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Nya has discovered a new secret about the Issan plans, and L'Ni isn't about to let the opportunity for key intel slip away from them. Meeting a contact with the information they need to fight the Issan is risky, but it's a risk that everyone on the Cartegos is willing to take.

The mission leads them to a desolate world that is host to an exchange outpost serving the Issan. Getting in is easy, but finding the Dirnothril contact and getting out with the information attracts trouble. The Duras outpost is a dangerous place, and L'Ni isn't about to leave anyone behind.
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"THEY'RE almost here!" Seska's voice came from a speaker in the cargo hold of the Cartegos.

Nik waited at the open door at the top of the cargo ramp but couldn't see beyond the wall surrounding their berth slot and the shields rising up from the wall. He'd have to take Seska's word on how close L'Ni and Nya were. From the control cabin, she could see over the wall, but she also had external scanners to show her what she couldn't see with her eyes.

As the wide door of their berth slot slid open, L'Ni squeezed through in his dark coat, the hood fallen off his head of white hair pulled back in a tail, exposing the pointed ears and bluish skin. In his arms, he carried a figure wearing an earthy cover over her clothes. The scarf had fallen from Nya's face, and the hood of her covering had fallen from her silvery white hair tied in a tail. She looked pale in the evening light, although for her that wasn't saying much since she was naturally very fair.

Upon L'Ni reaching the ramp, Nik was close enough to see that the color had drained from Nya's lips.

Worse was the pink and white foam over her midsection that shouldn't have been there.

This was much worse than he had expected from L'Ni's message.

The instant L'Ni tromped into the hold, Nik slapped the door controls. "Get her to the infirmary!"

The statement was unnecessary. L'Ni was already across the hold to the stairs before Nik darted after the man, the outer door hissing shut behind him.

He chased L'Ni up through the cargo airlock and around on the lounge level, clattering up the stairs to the living section corridor, where he ducked into the first door on the right, the small infirmary.

When Nik entered close behind, L'Ni pulled his arms out from under Nya on the main bed and started opening her jacket.

Nik rushed to the opposite side of the bed in the tight space and pulled up her shirt. He exposed a wound to her lower abdomen that, while partly cauterized around the edges of the wound foam plug a few inches in diameter, was bleeding out based on the pink hue seeping through it.

L'Ni loomed over the opposite side of the bed. "How is she?"

"Alive, for now," Nik answered while activating the overhead medical scanner. L'Ni almost sounded concerned. Nik supposed he shouldn't be surprised since L'Ni believed that Nya possessed his soul for reviving his life on the brink of death and would lose it if she died before him. However, there was something else in the way his gloved fingers tightened around the rail on the side of the bed and on his face studying her.

The readings that appeared on the display near her head alarmed Nik.

This was bad. Blood pressure, heart rate, and blood cell counts were all low and decreasing. L'Ni might barely have returned in time.

"What about the healing power? You're An'shel," that deep voice said with a light accent.

So, L'Ni had figured it out. Since he hadn't said anything or reacted, Nik hadn't been sure if L'Ni had put the pieces together. Although L'Ni had expressed disgust with learning that Nya was one of the winged An'shel, apparently that didn't quite mean the same when it came to the Custo Fos, the Ethalian An'shel. L'Ni had figured out that the definition of An'shel wasn't what the Issan had thought it was.

And it apparently didn't matter when it came to Nya's life.

L'Ni was right. She was fading fast. The low blood pressure readings flashed an alert at him. She was bleeding out internally. They had only one option left.

Nik reached along Nya's neck for the chain and pulled the crystal shard out from under her shirt. The small point had been hidden inside a false cabochon until she'd had to use its power to burn off the wrist bindings on the Armandor during the Thazar Run. After they left Gorgon Station, she had used some wire to create a wrap around the bare crystal to keep it secure. She had left just enough exposed for him to make contact when he lightly pressed his hand down on her chest with the crystal between them.

Nik focused as he had learned in his other healing sessions after Kannish and the meditation he had been taught as Custo Fos, refined with training from Nya.

The voices he had once thought of as gods filled his head. Their power swirled around and through him, warming him with a sense of connection to the universe. Their power filled him.

"Help me heal her."

WE SEE. WE HEAL. SHARE...

Understanding what they intended, he opened himself and let the power fill him. It flowed through his hand to the crystal, tickling like a gentle pouring out of water.

After what felt like an eternity, the sensation ceased and the voices of the Guardians faded.

At a wave of dizziness, he wobbled slightly and grabbed the side rail with both hands to keep his balance. Nya made it look easy, but for him it wasn't.

After recovering his balance, he focused his eyes on the wound. The hole below her ribs was gone, replaced by fresh, smooth skin. The hardened lump of wound foam lay next to her, having pushed out with the healing and fallen over onto the bed. The crimson point was a couple inches from the top surface, revealing how deep her wound had been. She was lucky that L'Ni had made it back with her so quickly.

And color returned to her face.

"She'll be all right," Nik said and reached for the scanner controls. His hand shook, but he found the controls. The readout that appeared over her displayed normal blood pressure, heart rate, and breathing; but she would need nutrients to fully recover.

He switched the scanner off again as a small spell of dizziness came over him. Restoring her with the crystal took a lot out of him, but normal medicine wouldn't have saved her. "She'll need to rest. I need to rest, too."

L'Ni stared at the woman on the bed, his jaw tightening but not in a look of anger. Rather, it was something that Nik couldn't be sure was real. The weakness from giving of himself to save Nya took a toll on his mind and his eyes. L'Ni's thoughts were silent to him, but his face wasn't. Without the scarf, he couldn't hide; but Nik couldn't trust his eyes.

Whoa! If only the room would settle down.

Needing to sit down before he collapsed, Nik stepped towards the door. His room was on the opposite side of the corridor and one door down, just a few steps away, if he could stay upright that long.

A low voice stopped him at the door of the infirmary. He didn't understand it, except that L'Ni quietly said something in his own language.

Curiosity froze Nik, as did a moment that made him lean on the wall. He wouldn't get far. Maybe he should rest on the spare cot inside for a bit. He wouldn't be far from Nya that way.

He turned to re-enter and froze for a moment in confusion. The Starfire power must have taken too much out of him. His eyes tricked him into hallucinations.

From the fog, he heard a short, melodious statement in a deep Feri voice.

After blinking to clear his vision, he was pretty certain he was still awake. Next to the bed, L'Ni turned around and pulled a glove back over a bare hand and tightened the wrist strap, a look of lethal intent on his face.

The man pulled up his hood and approached the door.

Nik had a bad feeling about that and reached out as the shadow passed him. His hand caught the leather sleeve. "L'Ni—"

L'Ni grabbed his hand and removed it from the sleeve. However, rather than coldly throw it off as Nik expected, L'Ni turned it over and set something hard and round within his palm. 

Curious, Nik looked to what appeared to be a small, personal holo-projector.

"Keep it safe. I'll return with the engineer." L'Ni twisted further, a last glimpse of Nya, before striding out.

On that face was the frigid calm of restrained rage, a frightening expression on the Feri. That was one thing Nik had learned of the former soldier—L'Ni would not lose control, but neither would he spare anyone who threatened his mission.

Vel would be rescued; those who had caused this would not be so fortunate.
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Nya would be all right with the doc taking care of her. L'Ni could trust that.

But it shouldn't have happened. It had all gone wrong. If he had just been a little faster, or left her on the ship...
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"Vel!" Nya called.

L'Ni pulled the startled woman back out of the line of fire.

A blast hit close to where she had been. Too close.

They were pinned by fire from two directions.

Nya fired off several shots from behind the stone corner of wall but had to duck back. She kept looking the other direction, where two of their attackers were taking the unconscious engineer away through the tight, dusty roads and a third person covered them with rapid fire on his and Nya's position. L'Ni couldn't get a clear shot.

No blood. No wound. At least nothing that he could see in between ducking blasts from two directions.

Stun weapons, although, based on the pitting on the wall behind them, that wasn't the case from all of their attackers. They wanted Vel and were willing to kill anyone else to stop them from taking their prey, including her. The disguise worked, as long as she didn't remove it as the engineer had.

The men hurried behind a building with Vel carried between them.

"We have to go after them," she said while returning fire.

Yes, they did, but at the moment, they were pinned between two directions of attack.

The engineer had tried to prove himself at the wrong time when he went back for the holo-projector. L'Ni didn't want to lose it, but Vel shouldn't have been the one to retrieve it.

The lone figure followed the two who took Vel and disappeared.

Those who had been firing on them from the other direction to pin them down were the only challenge now.

While Nya returned fire on the one placement of attackers, L'Ni looked down the road where the other group had disappeared with Vel. He'd prefer to pursue those who had taken the engineer, but he didn't dare to leave Nya. If she could keep up with him, they might make it, but he couldn't risk her life like that. They'd have to search for Vel after taking care of these two and reclaiming that projector.

He saw it—the projector had settled into the shade of a corner.

"Keep them busy."

"What are you—"

From the look in her eyes—the only portion of her face visible—she knew exactly what he intended. Hesitations and questions weakened the boldness in those gray eyes, but she was getting better; her expression hardened a moment before she fired on their attackers with rapid, repeated shots, keeping them on the defensive.

He jumped out into the open, firing with one romar in the direction of their remaining attackers and hoping that the changing angle of his race to reach the holo-projector gave him some advantage. Even while running, he could maintain some accuracy in firing.

Blasts flashed past him, but he reached the corner, snatched the holo-projector, switched hands holding his weapon, and sprinted back to where Nya waited.

She fired several times and turned her head.

The rest happened in a blink. Nya gasped and dropped. Her last shot found its mark, leaving one attacker. L'Ni fired several times and finally hit the second individual.

The area fell silent.

After the hesitation in the moments of questioning whether he had really taken them down, he dropped his gaze. His insides clenched in a surge of bitterness.

Nya held her middle, grunting and breathing rapidly several times before grunting again. In her agony, she pulled the scarf from her face contorted in pain.

Scrap it! The wound was deep. He'd seen men die of less.

Already her face was draining of color. "L— L'Ni..."

"Don't you give up," he ground through teeth clenched on the thought of losing her. He holstered his weapon, tucked the holo-projector securely into a coat pocket, and found the small cannister of wound foam that the Paxon woman had insisted he take. He'd never live down Seska's self-righteousness after this, but he was glad she had suggested it.

After filling Nya's wound with the white foam, which hardened quickly to form a seal to stop the bleeding, he scooped her into his arms amid the grunts and groans of her pain.

As long as no one else attacked, he might reach the ship in time.

"Contact the doc," he said while running with Nya down the road. Giving her something to think about should keep her conscious or at least fighting.

She reached up along his collar for his comm badge and clicked it on, but her arm dropped abruptly.

"Nya."

She fell limp in his arms, a sickly pallor over her face and her eyes closed.

"Nya!"

Don't you die on me!

"L'Ni?" The doc's voice came from the comm badge.

He explained what happened while running through the settlement to reach their berth.
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"L'Ni!"

Seska's voice was like a metal rasp across his back.

He didn't have time to stop. Vel had been taken. That the Issan wanted the engineer so desperately was reason enough to get him back immediately. Seska could catch up if she wanted to speak.

Her steps clapped in a rushed rhythm through the corridor behind him as he reached the landing and descended the stairs to the lounge level.

"L'Ni, wait." Her steps rapidly followed so that she caught him before the door to the hold and continued down beside him. "I'm going with you."

Of course, she was, but they didn't have time to wait. He strode across the cargo hold with her jogging a little to his strides but keeping up, nevertheless. At the door, she stepped before him and he noticed that she was already armed and dressed for this world; her blonde hair was pulled up tight out of her face and an earth-colored wrap covered her shoulders, hanging just long enough to also cover the gunbelt and sidearm in the holster. In the tight black pants and tall boots, she would fit in. Paxon special agent, indeed. The woman knew how to blend in while standing out. She might be useful and was at least somewhat capable.

"You need someone to watch your back, and I should have been there with you, not Vel. He's no fighter." She let out a heavy sigh and shook her head.

Guilt from a Paxon, or just a very good act. Paxons wanted the engineer too. She couldn't afford to let him go to the Issan.

"He's useful in other ways," L'Ni said. Vel might not have been a fighter, but his telepathy had proven useful, and she wasn't as skilled in that area.

And since the doc had said nothing, L'Ni could only assume that the engineer was unconscious. The two had maintained a telepathic link for private communication.

Seska said nothing more, but she stood by him without backing down.

He opened the door to the lengthening shadows of their berth walls with the faint glow of the shields above it. Warm, dry air greeted him once more. The yellow orb of the sun was only a sliver along the horizon, casting long shadows to swallow the land.

They stepped out into the darkening outpost.
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THE defiance on Nya's face was a good sign. L'Ni was pushing her the right amount, but circumstances had taught her that she needed to work harder to save herself, because he couldn't always save her. She had taken those lessons of experience to heart, and she was a fighter. She didn't give up.

And he would push her farther than she probably knew she could go.

He might have resented the situation—resented her—in the beginning, but he had learned that their meeting was about more than him. She could defeat the plans of the Methuin and their soldiers, the Issa Pralemmar. He had seen her power; it awed and frightened him, but it wasn't without its limits.

She needed to fight without depending on that power.

Nya swiped away stray strands of hair that clung to the sweat glistening on her face, refusing to stay in the tail of silver-white at the back of her head. She dressed light in their training, exposing lean muscles in her middle and arms. She was sweating from working hard in the warmth of the cargo hold, despite the exposed skin.

Her fingers locked onto the short, dull piece of pipe in her hand serving as a training tool stand-in for a knife. It could cause damage, but it would take a lot more force to hurt him than she was likely to use. When he first introduced it, she had wielded it far better than he had expected, but she hadn't been completely unfamiliar, just untrained.

That her mother had taught her something was a surprise, but the Inari were a strange species—led by the females. Their males must have been pathetic.

For the time, he was unarmed against her, but he didn't need anything. The limited space of the cargo hold might have restrained him from using all possible moves; and while he wanted to believe he still had the advantage in speed and strength, she was starting to match him in speed and compensate for a disadvantage of strength with ingenuity.

As he showed her several techniques using the "knife", she used them with a balance that was perfect. Soon, she was moving from one stance to the next. That's when he attacked.

She moved swiftly to counter him and struck with the "knife". When he blocked her, the pipe clinked against the metal on the back of his bracer. She whirled and jabbed at him aggressively, but he blocked and threw her off with an inkling of pride that she was finally putting all of her force into the moves. No hesitation. No meekness about striking him. She was aggressive like a warrior.

Nya continued to attack, until he caught her and pulled her close. She tried to get away, but he held her hand to press the "knife" she held to her own throat while he twisted her other arm behind her. She pushed against him to move the pipe from her throat, but her strength was no match for his.

"How—" She gasped. "How did you do that?"

{"Don't question,"} He scolded in his language. Her hair tickled his chin, but he focused on the fight. {"How do you escape?"} Too often, she stopped to think instead of reacting. That was lessening, but it still happened at crucial points.

He waited, holding her wrist to press the pipe against the side of her neck.

She made an attempt to escape but didn't commit.

{"How did you get away from Jarol?"} The reser had put a gun to her head on the Inari explorer ship, but she had obeyed L'Ni's silent signal to fight. In her confidence, she had escaped before the reser thought to fire on her.

{"This isn't the same."}

{"No, but you got creative."} And he had purposefully left her one opening that she still hadn't noticed. {"If this was real, you'd be dead by now or taken prisoner."}

She still pushed against him, as useless as that was.

The Issa Pralemmar wouldn't stop, and neither would their supporters.

That's when she did it—she dropped the pipe to clatter onto the floor where it could do no harm. Using what he had taught her about close fighting, she stomped her boot heel into the top of his foot, igniting pain that made even him wince. A moment later, his ribs hurt with more force of her elbow jabbing him than expected—she had learned not to hold back. Before he could catch his breath and stop her, a bright, burning flashed his front.

In his instant of confusion, she twisted from his loosened hold. He recovered in time to see her reach for the pipe and regain a ready stance two steps away.

Finally, she was putting it all together. He could only assume the burning was her using the Starfire power.

But he wasn't done.

She dodged and ducked and whirled with him.

From her slowing reactions and taking more time to catch her breath, she was almost done with this session, but they had been working out for some time already. Even he tired, but it wasn't enough of a challenge to his skills. He needed someone more to fight against; she was improving but not enough to push him the way he needed, especially when she was tiring. He preferred the simulator in the training room of the Iludrin to keep his reflexes sharp but had to do what he could without it.

Nya was fatigued, but he didn't let up. Her endurance improved, but in a real battle, she had to be better.

Catching her and throwing her down was too easy. She slammed to the deck with a grunt, the pipe clattering away.

{"We're done,"} he said.

She lay on the floor, her bare sides expanding and contracting rapidly with each breath.

{"With this."}

She twisted to look up at him, her eyes narrowed. {"What are you planning?"} The note of suspicion in her
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