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Returning to Ethal wasn't what Nik wanted. His leaving wasn't on the best of terms—he defied his family and abandoned his responsibilities. But he has sworn to help Nya complete her mission. Unfortunately, confronting his past is only the beginning of their troubles; Nya's life may be in danger on Ethal.

To make matters worse, when Nya disappears in the Vault of the Celestials, Nik and Vel get trapped trying to rescue her. The temple contains mysteries never revealed, until Nya's presence provides the key. They must solve the puzzles of an ancient past to learn the secrets of the Vault and expose the shadow threat to their mission.
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THE sudden appearance and rapid growth of the planet set off alarms that made everyone jump to attention within the control center cabin.

"Scrap it!" Her small hands flying over the control panel, Zaer followed the exclamation with a string of curses in a language Nya couldn't begin to understand.

Shen's small hands flew over the control console next to Zaer's.

Where she stood between the two weapons stations, Nya braced herself from the jostling with her hands pressing up on the low ceiling. Vel and Nik grabbed the weapons consoles where they sat to steady their own jostling. If only there was a fifth seat to strap in for the crash landing.

"What did you do to my ship?!" Zaer twisted around to growl at Vel, baring sharp teeth on her small snout. Tan-furred, triangle ears flattened on her head.

"Planet!" Vel pointed, suddenly awake from his stupor after hardly sleeping for two days. 

Zaer turned back to the controls. "I know! Thanks to your bad repairs, we came out of hyperspace too late and hit the atmosphere."

Next to her, Shen said something in his language that made Zaer snap, "Don't take his side!"

The heads-up flared with a warning display about the ship speeding towards the planet filling their view. On the bottom, a blue dot flashed.

"Comm!" Nik pointed to the flashing blue dot.

"Shut up and let me fly!"

Shen switched on the comms.

Metal moaned in its strain around them.

"Attacking craft..."

"We're not attacking! Our hyperdrive is out. It was supposed to be fixed!"

"We fixed it," Vel defended.

"Apparently not!"

Their approach to the planet appeared to be slowing, but gravity and the momentum of coming out of hyperspace made their approach too fast. Friction on the shields burned hot, setting off other warning alarms, which Zaer slapped off. The ship groaned and creaked and rattled.

Nya staggered off balance and resigned to sitting at the back, despite the bouncing.

"Krax!" Zaer's small hands flew over her console. "Shen!"

He let out a string of tart words in reply. His normal blue-white head turned pink, and the frill around his bald head waved quickly.

"We need maximum reverse!"

Shen gave a short reply.

"I don't care if we burn them out! I need full power, or we'll burn up! "

"Um... Zaer." Nik's knuckles were white on the console before him.

The heating had stopped, but they were still falling too quickly. Nya could only wish for her own shuttle, which had been confiscated by Paxons on Tyol. They wouldn't be in this mess if Vel hadn't used his credit chip to pay the docking fees.

She was going to die before ever starting her real mission.

Nik jumped from his seat and leaned on Zaer's high-backed seat to point out the view. "Head for the ocean... there, if you can."

"I don't have much control!"

"Do what you can."

"We're coming in too fast."

"Just try." Nik barely tempered his frustration.

Zaer was right, but his plan was sound. The ocean wasn't far from their projected impact. If she could manage even a small adjustment, they might slam into the water, which was only marginally better than crashing into the ground as a giant fireball.

Nik returned to his seat and gave Nya a questioning look.

If he was thinking what she thought he was thinking, she agreed. Nya curled up at the back of the cabin.

Shen said something that sounded panicked.

"I see it! We're losing reverse thrusters."

"Security patrols incoming," Nik said.

Nya peered out from her arms curled around her head but could only make out a ring of red dots around a green shape in one section of the display. At the view outside of a vast blue blur of sky speeding by, Nya rolled up, her head tucked into her knees and her arms tight around it in preparation.

"No good," Zaer said. "Pull up. Pull up. Pull up... Come on, D'Nee... Pull up..." Her straining voice came several seconds before a sudden decrease in speed caught them.

Nya was thrown into the lower panels by Vel's legs.

The groan of straining metal came with a giant splash as they coasted to a stop.

After a moment of calm, the scuffling of feet and clicking of belts prompted Nya to open her eyes. But she couldn't untangle her body.

"Nya." Vel reached for her. She tried to move her arms to reach for him but scraped them where she was wedged in by the seat's base bolted to the floor.

A loud metallic groan came from the ship.

"Not good," Nik said.

"We're taking on water." After a moment, Zaer snapped, "Everyone out!"

With Vel's tugging, Nya managed to escape the tight space, although with a few scrapes and bruises that would heal quickly. At least she had survived the splashdown.

She straightened and looked out at the water covering the nose of the ship with dismay, while Nik and Zaer fought with the cabin door. The bright sun shone through the glass.

"It's locked." Nik grunted.

"No." Zaer popped the panel of the controls for the door. "It can't be."

Shen said something and pointed to the splashing water outside.

No. Not the water—ships. They hovered in the sky around them.

"Ssh!" Zaer paused and put her ear to the door

They all quieted for several seconds.

The faint slosh of water against the hull reached Nya's ears. "I only hear water."

"Exactly." Zaer slammed the panel cover to the ground. "The hold is flooding. This cabin is pressurized. We open that door and we'll drown. Hitting the water at that speed stressed the hull too much."

But they were alive.

No one offered any alternatives. Nya looked out over the dead consoles to the ships hovering over them and the water splashing over the nose of the ship. They would sink soon; it was a miracle they hadn't already. If they didn't get out, they'd be trapped.

"That's it."

Nya blinked at Vel. "What?"

"We blast our way out and swim to safety."

Shen nodded vigorously.

Zaer's eyes narrowed. "Easy for you to say. Water is your element."

"Don't tell me you can't swim."

She shook her head in reply to Vel's question. "I'm a smuggler, not a deep-sea diver. I never had to swim."

"I can fly you to land," Nya offered. "But we have to hurry. If I get my wings wet, they'll be too heavy to fly myself."

"We better hurry," Nik said.

"Right. Get back."

They did as she commanded and pressed to the back of the cabin behind her as she removed the gloves. The resonance warmed through her before she had them off.

The only problem was the ring of ships outside.

"Worry about getting out. They have shields." Vel grimaced and added, "And they already know your intent."

Score one for telepaths. "Get ready. We'll take on water faster once that glass is gone." She put her hands before her and focused on the power level she would need to burn through glass rated for hyperspace.

This wasn't going to be easy.

I need your strength, she begged the entities of her crystal shard.

It poured through her in response, heating her into a sweat. She released the energy from the marks on her hands in a focused blast, but it had to last long enough to burn through the canopy. Nya let the energy pour through.

When she thought it should be enough, and the strain weakened her, she stopped and shivered from the cold left by the release of the energy.

Or was it? The scent of ocean water blew a chill breeze through a gaping hole smoking around the edges. Those edges sizzled where the water splashed into the cabin, cooling away the orange glow.

"Everyone out!" The command came from Nik behind her.

A wave of dizziness made Nya hesitate while Shen scrambled out and into the water.

"Let's go." Nik's steadying hands aided her onto the seats and console and up to the opening. With Nik's and Vel's coordinated assistance, Nya climbed out onto the hull.

Behind her, Zaer scrambled around the seats and met them at the hole, where Vel lifted the little Jiksian towards her.

"I—I don't..." Zaer ducked away from a splash of water.

"Shen's out there. He'll keep you afloat," Vel said.

In response, the Oolan waved from the water.

With her shrieking in fright, Vel nearly threw her out.

Nya smiled and steadied her—the smuggler could face the worst fringe of the galaxy and keep her humor, but she couldn't tolerate a little water. Her amusement was only momentary as Zaer grabbed her thigh with those tiny claws.

"I've seen you fly, girl," the smuggler said with pleading eyes turned up to her and ears drooping. "Get me out of here!"

Nya agreed. Water all around them and four ships in the blue sky. The ship beneath them was still afloat for the time being, but that wouldn't last much longer.

Vel and Nik were making their way out with water splashing in their faces, but there wasn't much room outside. Soon, the ship would be submerged.

The resonance of the Starfire in her cells came easily again, this time focused on her back. The blast had taken a lot out of her, and the transformation was painful; but she had to do this. The growth of muscle, bones, sinew, and feathers tore through her, but Nya finished the transformation of energy and matter to what she was.

Silvery-white wings spread out, helping her keep her balance as Vel and Nik emerged. The breeze on her feathers teased her. At last, she would fly again in a real atmosphere.

"Take Zaer." Nik pointed up at the ships. "We'll be all right."

On cue, Zaer scrambled up quickly from the advancing water.

"Watch the claws!" The pricks along Nya's arms and neck ended when Zaer clung around her neck.

"Just fly!"

"Not so tight."

Zaer relaxed her death grip, a little.

The water soaked her feet. Nya flapped hard, careful not to dip her wings into the ocean waters, and rose with Zaer clinging to her. Nya held onto the small body in the hopes that the tan-furred Jiksian would feel more secure and relax her grip, but it didn't wane.

"Easy, Zaer. Let me fly. You'll be all right."

"I hate other people flying."

Nya almost laughed, stopped only by the squeezing of her throat as if to strangle her. "I've only been doing this all my life."

The ocean passed below them with the shore in the distance. Behind them, two of the ships had opened rear holds for the guys.

"You did well, Zaer," she said. "No one was hurt."

"I lost my ship because of those foocha. They wrecked my ship!"

"They did what they could. We made it to Ethal."

The furry little body relaxed with a whimper. "I lost my ship. My D'Nee."

"You'll get another."

"Not like the Da'Nelgur." Zaer's ears dipped.

So much emotion for a ship. It was only a machine, a conveyance.

But Nya had known pilots who considered their ships to have their own personalities, with mechanical quirks that they'd learned to accept and deal with as needed. She understood that but not the affection. A ship was only a tool.

She kept her thoughts to herself. Zaer would learn what really mattered, one day. A ship could be replaced; her life couldn't.

The change in air currents warned Nya before she saw them. She adjusted her flying amid the small defense and rescue vessels slowing to surround her. They didn't try to stop her, just as they hadn't attacked the cargo ship and killed them all.

It gave her the chance to enjoy the flight, despite Zaer.

The Jiksian fell limp in her arms, no longer clutching but almost despondent.

"Are you all right?"

Zaer sighed heavily and said nothing.

"I'm sorry, Zaer."

Nothing.

Her grief darkened Nya's joy of flying, of feeling the muscles in her back straining and the subtle shifts of air against each feather. She focused only on the task of reaching the shore.

When they landed, the Ethalian ships surrounded them, and Zaer made no move to leave her arms. One ship landed and opened its door, revealing Nik, Vel, and Shen seated within.

She hurried to join them and set Zaer on one of the seats in the rear hold of the ship. Shen sat by his friend and took her hand, but the smuggler remained unresponsive, mourning.

Nya took another seat with the men. A helmeted soldier in a dark blue uniform with black accents sat in the seat closest to the cockpit, where two others sat in silence. Not silence, she realized, but telepathy. They didn't have to speak.

"She lost everything. Give her time." 

Nya smiled her appreciation to Nik. He was skilled at privately sending his thoughts. "Where are we going?"

"To meet with the High Eshruil. They need to know why we're here—the full reason."
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THE chamber in which they stood emanated an aura of authority from hundreds of years of history. Dark-oiled wood panels surrounded the room and red, cushioned seats circled in three tiers around the sides. A group of almost forty nobles—men and women—sat upon benches behind the banister around the central floor. But three in particular bore greater importance, seated upon high-backed chairs on a dais at the head of the room—the senior Custo Fos, the Archon, and the Adjutant Archon, who was elected from among the representatives of the High Eshruil. Three of the local priests—including the Executor—in their green-blue half-capes over their simple dark gray jackets and pants, were also in attendance; Nik suspected because of Nya's presence, since they didn't usually attend.

The High Eshruil chamber was silent upon their entrance, and Nik knew why. He was back after five years away, and he had returned in one of the most auspicious landings in Ethalian history. It had certainly captured the attention of the citizens of his world, particularly upon the appearance of Nya.

But his apprehension wasn't just due to facing the ruling body of Ethal; he also had to deal with his parents. No longer could he escape the confrontation that he had dreaded. Coming home after five years away might be the end of his freedom. Lord Caius would see that he never left again; Nik was sure of that.

His mother, however... she was of a different mind, which was why he had kept in touch with her.

Nevertheless, as Archon, Lady Talia was expected to uphold the traditions of Ethal and serve the Custo Geni, the heirs from which the Custo Fos were chosen. As the spouse of the reigning Custo Fos, she oversaw the laws of their world.

It was a complicated but simple system of nobility—the Custo Fos chose from a selection of potential mates genetically predisposed to produce the next likely Custo Fos—the Highborn—and the person selected would become Archon, which was why marriage was almost never for love for their caste.

Not in the case of Lady Talia and Lord Caius. They had been sweethearts when the geneticists determined they were a suitable match. And they had produced not one but three acceptable heirs.

Which was why he didn't understand the fuss. Two of his sisters was plenty. They didn't need him.

From the head of the chamber, Lady Talia focused on him while everyone else was interested in Nya. Even Lord Caius was more curious about their guest, who seemed to have flown out of the pages of the Dunan, than of his son's return, but that was fine by Nik.

The poor Inari wanted to hide, and he suspected that the tight press of her wings to her back was an involuntary reaction in response to that. It certainly appeared that way. Nik couldn’t blame her under the scrutiny and awe of the ministers and leaders of their world. He sympathized and admired how well Nya stood with dignity under that pressure. The least he could do was to continue to restrict the broadcasting of her mind to protect her privacy.

Her unease combined with the dissatisfaction of Lord Caius ground him as if a grain between pestle and mortar. That was nothing compared to what would come later. If he could escape his father's judgment, he'd leave immediately, but Nya depended on him.

No one seemed to care about Zaer or Shen, except that the smugglers were held in some disdain, despite his praise.

"You may relax," Lady Talia said to Nya. "You have done nothing wrong." Or was she speaking to him?

His mother's relief was a soothing balm to his father's irritation.

Nya clamped her jaw on the reminder that she was among telepaths.

"Your discomfort is unnecessary," Lady Talia said. His mother was trying her best to make Nya comfortable out of respect, to ease the tension crackling through the room. Nya didn't know that they were in awe of her.

"In fact," his mother continued, "it is we who should be uneasy. Although I suspect these men of shielding your mind—" Her words hinted of admonishment. She was guessing, but his mother knew him too well. "I don't need to see it to know what you are or why you are here, although what you are is a surprise.

"Our science team arrived early yesterday through a portal with a warning and news of having encountered you, but not as you are now. You didn't reveal yourself to them. And now you come to us, one of the very beings who warned our ancestors of the consequences of tampering with such powers. We are humbled by your presence and terrified, yet grateful that you have led our missing son home."

Her voice dropped into something resembling shame as her eyes brushed over him.

Nya straightened in curiosity and greater confidence.

"Lady Talia." Nik couldn't have been happier with her kindness to Nya. "Mother. Lord Caius, father." His father said nothing, but as Custo Fos, he was more of an observer of the High Eshruil with input but no vote. Nevertheless, he was an important part of their ruling body as the spiritual advisor.

"Lord Kellon—" Nik tipped his head to the man on the other side of his mother, the Adjutant Archon.

"Lords and ladies of Ethal, and noble priests." He turned about the room to the other men and women listening and ended at the group of four priests. "You—we—bear the lineage that burdens us with a great responsibility, one that I believe is linked to the reason Crystal Keeper Nyalin is here. I believe the prophecy is upon us."

Nya's mind startled at that last—he hadn't had time yet to explain the prophecy from the Dunan.

The minds around him were just as startled, except the priests. They had known the instant they saw Nya, as had many others. But there was something about them...

Now was not the time to concern himself with the priests. The High Eshruil wanted to know about the stations, but the two items were intertwined. "The dreams of our scientists were indeed a guidance by the gods, but not so that we would have a means of travel to more distant places or to find the origins of our ancestors as we believed in our hubris. Rather, I believe it was a guidance... to them..."

When he turned to her, Nya blushed.

I'm sorry, Nya. They have to know.

Her gray eyes caught his. She disliked that too but was relieved to know he wasn't supporting the creation of the stations.

"The Inari, who once came to our ancestors. The 'angels' who serve the gods of the Light. It was the will of the gods that we should find them, for they are the only ones who can prepare us for what is to come."

Lords and ladies turned to one another, their thoughts like the faint trickling of streams flowing around him. He was too focused on protecting Nya's mind to make out their exchanges.

"Lord Nikkolas," Lady Talia said with some trepidation, "While we desire to hear more about the Inari, what we want now is to know what happened to the stations. The report we heard from the science team indicated the Issan had found both, but we have learned nothing about Sinquist. We received only a warning from
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