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After leaving Ethal, Nya is on her way to visit the worlds of the Starfire crystal with her friends. However, Zaer has unfinished business, a delivery rumored to give enemies of the Issan a chance to defeat them, and she's not about to abandon it for any reason. Nya and the others have no choice but to go along with the plan.

What should be a simple exchange on the quiet, lowly world of Kurtuz turns out to be a trap. A group of Issan supporters are waiting and ready to do whatever it takes to stop the little black box from reaching its intended recipient. When her friends are taken, Nya must join forces with a mysterious stranger to save them before the Issan capture everyone.
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VEL swore his heart stopped. Nya plummeted, her wings trailing uselessly, shimmering around her in the wan moonlight.

Wake up. Please, wake up and spread your wings. He sent the thought to a mind numbed by a stun blast.

The thump of steps stopped behind them.

He didn't dare turn, already certain who it was. They were the least of his worries. He hoped he had the chance to catch Nya, if that would do any good—a sudden stop from the ground would be no different than in his arms.

There had to be better way.

If only the Issan hadn't found them, or targeted her.

Krax! He should have objected more strongly to letting her take flight. Of course, the Issan would have precise targeting. She had been lucky to evade as long as she had.

"Nya..." His insides twisted in guilt.

She was as good as dead.
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What did it mean?

Under the subdued lights in the lounge of the cruiser, Nya sat on the soft, padded seat next to the window. Loose, silver-white hair fell over her shoulders as she puzzled over the jewelry piece that Lady Vania's servant had given her. The gift held a mystery that she couldn't solve—writing that appeared Inari but didn't make sense.

Even Keeper Pavil had been unable to read the writing scratched into the back or to determine when it had been left. He had been the arbiter of the Starfire trials hidden in the Vault of the Celestials, frozen for thousands of years from a different time, one when the humans of Ethal were still quite primitive. He didn't recall anyone on the ship wearing jewelry—they had been military personnel, except for the other Crystal Keeper, who had only ever worn her Starfire shard. Nor was the writing known in his time.

Nya hadn't expected the jewelry piece to be from that time, but she'd hoped, if only to have an answer.

Soft steps stopped with a shadow near her.

"I can hear you across the ship." Amusement lifted the voice.

She blinked from her thoughts and looked up at the warm smile on Nik's face. If he could hear her, Vel did too, even if it was a fairly large ship.

The Ethalian Livcik-class cruiser was small for a warship, but the true purpose wasn't battle. Rather, such ships were designed for the protection and comfort of the Ethalian Highborn. The Livcik-class had plenty of space with all the comforts and amenities they could want: eight decks for individual crew and guest quarters to accommodate a hundred personnel with some doubling up, a training/workout room, a large infirmary, a fully-stocked mess hall with cooking and food preparation areas and an adjacent lounge, which was where she sat, and plenty of storage rooms.

All that for only six individuals was overkill, but Nik's family had insisted on the best, while he had insisted on no extra crew. Zaer had resisted the accompaniment of any Altorin troops, and Nik had backed her choice. Nya agreed—the fewer Ethalians on board to read her thoughts, the more at ease she was. Although she was adjusting to Nik and Vel reading her thoughts, she wasn't comfortable with anyone else seeing her mind.

And the emptiness was more peaceful than having people all over. She liked the lounge. It was quiet but not as lonely as the private quarters, especially when her friends might wander in as Nik had.

His eyes dropped to the jewelry piece the length of her hand.

Nya stopped tracing its curves. "How's the emissary settling in?"

"She's fine." With his eyes still on the jewelry, he took the lounge seat by the window facing her and let out an exhaustive sigh.

At the memories of their time on Ethal with the Dathen emissary pushing for departure sooner than later, Nya felt the smirk twitching at the corners of her mouth and shifted her jaw to hide it. While on Ethal, Nik had kept himself busy and had managed to avoid attention, but this Seska had been a bit of a pest.

"That's the gift from Lady Vania?"

"Yeah," she said while turning it over. When he opened his hand, she set it on his palm.

Nik studied the circles and turned it over a few times before noticing the writing etched on the back. "What is it? You seemed upset when she gave it to you but haven't said anything."

Always polite—he must have heard her thoughts about it but wasn't intruding.

"It's a part of Inari history." She turned it over in his hands to the front. "These represent the home system—the planets and their moons all around the sun." As she described it, her fingers traced around the circles representing each planet; the pink, green, orange, and blue metals of the smaller circles representing the various moons of each planet in the Inari home system; and the central solid gold circle of metal representing their sun.

"It's beautiful."

"It is. It was a popular adornment for our emissaries on their travels for thousands of years, a symbol of home." A home she had barely had the chance to know in her life, something she regretted. That was because of her father being a Crystal Keeper and avoiding the trouble on the homeworld.

"The design is still used by Inari, but this—" She turned it over in his hand and traced the etched writing on the back. "This is... ancient. It's like a different language. Not even Pavil recognized it." The Inari language hadn't changed much in thousands of years, which was what confused her. It must have been much older than expected. The characters were certainly thin, as if worn by time. "If I'm not mistaken, the numbers haven't changed, but this looks like it means the year Han four thousand one hundred and forty-eight."

Her parents had made her study Inari history, but she had never heard of a calendar using Han as an epoch. Many records had been lost at different points in time, although for at least the last eight thousand years, Inari had backed up records of history so they would not be lost again. Could this have been from someone else, as an ally of the Inari who had worn it? Or could it be older than their records?

The implications of the latter meant her people had visited that galaxy long before the humans from Earth had been used to colonize Ethal, before the Starfire had ever come to them. How long ago would that have been?

"If it's older than Heffin's Gate..." Nya let the statement hang and sighed. "Unless I'm reading it wrong, which is very possible."

"Now I see your dilemma." Nik offered her the jewelry back.

"I've been trying to figure it out. There was nothing in the Ethalian archives." Maybe if she went home, someone there could help her, a historian or linguist who might be able to interpret the old language of their ancestors. But she didn't have time to investigate.

Silence fell between them. Questions swirled through her mind, but it was Nik who spoke them aloud: "How did they get here, and what happened to them?"

A shudder passed through her at the possibilities, not all of them good. "Maybe I'll find more information from the Starfire shards." The Starfire entities had directed her to find the shards and teach others to use them to protect against something that their predecessors had stopped once before. They had shown her where to find Pavil, and they had set up Nik and Vel for testing in the Vault of the Celestials. They had traveled the universe for millions of years. One of the shards may have an answer

"You'll solve the mystery," he said with a reassuring smile.

She appreciated his encouragement, even if she didn't feel so certain.

Nya wrapped the decorative piece back in the red satin cloth. "What about you? Have you figured out where to find Ann?"

His face dropped. "Ann's not a normal human."

"Neither are you."

His amusement flashed only briefly.

"Well, not like what I was told about humans." She looked out at the hyperspace smear of stars, afraid she'd said the wrong thing. "But neither is this galaxy what I would have expected. It's so full—thick—with lifeforms."

"Yours isn't?"

"It isn't like what I saw on Yonder or in your archives."

He didn't respond.

When he turned to look across the lounge, Nya followed his gaze to Vel marching in with their new addition at his heels.

"I thought I heard you here, until Nik cut it off."

Nik shrugged.

Thank you. She was getting used to them, but Vel's statement reassured her that Nik was protecting her. Vel wasn't a problem, but the woman with him was.

Since learning that Ethalian telepathy came from the Starfire, it made more sense, like their ability to block her mind because of the energy and why her mind was so open in the first place. Ethalians manipulated the Starfire energy at an intuitive level she couldn't hope to master. Of that, she was jealous.

Vel glanced aside at the slim, blonde woman who stopped next to him, then turned his attention to Nik. "We were talking about what to do when we arrive at Dathen." He wore an apologetic look when he met Nya's eyes. "Especially now that your image has been sent out over many worlds."

Not what she wanted to hear but a reminder she needed. Her flight from the sinking Da'Nelgur after that watery crash had been replayed widely over Ethal and probably spread across the galaxy.

"You can stay on the ship," Nik suggested.

"Our population, or at least our leaders, will want to meet you," Seska said.

Not convincing. "I think I would be more comfortable on the ship."

Nik's lip twitched into an almost smile, as did Vel's, until the woman's eyes peered aside at him for a moment.

"It's your choice," Nik assured her.

Nya appreciated that, but she supposed she couldn't hide anything.

"I..." Vel hesitated. "...Can stay and keep your mind shielded."

Always trying to be noble, or so he wanted it to seem that way. She didn't need telepathy to know what that was about.

"Anyway," Vel interrupted. "I actually came to ask a different question—did anyone send a message?"

"No," Nik said.

"No, why?"

"I was running a diagnostic when I came across an encrypted message in the backup systems. I wouldn't have noticed, much less cared, except that the type of encryption had caused a minor loop in the base commands."

"That's... unusual." Nik frowned.

"Yes, it is. If it wasn't one of us, then—"

Whoa. The momentary nausea matched the change in expressions on the faces of Seska and Vel. Both looked out the window.

Seska frowned and stepped closer. "That's... not Dathen."

Nya twisted.

Outside in the distance was a planet with a moon in shadow.

No. Not shadow. There was a large chunk missing... or not. A disk of debris surrounded the planet in the same orbit as the moon.

Nik launched himself across the lounge floor to the intercom and slapped it on. "Zaer?"

He paused for a couple seconds before saying again, "Zaer? Where are we?"

"Kurtuz."

"Kurtuz? Why? I thought we were heading to Dathen."

"My ship. My business."

Technically not, but for all intents and purposes... none of them dared to argue.

In the middle of a statement from Shen, it cut off.

"Zaer!"

Nothing.

Nik looked back at them in a way that urged Nya to her feet. He headed for the lounge door, the rest of them hurrying to catch up.

"I think we found our secret message sender." And she wasn't surprised.

Vel stayed with her. "The question is 'why?'"

Why indeed. Getting an answer may not be so easy, but Nya had some suspicions on that, given Zaer's history as a smuggler.

Their collective steps clattered through the bright central corridor, past crew quarters to the transport tube.

However, Nik didn't take the transport tube but stepped through the second door to the service staircase spiraling up and down through the decks. They were mid-ship. Climbing to the top Command Deck meant some work, but it was only three floors above.

Nya had thought it odd when she first saw the two tube doors, especially when one opened to a brightly-lit spiral staircase, but Nik had also pointed out that in cases of power difficulties—the airlock doors of the service stairs had manual controls—a manual climb was easiest. And since the ship was only eight decks, the staircase wasn't too much work; neither could it be remotely stopped at Zaer's convenience.

She followed Nik on the steps, her hand along the outer rail. Vel and Seska's steps tromped behind her. "What's Kurtuz?" Her voice, like the clatter of their shoes on the stairs, echoed up through the shaft.

"Nothing much," Vel said as they hurried loudly up the staircase.

"A ghost world," Seska said. "What's down there is mostly abandoned. When a meteor struck the moon, it sent debris raining down and caused massive destruction. It's still recovering after several hundred years. What communities remain of the natives are small, mostly supported by traders."

"You seem to know a lot about this world," Nya said down the stairs to her.

"I've made a point of knowing as much as I can."

And she'd thought Seska was just an emissary to Ethal. Clearly, she'd underestimated the woman.

They continued up until they reached the end of the staircase and stepped through the door. The top deck corridor from the transport tube to the command deck was short and the width of the full deck, which was smaller than those below and had extra hull layers for shielding. The wide door to the command deck stood open to them.

The command deck was much larger than the Da'Nelgur's control center, but the Iludrin was a much larger ship. It didn't require a full crew to function, however. Six of them was enough.

Not that Zaer needed them. From where she stood at the central display ring on the command deck, Zaer could pull up any readings, as she had at the time they entered. The central hologram filled the interior of that ring with its multitude of data on the planet outside, while the clear panels arching around the wall stations displayed various ship systems and status updates.

"Zaer." Nik approached the central ring of consoles, standing a cautious distance from her. From there, he studied the semi-transparent nearest half of the planet and its debris field and partial moon. "What's going on?"

Nya came up next to him in time to see the tan-furred, triangle ears on Zaer's head tip down. From one of the two stations at the opposite side of the ring, Shen said something.

Zaer shook her head and pressed her lips tight for a second before letting out a gust of breath in frustration. "I have an errand."

"We can't stop for your 'errands'," Seska said. "We have to reach Dathen."

Zaer studied her for a moment, dark eyes glaring from a face of beige fur, which darkened to tan beyond her facial features. The small Jiksian had a way of making one uncomfortable if she desired. She could also be quite wise and accommodating, but losing her old ship had all but eliminated her patience. In her limited experience with Zaer, Nya had learned enough not to cross her, as had Nik and Vel, apparently; they remained silent.

Seska's slender neck flashed with a swallow. "Or... not."

She was learning.

The softening lines of Zaer's face were like a valve releasing tension. From her console, she adjusted the display within the ring to show a track from their present course to a settlement on the surface. "I'll take the Cartegos to the surface and meet my contact."

The Ethalian medium cargo ship took up about two-thirds of the port bay of the Iludrin. That had been Zaer's true replacement for the Da'Nelgur, and a more than adequate compensation for her loss.

Nik leaned over the console. "What if something happens to you?"

"Shen knows what to do."

All eyes turned to the little Oolan, whose bald, blue-white head lost its color. The frill around his head, however, waved more quickly. He said something in his language that made Zaer sigh.

"I'll be all right," she assured him.

Shen said something short, his dark eyes going to them, and Zaer straightened. "You can't be serious."

His answer was short, including what sounded like "Yonder".

"All right! Enough!"

The Oolan tipped his head and returned to studying something at the station where he sat. Sometimes Nya wondered who was really the captain.

The rest of them waited. Zaer was the only one with any understanding of Oolanic.

She finally conceded, "He said I should take an escort, in case of trouble."

"Yonder?" Nik's brow lifted in amusement.

The scowl and threat of lowered ears directed at Nik only lasted a moment. A second later, she nodded. "You do know your way around trouble, Nikky. I could use you... and you." Her eyes went to Nya. "You've got some skills, girl."

"How dangerous is it?" She'd go to protect Nik, but she had her own mission to stay out of trouble.

Zaer shrugged. "Not much. Kurtuz is pretty quiet overall. Natives just trying to get by. They can't pay much, but they'll take any supplies they can get. Funny that more don't try to leave."

After a statement from Shen, she shook her head. "Not likely."

"I could help," Vel said.

"I need you here. You, I know. Her..." She pointed to Seska. "That's another matter. And if there's trouble, Shen will need you."

Vel looked like a child admonished, his bold offer deflated. Zaer was right, though. If something happened, who would stop Seska from saving her own skin and leaving them behind?

Zaer stepped from the console, standing barely over waist high to Nya. She crossed to the side of the deck and tapped a small door, which popped open. When she reached inside, Zaer withdrew a weapon in a holster in her four-fingered claw. With it, she marched to Nik, pulled his hand up and slapped the weapon into his palm. "Ever fire one of these, prince boy?"
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THE command center of the cargo transport felt familiar with its close stations, but this had a full canopy over a larger command center than the Da'Nelgur with two side seats behind the four forward-facing stations.

Strapped into the copilot seat, Nya looked out through the canopy across the nose of the ship. Tucked at the back of the bay near the ceiling was an overhead bridge crane. Below it was the control booth where Vel and Seska watched from behind the shielded glass.

The controls of the ship glowed with power before Nya. They had been easy enough to determine based on her experience and a little help from Zaer, who had told her to take the copilot position.

On the heads-up display, Nya noted the position of the bay doors, which Vel controlled. "Doors open. We're clear for departure." Nya manipulated several controls and received confirmation from Vel's station.

Zaer's hands moved over the thrusters and steering controls. The bay shifted in their view from their slow turn on the spot until open space loomed before them. Without a word, she flew them clear.

Nya took care of the last detail. "Legs up."

Zaer glanced aside with an approving glint in her eyes. "He said you were an experienced pilot."

Nya twisted back to Nik, who sat at the station behind Zaer. He shook his head.

"Not him. The engineer."

Vel. "What did he say?"

She shrugged. "Just that you're as good at flying a ship as you are with wings." She paused uncomfortably. "Thanks for that too," she said almost too low to hear.

There was one good thing about their flight from the sinking ship after crashing into the sea on Ethal. At least Nya was on good terms with Zaer.

She said nothing about it but coordinated with Zaer to approach the planet. Having another lead the flying was awkward when she was used to piloting her own small craft, but her knowledge of what to do made it seem well coordinated.

The planet grew outside the canopy, amid the debris that they expertly dodged. Small pieces were deflected by the shields. Once they passed through, Zaer made a few adjustments. No one pinged the comms about landing. They were silent.

As they entered the atmosphere, Nya saw why. On the dark side, few lights shone from the surface. They descended through the atmosphere where the sun still cast long shadows; large bodies of water and continents grew clearer. General terrain became deserts, mountains, and more. Rivers cut jagged lines across wide swaths of brown, lined by colorful borders of flora.

Soon, she could make out more defined features. The round, ridged impressions of craters dotting the landscape didn't surprise her, but the villages did. Most that appeared on the heads-up display were small and far between with sparse vegetation, dotted by clusters of animals.

The one Zaer flew towards was a city by comparison to other settlements, although still a town by Nya's standards. Situated along a river, it was surrounded by a patchwork of fields. The vegetation was thick for a few dozen miles on either side and dotted with small settlements and scattered farmsteads. At the edge of rocky terrain, the vegetation thinned. In this river valley, the soil was apparently still fertile.

The city appeared to be a center of trade for the region. Roads exited from several directions like spokes from a hub. Those roads changed within the streets of the city. Simple, blocky, low-lying structures made up most of the city but grew higher in the interior to heights of three to five stories.

As Zaer slowed their approach to a walled landing slot at the edge of the city, Nya dropped the landing gear.

"Not so different, is it?"

"No," Nya said. "But you'd love the capabilities of an Inari shuttle."

"So, I've been told," Zaer said while gently touching down in the empty slot.

Nya frowned a moment before the answer hit: "Vel."

"Hm." Zaer switched off the HUD and several controls, then swiveled her seat around. 

Nya did the same.

"Keep your hoods up. You with the hair." She looked to Nya, then to Nik. "And you, Nikky... well... Native Kurts may not recognize you, but we're in one of the main ports. Someone may recognize you."

His lips twitched. "Did you?"

The grin exposing her sharp teeth said it all. "Of course. I've been around. I wouldn't have agreed to transport you otherwise. I expected
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