cursing the recalcitrant systems.

The ship vibrated in terror, as if the Prevenire knew it hurtled toward destruction.

Cheery thought.

For a selfish moment, Eija wished it’d been Gola on this ship, which Marco was using as a self-guided nuclear device to prevent the Draegis from fast-tracking their way to Kedalion. That was . . . if they could get it to respond better. Eija was working furiously and getting nowhere. “What did you do . . .?” She skated a glance to Daq’Ti, still freaked she’d figured out his name, his language.

“Calibration adjusted,” Daq’Ti chortled.

“Cali . . .” Gaze tracking the glowing array of instruments, Eija chided herself for not fighting Marco more on this mission he’d undertaken. Argued that there had to be another way. That she should’ve done something, anything to stay alive. But what were their lives compared to the billions back in the Quadrants who would die if the Draegis—she eyed the beast again—followed the coordinates from the Prev back to the Chryzanthe?

Reef appeared in the hatch between Command and Engineering, something strange in his expression as he strode toward her.

She started. “What’re you doing? Get back there!”

Daq’Ti rotated toward Reef and let out a subtle thrum, his hand reaching back ever so slowly. Like an Eidolon with his finger going to the trigger.

“You should pilot us in. Go.” He climbed into the other crash couch.

“Seriously?” She wasn’t going to leave the Prev without a pilot at the helm, so she freed herself from the couch. “Why?”

“The controls . . .” He shrugged beneath the straps, hissing between clenched teeth as he slid the harness over his injured arm. “He did something to them. I can’t get a bead on what. The ship isn’t responding like normal.”

She almost smirked. “It’s never been normal to me.”

His brown eyes seemed tortured. “I know . . . But it’s even worse since BeastieBoy did something to them.” He swiped a hand over his olive face. “I was just thinking . . . Maybe all those times when you said it was off . . . maybe you were right.”

Her heart thumped a little. “You said I was crazy.”

“Yeah, and who thought we’d find a man hardwired into the ship? This whole thing is straight out of the insanity training manual.”

“Still, with Lavabeast’s changes, I don’t know what I can do.” Once harnessed and PICC’d up, she marveled at the difference with Marco controlling most of the ship’s systems. She hadn’t really noticed it before, but it was obvious now. It could also be a combination of Daq’Ti’s recalibration and Marco’s . . . connection. Engines were running smoother, not trying as hard. Controls weren’t as sticky—not that they were bad before, but now, they were like . . . an extension of herself. She could sense Marco and the finesse his abilities brought to the mix. It made no sense, but it worked. And well.

She relaxed, eyed the countdown, and commed, “Sentinel in five . . .” Head back, she studied the HUD where the convergence of their ship and the blue dot of the Sentinel appeared. “Four.” Sweaty palms betrayed her fear. “Three.”

Right here. This was when that off feeling happened. Just like in training when she’d done everything by the book. Obeyed like a good little candidate. But this time . . . it was real. What if she was wrong and killed them right here—too soon to take out the Sentinel? As Chief had repeatedly said she’d done in the sims?

Trust your instincts, Patron had admonished.

Yeah, but Bashari had said, You’ll get us all killed.

Well, that was a closed book, anyway.

“Do it, Ei,” Reef’s preternaturally calm voice sailed into her ear.

Here goes . . . everything.

“Two.” Eija drew in a breath and with a subtle nudge of her finger made the correction. She held that breath. Exhaled. “One.”

Blue light haloed around them. The drop from the slipstream this time felt like a punch in the gut. She coughed a breath as searing white light expanded through Command. Her split-second thought was that there’d been an explosion. She focused on the routine, the familiarity of it as the ship vibrated with fury. Bulkheads popped open. Cables dangled. Sparks hissed.

At the convergence of the dots . . . she tensed for the explosion. Braced for . . . something that never came. Her gaze hit the array. Saw something that didn’t make sense. As if they flowed through a wall that should’ve smashed them to bits.

Alive. We’re alive.

Why are we alive?

Djell! That meant—

Snapped back to the reality that they now had to flip and burn to hit the rings, she fired reverse thrusters. Even as they flipped and she keyed the sequence to restart the forward propulsion, Eija spied a new dot on the radar.

Then three. Five. A lot more.

“Oh no.”

The Prevenire roared against the strain exerted against the hull.

“Hold for hard g’s.” She spun up the engines and tapped in the target of the . . . “Holy Voids and Ladies,” she muttered, eying the massive ring that gave off the glow.

No, not one ring. Several. All embedded within each other. Not a long baton like the Chryzanthe. This was massive, sophisticated, with many individual stations. If the Chryzanthe was a metal flower, this was a whole djelling bouquet tethered around one colossal station.

Daunted by the size of that thing, she started the hard burn.

The Prev shifted, hard. She strained against the blackness encroaching on her vision, bit down on the mouthguard, fought to stay conscious. The ship screamed . . . then whined. Her vision cleared as the crushing weight of acceleration lessened.

Vibrations fell silent, along with her hopes. Their hopes.

“No,” Eija whispered. Fuel! She gaped at the tank readouts.

“What’s wrong?” Reef commed.

“We’re out of fuel,” Marco breathed. “They planned this.”

Daq’Ti thudded toward Nav.

“What’s he doing?” Reef asked.

“No idea.”

“Stop him.”

“How am I supposed to stop him?” She tried recalibrating the tanks. Maybe that’s what was wrong. No good. She eyed Daq’Ti working the panel with his hand—fingers, claws, whatever. A console at his eye level slid open. The strange thing had a depression, three holes, and readouts.

“Djell,” Eija whispered, staring at it.

“Stop him! Don’t let—”

Daq’Ti pressed his appendage against the black console. It fit—perfectly. That’s why he’d stayed—to do this. It’d all been a trap!

“Get away from that!” Words still on her lips, Eija felt the ship shift—shudder, something strange. Something she hadn’t felt before. “No,” she breathed, scanning the array of readouts as they went from green to orange to red. “No no no.”

“We’re powerless.” Marco’s voice was strained. “That’s why they piggybacked us—to drain our cells faster. They knew what we were trying to do. Eyes sharp. They’ll reboard us now.”

“Think Big Guy here is helping them?”

A series of thumps sounded against the hull. Sparks flew from the open bulkhead.

Pop! Boom!

The Prev shuddered. Whirred. Lighting flickered off and emergency beacons along the inner hull activated. A subtle vibration wormed through the ship.

“What’s going on?” Eija balked, watching the various ship’s systems go offline, then some come back online.

“Auto-firing!” Marco shouted. “The rings are firing on us!”

The Prev lurched to port, then stern, back to port.

“What the scuz! Eija, what’re you doing?” Reef grunted.

“It’s not me! The ship,” she said, bracing against the jarring motions. The incoming barrage … missing. She eyed the Draegis, who hovered over a similar readout. “It’s Daq’Ti—whatever he did to the Prev gave us a chance against their proximity-based firing system. I think.”

“That’d makes sense with what I’m seeing,” Reef said.

“Won’t last forever,” Marco muttered. “But maybe long enough.”

As if in answer to his words, the ship silenced its defense.
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The cold vacuum of space was murder on his receptors. Yet Marco detected the half dozen ships surrounding them, Eija and Jadon’s terror. Strangely—terribly—he couldn’t smell those beasts, except when they fired their weaponized arms.

The girl hurtled through the hatch with the Eidolon close behind her. “We’re dead in the water—no thrusters or nav. They just took out comms.”

Marco slumped against the lectulo. If they were going to be boarded again, he couldn’t stay in this contraption. These beasts were primal—they’d see him as wounded prey, primed for the kill. “Get me out of the lectulo.”

“How?” Eija came forward, eying the contraption. “Shad said if we do, you—”

“If I stay here, I’m guaranteed to die.”

“But if I take you out, you die.”

“Then I’ve got nothing to lose.” He reached back and caught the cable feeding into his nape. He’d seen Eidolon with these PICC-lines, and every member of the Prevenire had them, too. That the device protecting Eidolon on hard drops was the same device that enabled him to tap into a ship with his senses made him wonder where it’d come from. He had a bad feeling he knew the answer.

Eija’s hand closed around his. “What about your wife? Your baby—a girl, right?”

A pang struck his chest and he struggled against it. “Staying tethered to this thing doesn’t get me back to them.”

“But you can barely talk. How do you expect to fight—”

“I’ll figure it out.” He ripped the IV out of his forearm. Fire flashed through his veins, but he gritted past it.

A chortling roar came from behind the girl, who glanced back. The Draegis thudded closer, focused on Marco.

“He doesn’t look happy,” Jadon said.

A stream of unintelligible words warbled as the beast drew alongside the lectulo and those slits glowed—glowered. Pulsed with meaning.

Eija looked slowly from the Draegis back to Marco with an expression and efflux of confusion. Did she not understand the thing this time?

“What’s wrong?”

“He . . . he wants you to stop. I think he’s saying extricating yourself will kill you.”

“Convenient.” But Marco detected nerves in her efflux, too. There was more to the beast’s words. “What else?”

She chewed the inside of her lower lip. “I think we should listen.”

“I can see why he’d say that,” Jadon said. “If we listen, we make their next culling easier.”

The guy’s anger mirrored Marco’s. “I’m not letting them take me alive—the intel is in my head and this ship.” What he anak’ed from her redirected his anger. “Already giving up on me?”

“No,” she said, startled.

“What aren’t you saying?”

“He . . .” She deflated. “He said help is coming.”

“Help for him.” Glancing at the weapons lockers, Jadon balled his good fist—he’d used a strap to anchor his broken arm to his chest. “Remember phase-blaster for arms? Bashari being reduced to ashes?”

A loud clank reverberated through the ship, and with it came a noise that drilled the air, driving their gazes to the hull.

Marco felt the explanation in the lectulo, in his senses. “Another ship docked—starboard.”

The Draegis chortled again.

Eija balked. “Why another?”

“There’s no good answer to that.” No matter what ship had mated with the Prev, Marco wasn’t going to take the new arrivals sitting down. He ripped off the nodes attached to his temples and from behind his ear. More fire zinged his neck. He grimaced but reached for the ones on his chest.

“No!” Eija’s command came in a tone and decibel that drew Blue closer, his arm weaponizing. She lifted a hand to the beast and stilled him before refocusing on Marco. “Stop. Please.”

Wondering if he should be concerned that the black monster obeyed her so readily—surely the girl wasn’t a traitor—Marco hesitated. The thoughts grew louder, more pervasive. What did he really know about this crew? How had they not known he was stitched into the ship, just as these cables were stitched into him?

No, he wouldn’t stay down like a dog beneath a master’s boot. He pushed up from the steel slab—but wobbled. His arms trembled from disuse.

“Please.” Eija pressed a hand against his shoulder.

He glared up through his brows at her. “If I die, you will answer to my family—my wife, my daughter, my kingdom, and the Brethren.”

She swallowed. “You won’t die. Daq’Ti will protect us.”

“He’ll protect you because you marked him. He bears your mark. We are nothing to him. And if there are dozens of his kind coming through those airlocks, even he can’t stand against so many.” Making another attempt to stand, he went slower to give his muscles and limbs time to adjust. Reached for the chest cables.

A deafening sound erupted, like the howl of wind through a lonely cave. Marco saw a black blur rush him. Knew he’d been right—that thing didn’t care two scents about him. He threw up an arm for defense as a wave of heat struck. He careened into a fathomless void.
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UNKNOWN PLANET, KURU SYSTEM

“Day five, fifteen twenty-three Kedalion Universal Time . . .”

Sevtar “Rhinn” Crafter had no idea if that mattered on this planet, with its unusual day-night revolution. No matter how hard he tried, he couldn’t get a bead on time marking with his chronometer. Maybe it was damaged. Or he was crazy, losing his mind after dropping from the Prevenire.

Definitely a possibility.

Voids—he couldn’t unsee what happened to Bashari at the hands of those Draegis monsters. Then there was the horror of finding Marco wired into the ship. What kind of sick slag does that to another being?

Visor autodarkening to shield his eyes from the sun high in the sky, he glanced to where he’d last seen the Prev. It’d jumped, though he had no idea how Marco managed that with the ship’s damaged systems and his wrecked body and the Draegis piggybacking like parasites. But they’d been there one minute, gone the next.

“What’re you doing?”

At the voice whining through his comms, he lowered his gaze to the horizon of this blank-slate-of-a-planet. Nothing out there. Just cold, white. How there was this much snow with that sun confounded him, but what did he know about this alien galaxy except that it sucked?

“We need to keep moving,” Gola Tildarian snipped.

He gritted his teeth. Ignoring her hadn’t worked for the last two days, so he wasn’t sure why he thought it would now. “You need to remember your rank.”

“Rank? You want to fight over rank?”

Rhinn rotated and slammed his visor against hers. “Excuse me, Shepherd?”

She wasn’t backing down. “There’s no Command here. No HyPE. Therefore, no shepherds. In fact, there are no other people. No point—”

“Stand down,” Rhinn growled. “It’s even more important now to maintain chain of command. Obey orders, or I’ll leave you behind. Now, grav down.” He scanned the empty landscape again and huffed. “We’re taking a break.”

“Again? But we’ve only—”

“What’d I say?” he barked.

She drew up but wisely kept her mouth shut.

“Voids, why couldn’t it have been Zacdari or Jadon who dropped with me? At least they’d be useful!”

“How dare—”

A strange howl bellowed on the cold wind, making Rhinn draw up short. Yeah, he had snagged a pulse pistol and rifle from the weapons locker on the Prev before dropping, but—

“We’ll be fine,” Tildarian squeaked. “We have weapons.”

“Nothing big enough for whatever made that noise.” And anything that survived out here had to be hard to kill.

Tildarian glowered. “You’re just trying to scare me.”

“Only if it worked.” Crouched by the pod sleeve and cradling an unconscious Shad, Rhinn ran diagnostics to be sure the kid had what she needed until they could get help.

If help existed out here.

The crash landing had destroyed her pod, leaving her with a goose egg on her head. Although the swelling was going down, her brain activity wasn’t coming up.

“C’mon, kid,” he grumbled, tapping the panel. Didn’t need another death on his conscience.

Small and quiet, the kid had a name bigger than her one-point-five-meters—Ildanis Shadrakrian. She’d earned his respect after the way she’d dealt with the sabotage, crewmate illnesses and death, and then fast-dropping without complaint.

Unlike Tildarian.

He dug into his ruck for a ration bar, and his gloved hand thrust out the bottom. “What the—”

With a soft thump, a critter screeched away, its hairy, spiked backside vanishing into the snow.

“No.” Those ration packs were all they had left, and with no civilization in sight, he needed every one. Especially if Shad ever came to.

“You idiot! That’s our food!”

Rhinn slammed his forearm into Tildarian’s chest. “Call me that again!”

She stumbled back, her face thick with shock and fear.

Soft ploofs of the escaping creature yanked him around. He sprinted after it. Within a few meters, he leapt headlong into the snow as the thing dived. Must be a vole or something, digging tunnels for safety from the elements and predators. He shoved his hand down into the depression after the creature.

Frozen earth dug beneath his nails and soaked his fingerless gloves. Rhinn felt the brush of coarse fur and lurched to grab the thing, groping blindly for the thief. “C’mon, you scuzzer!” On his knees, he swept away snow to get a better angle on the tunnel.

“He stole all our food! You have to catch him.”

“No slag.” Rhinn wasn’t getting anywhere. He whipped around and snatched his collapsible shovel. He hacked at the hoary ground . . . only to find more tunnels. “When I catch you,” he hissed at the thing, “I’ll slice and dice you for dinner.” He grunted at the mouthwatering thought. Hadn’t had real meat in months. He’d willingly waste a whole power cell cooking the thing. It’d be worth it.

An hour and four additional unearthed tunnels later, Rhinn had to accept the blasted thing had escaped—with said rations. Pitching the shovel aside, he bellowed his frustration and fought the futility that wanted a voice, wanted to erupt with fury. He dropped back against the ground.

“Why are you giving up? Find him!”

Rhinn shot the shrieking shrew a look and flipped up his visor. He took more than a little sick pleasure when she shrank back. Swiping a hand across his cracked and blistered lips, he glanced at Shad’s pod sleeve. At least in there she didn’t have to worry about hunger, frostbite, or hypothermia. She’d die quietly, her O2 eventually running out.

Of course, he wouldn’t let that happen. It’s why they were hiking till their legs fell off every day, trying to find people or a village. He huffed as he squinted out into the emptiness. Just had to stay alive until the Prev returned. If it returns. Which depended on Marco surviving the jump. And avoiding the Draegis ambush on the other side of the Sentinel. And the slim possibility of Marco, Zacdari, or Jadon knowing how to navigate back to this planet.

We’re scuzzed.

If things didn’t change soon, they’d die on this rock.

Can’t give up. Not with two subordinates depending on him. Rhinn lumbered to his feet. After throwing another curse at the furry thief, he slung on his ruck, shouldered into the harness he’d rigged to drag the pod sleeve, and started trudging to Baru knew where . . . At least he wasn’t sitting idly by, waiting for Death to come.

“We’re leaving?” Tildarian whimpered, shuffling after him. “But I’m hungry!”

Rhinn walked for several minutes in silence. “Day fifteen million and five,” he subvocalized into his personal comms. “If I kill her, it wasn’t my fault.”
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“Day seven: It’s been two days since the vermin stole our rations. I’ve dug for bugs and can’t even find that in this Baru-forsaken place. Tildarian’s complaints are endless. Where’s a good airlock when you need one?” He didn’t want this record of their journey to be all about the whiny shrew. “We . . . uh . . . we took shelter on the plain again—not that we had a choice. Built an ice hut like every other night. That’s when I noticed Shad’s pod sleeve freezing up, hardening the gel nutrients. Ya know, the ones designed not to freeze? Well, they froze.” He rubbed his eyes and fought off the exhaustion. “I hope she makes it.”
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“Day ten: The kid—Doc—came to the same day the pod nutrients froze. So that was good. She’s good.” The repercussions if she hadn’t . . . “It was real nice to see those soft eyes looking back at me. She’s something else.” Since when do you care about that? He kept walking. “Anyway—that’s when we got attacked. This enormous elephant-mammoth thing snatched Tildarian right out of our ice shelter. It was . . . I . . . no time to prepare. But even that beast couldn’t stand her—found her a half klick out. Ripped up pretty bad. When I was rigging her to the stretcher, the thing returned and finished her off. Nearly killed me and the kid, too. Had to use my pulse rifle to drive it off . . .” Spent way too much ammo. His legs tangled and he dropped to all fours, narrowly avoiding a collision between a rock and his face. “Doubt we’ll survive till the Prev returns. Just a matter of who dies first and last.” He peered through the distance.

What was that? Light was breaking over the horizon, casting strange shadows. Probably the sun, idiot.

Man, he was tired. Dead tired.

His eyelids drooped. Felt himself sagging. He growled and pushed up. But his boot slipped, and he went down hard, head bouncing against the hardpacked ground. Light winked out.
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UNKNOWN LOCATION, KURU SYSTEM

Laughter a melody and face a beauty, Isaura threw back her head in the field of wildflowers. The river rushed past them a few feet away, adding to the symphony caressing his ears. Gold hair lit by the morning sunrise splayed around her head like a halo, a perfect addition to the Heavenly that she was. Her delicate touch caressed his face.

“When I first saw you in Moidia, I thought my heart would drum out of my chest.” Her smile went wistful. “Your pale eyes, so like the storm clouds, seemed to know my pain, what I’d been through.”

Marco smoothed a hand over her forehead and into her hair, savoring its silkiness. “I felt a protectiveness regarding you that I couldn’t explain. A compulsion to be near you that had no name.” He brushed his lips over hers. “You fulfilled something in me I did not know I needed.”

She cupped his face. “Come back to me, Dusan.”

He frowned. “I’m right here, my aetos.”

Sorrow etched its painful talons along the edges of her eyes. “I wish you were.”

Propping himself up to see her better, he traced her cheek . . . Only, his fingers went through her. Were roughened against grass that was no longer green but more haylike. She wavered. Her existence wavered.

His heart thumped. “Isa.”

Tears spilled down her rosied cheeks. “I need you. Please . . .” Somehow she was standing over him. Moving away. She turned. “I miss you so much it hurts.”

“I’m right here!”

“Our baby, Dusan . . . please . . .”

“Isaura! Reeking plagues—I’m right here.” He darted forward. “I beg you—stop!” He couldn’t lose what he’d only just found. He snatched for her but caught empty air and stumbled. Fell into the river . . . The dark, churning, roiling river snatched him down into its icy, angry depths.

“Augh!” Marco jerked upright. Every muscle and ligament spasmed, slamming him back down against a hard table. Agony hammered him, drawing out a howl.

A strange noise blared as he dragged himself from the cacophony of fiery pain. He blinked to get his bearings. His surroundings swam and blurred. He blinked again. A dark, looming shape reached for him.

Marco snapped out a hand. Caught the offender.

Trilling wafted over his receptors.

That wasn’t right. Noises didn’t pervade his receptors, smells did. But with the trilling came a surreal peace that cooled his panic and temper. His mind scrambled for coherence. He squinted, struggling to orient himself. Recall where he was. At the Citadel.

No, Drosero. Kardia . . . Isaura. Her face swam into his thoughts, golden hair splayed across the pillow. Yes! He’d been . . . Where had he—

Bed. He’d been abed with her when a noise had pulled him awake. Men converging on him. Dragging him away. The reek in the air—grief, fear, panic. Then cold, chemically treated air.

Recollections flooded him. The Prevenire. Bulkhead. The beasts! The crew. One being killed. Others screaming. The pods dropping.

A face shifted into view over Marco—not a memory. Real. And not human.

Draegis!

Vile beasts with a thirst for violence. As the thing stood over him, he vowed to wipe them out. Every last one.

More calm hit his receptors. Eyeing the beast, he fell quietly into that air bath of comfort. Relaxed.

Wait. No . . . no, he shouldn’t be calm. That wasn’t right. His brain was getting mixed signals or something. But there were sparks of thoughts, cold cruelty permeating the calm. Warning swimming against the current of placidity. All enough to tell him he wasn’t safe. But suddenly, he rushed headlong into darkness.

Again, Marco found his way out of the emptiness. He tried to move his arm, only to find himself restrained. A terrorizing split-second flashback to the Macedon and Xisya sent him crashing down onto the metal table. Thrashing against the voltcuffs, he strained to pull upright. Struggled, but the fight was leaching out of him. Strength draining as if each attempt he made deprived him of willpower. As if this apathy fed off his panic. Once more he fell into that black void.

When he next opened his eyes, the room was darker. Colder. The air had a different tinge. He could smell people. How long had he been out? Recalling the Draegis and voltcuffs, Marco jerked. Scanned the room for threats, realizing he was no longer in a lab now. He lay on a flat surface—not really a bed. No restraints. Hesitation guarded him as he again skated a look around. Grays and whites blurred and pulsed, making his corneas ache. But he was alone. Doors unguarded. He lunged upward to seize that freedom. Instead, weakness weighted his limbs and drove him back down with a thud.

“Easy.”

The soft voice reached him, sweet, and he nearly sagged with relief as her blurry form came toward him. “Isaura.” Where was she? He blinked his vision clear.

“Sorry, no.” Eija came into view and gave him a halfhearted, apologetic smile. “Just me.”

Right. Of course. Shaking off the disappointment, he waded through the mental fog that jumbled his world and thoughts. Should’ve known it hadn’t been Isaura. They’d stolen him away. Light-years from home. From anything good.

He leaned to the side, angling his legs over the bed, and pushed himself upright—with her assistance. Humbling how much he needed the help. “Where . . .?” Vibrations ran through the hard surface beneath him. Chemical smells. Sanitized air . . . different from the Prevenire. But it had oxygen, which meant these creatures had a similar makeup to humans. “A ship?”

With a nod, Eija stood back. “A Draegis dreadnought orbiting Rohilek, their homeworld.”

The Draegis had killed a Prev crewmember and would’ve killed others if they hadn’t used the drop pods. So . . . Why aren’t we dead?

Again, images flickered through his mental eye. Danger. Pods . . .

He growled. There was something about the pods. Something he should know. Something he . . . “The pods—” Marco stood, the room spinning. His knees buckled. He was careening. Dropped back onto the bed. “Augh!”

“Hey, hey,” Eija said, catching his shoulder. “Slow down there. We—”

“The pods . . .”

“The pods malfunctioned for me and Reef, remember? The others got away.”

Right. Marco felt his heart rate slowing. Calm descending. “We have to get out of here.” He wasn’t sure why he said it. There was nothing to fear. He was calm. Which . . . wasn’t right.

“We can’t,” she said quietly. “Look, there’s a lot to catch you up on—you’ve been unconscious for a while. Sadly, there’s no way out. At least not that we can find.”

Marco locked onto his objective: destroying the—“The Prevenire.”

“Still there.”

Right. They’d failed. Fuel spent too fast because of the docked Draegis, who then reboarded. And the Sentinel had been far more advanced than anything he’d anticipated. It had protected itself.

Marco hung his head. “Then they already have what they need.”

With a little sound of disagreement, Eija slid onto the foot of his slab bed. “I don’t think so. You deleted the logs before they boarded, so they aren’t getting data or coordinates from the Prev’s systems. Not easily, anyway. I think they’re still digging.”

If they got those coordinates, the beasts could find their way to Herakles. Wipe out humanity . . . Drosero . . . Isaura. “We have to destroy it.” He glanced around the room. “No bars.”

“Ah, no.” Eija pursed her lips. “But the electrostatic barrier will fry you into the next life if you cross the threshold.”

Even as she said it, two Draegis morphed from the shadows of the passage, pulsed those eye slits at them, and continued on. A third remained in the corridor, the faint imprint of Eija’s hand still visible on his chest.

Eija’s reasoning made sense. If the beasts had found the coordinates, they would’ve killed them and jumped already. If they were keeping Marco and—“Where’s the Eidolon?”

“In his room.”

“Cell,” Jadon corrected as he appeared around the corner, the static barrier crackling as he entered. “This isn’t the Academy, Ei. They’re keeping us in cells, not rooms.” His gaze skidded to Marco. “D’she tell you the name of this ship?”

Marco slid his attention to the girl, still struggling to get his thoughts together.

“The Yo’qiluvchi,” Eija supplied.

“There you go again, leaving out the important bits.” Jadon sniffed. “It means ‘Destroyer.’ Three guesses who they destroy and your first two don’t count.”

The girl bristled. “I told you, you’re reading—”

“You’re scuzzing right I’m reading into it. They turned Bashari to ash!” He jutted his jaw at her but looked to Marco. “She’s been playing cute and cozy with BeastieBoy while you’ve been fighting your way back from the brink and I’ve been caged in this hole.”

Though the girl didn’t argue, her expression and her reddening complexion said she wanted to. What was going on here? They were still alive. He’d been healed . . . Why? Why not just get rid of them? “They need something from us,” Marco murmured.

“That’s what I’ve been saying,” Jadon said.

“But what?” Eija held her palms out, then tugged at the strange clothes she wore. “It’s not like any of us is tech-savvy enough to reinstate deleted data. They haven’t even asked us to try.”

Wait—why wasn’t Eija in her HyPE uniform? She wore a crimson velvet bliaut adorned with silver threads and black crystals. Black pants and boots completed the outfit, oddly reminiscent of Droseran attire. “Your clot—”

“Don’t ask. Please.” She shifted, folding her arms as if trying to hide the bliaut. “It’s not by choice.”

Aches wove through Marco’s back, demanding he lie down again, and although his limbs felt as heavy as anchors, he refused to give in.

“They’ve been treating her like royalty,” Jadon noted. “Calling her Xonim and allowing her to go wherever she pleases. You and I? Onboard security protocols allow us in and out of the cells in this brig module, but not beyond it. And we’re in standard blacks.”

“Not wherever I please,” Eija shot back.

“Okay, a couple exceptions—the bridge and CIC—which she’s accepted without objection.”

“Stop making it sound like I had something to do with that.”

“Did you?”

“You know I didn’t!”

While the two argued over privileges aboard this dreadnought, Marco processed the information boiling away his confusion—the Prev was still out there and likely operational; this ship was large enough to have the bridge separate from a Command Information Center, which collected, parsed, and analyzed data, as well as threats . . . meaning it’d be harder to pull off an escape; and though he had been weak and barely conscious on the jumpship, he felt a lot better now. That meant they’d treated him medically.

Temple itching, he scratched it and found ridged flesh. That’d been where a port had connected him to the Prev. What about the other junctions? He touched where cables had fed into his body and arms, finding scars. Not scabs. Even Reef’s arm looked healed as well. “How long was I out?”

Silenced by his question, they said nothing, but he still had his receptors. Smelled their nerves. “How long?”

“Three weeks and change,” Jadon answered.

Curse the reek. Marco cradled his head and bent forward. Three weeks. Add that to the months in the hull . . . away from Isaura . . . He couldn’t change the past. But he could—maybe—change this. After all, the Draegis hadn’t killed them. The Prev was still intact. “Have they launched?”

“Unknown,” Jadon said.

“We’re pretty sure they haven’t,” Eija added, “though it’s possible they’ve sent some sort of scouts through as a precursor to the full-fleet invasion.”

Marco considered the girl. “Three weeks you’ve been walking around the ship, and you don’t know?”

Regret bled through the small sterile room as she shifted. “I . . . they let me walk around but nothing else. No access to panels or controls. All I’ve gotten is a feel for this place and how they operate.”

Jadon shook his head and leaned against the bulkhead. “She understands them. They’re like best friends or something.”

The Eidolon’s jealousy . . . Curious. Marco considered the girl. “That true—you understand them?”

“Not . . . completely. I-I don’t know.” Burrowing into herself, she shrugged. “When he speaks, as long as it’s not fast, I can sort out the meaning. Sometimes it just feels . . . intuitive. The other Draegis are more difficult, if not impossible, to understand. Have no idea why.”

Interesting. Marco eyed the Draegis lurking just outside the cell. The faint blue mark on his cheek was still there, but it seemed . . . different. In fact, the beast itself seemed different from when he’d been on the Prev. “Is that the one you touched who then protected you?”

“He didn’t . . .” She hunched her shoulders. “Yeah. Maybe. It’s like”—she squinted—“I get him, ya know?”

“No,” Jadon grunted. “We don’t know. That’s why he’s asking.”

Noticing Blue tense and suddenly hyperfocus on Jadon, Marco warned, “Easy.” Heat corkscrewed through his brand as a thought struck him. “You touched his chest and
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