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A malevolent presence has interrupted Nya's sleep, and she tracks the source to L'Ni's quarters. When she can't awaken him, she has one option that might work... to enter his mind.

What she finds is a nightmare creature overshadowing L'Ni and trapping him in a battle he can't escape. Unlike other adversaries he has faced, L'Ni can't rely on physical strength or weapons to fight the creature he once served. This battle is from within.

Nya is determined to break the creature's hold on him. Together, they'll search his memories for an answer. However, the horrors of his past may be too much to escape. The creature L'Ni once considered a god wants revenge, and it won't stop until both he and Nya are dead.
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"NYA..." a deep voice called as if from a distance.

"Hello? Is someone there?"

Something frantic that she couldn't understand reached her through darkness. A presence flashed, vaguely familiar, but it was gone in a blink.

The darkness rushed in with a malevolence like nothing she had ever experienced. It sparked terror as it tightened around her. Her chest ached and a faint hissing surrounded her.

"No! Get off me!" The words barely choked out, her mouth seeming to stick as the crushing increased.

Fear and panic set her heart racing.

Nya struggled against the pressure, but her body wouldn't obey. She couldn't move. She couldn't fight.

A hand reached towards her. She followed the arm to a familiar, blue-tinted face with white brows and hair and features so refined that they had a beauty about them, even in the masculinity.

L'Ni!

A second later, he was sucked back into the darkness and disappeared.

No! No, she had to reach him.

In that moment, a light shimmered from within her, brightening with the increase of a chorus of voices: IT IS HERE.

Nya found the resonance of the Starfire within her and let it flare.

The darkness shrieked—
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Nya gasped and opened her eyes to another darkness.

No, not darkness. A faint glow graced the perfect lines of wall panels and a small section near the door across the room and another at a nearby door for her private bathing room.

The light weight of a blanket lay upon her, not nearly as heavy as the crushing weight in her nightmare. A firm but soft mattress supported her body, and a soft pillow cushioned her head.

Her room was quiet and cool. A chill passed through her after the contrast of the intense warmth of the Starfire from a moment ago.

She put her hand to her forehead, smoothing back loose hair stuck to sweaty skin, and let out a sigh of relief.

However, the sense of malevolence lingered from the nightmare.

What was it?

She rubbed her face and looked about, curious but afraid and expecting a horrible monster lurking over her.

Nothing. She should be relieved, but the feeling refused to leave.

Nya couldn't help but to feel that something vile lurked in the shadows.

If it had been a nightmare, that feeling should have been fading. However, she couldn't shake the unsettling evil unlike anything she had ever experienced before. Nor could she shake the dread that something was wrong with L'Ni.

Nya frowned and sat up, the blanket falling off her shirt to her pants, and she looked around at her dark room on the Iludrin. When the cool air hit the sweaty dampness of her shirt, she shivered again.

At a glance of the side panel, she made out the chronometer. It was the middle of the night, or what passed as night on the ship's schedule.

And she was fully awake with the nightmare clinging to her like her shirt and hair.

Nya wrapped her arms around herself. The air was chilly, but that's not what caused her to shiver again. She reached to the panel next to the bed and woke it up.

Crystal fire! She hadn't been ready for the glow.

After her eyes adjusted, Nya swung her legs over the side of her bed and stood.

The malevolence was stronger.

Why couldn't she shake it? Was it real?

Why had she seen L'Ni? Why had he reached out with fear on his face? Was he alright?

Crystal fire. She had to check, otherwise she would only lay in bed worrying and never get back to sleep.

Although she felt like something would jump at her any second, she approached the door. Every shadow felt like it would pounce.

At that thought, she hesitated.

No. It was silly, childish. Enough of this. Nothing was waiting on the other side.

So why did she feel like something was waiting to attack her?

Nonsense. Stop it, Nya!

She touched the key for her door and ducked away from the brighter light of the corridor. After a second for her eyes to adjust and anxious to not be alone with the feeling like something would attack, she hurried across the cool metal floor to L'Ni's door.

He wouldn't take well to her waking him. However, he could put her mind at ease one way or another, whether through his advice or at least by letting her see that he was all right.

The quiet of the corridor didn't help her shake off the eerie sensation and, if anything, made her anxious for company. She didn't want to be alone with that feeling pressing on her.

Nya touched the control pad next to the door of his quarters.

When no answer came, she tried again.

Wake up, L'Ni. Now was not the time for him to sleep heavily again. He'd claimed to be a light sleeper, except for a few times when she had trouble waking him. This seemed to be one of those times.

Crystal fire. Now she had to know that he was all right.

Nya touched the room comm button and said, "L'Ni. It's Nya. Answer me, please."

She waited, hoping for some sort of response, even if just to tell her to go back to bed.

Was he even in his room?

She scrolled through the menu of the door control pad and touched the sensor. One life-sign in the room. At least he was alive.

Why wasn't he answering?

She tried the comm again. "L'Ni. I need to talk. Please open the door."

After a moment, another thought occurred and she said in Ru'owa, {"L'Ni. I need to know if you're all right."} He was stubborn about making her use his language, although she should be making him use her language since he had insisted on learning it. They had been working on it since the cavern of Karam Three. He was slow to learn, however, or slower than she had been to learn his language. Nevertheless, he could speak a few phrases and read a few symbols.

Despite her using his language, he still didn't answer. He was in the room, but she didn't want to walk in and surprise him. That never went well. His instincts were to attack first and question later.

The eerie feeling persisted as a dark cloud over her, compounding her worry about L'Ni. She had to be sure he was all right.

She didn't want to do it, but he was leaving her no choice.

Nya put her hand to the control panel and found the pitch that set off the resonance of the Starfire within her. The energy warmed through every cell of her body, chasing out the chill of the air. She directed it through her hands to link to the power circuits of the door controls and dove into the system and its flow of energy. Her mind flooded with the commands and codes, and she followed them to switch off the door lock.

That small flick of energy was accompanied by a soft scrape from the door, or at least she thought it was. Computer codes blurred through her mind and before her eyes like the aftereffects of being flashed with a bright light. Either she was dreaming or a dark maw appeared before her.

She released the resonance, blinked several times, and shivered from the chill of the warmth vanishing, then waved her hand towards the maw.

Empty air.

The codes faded enough to make out the open door into the dark room beyond. While trying to force the rest of the river of computer data aside, she stepped into the doorway.

"L'Ni?"

In the faint light from the corridor, she made out a lump on the bed under the covers. The white hair loose on the pillow near the far wall was hard to miss.

The malevolence was worse there. A thick miasma felt more than seen in the room, it chilled down her spine so that every shadow was suspect. Something was present. Nya felt eyes watching her but saw nothing.

Wary, she found the resonance, using the glowing Starburst marks on her palms and backs of her hands to illuminate the room. The pure evil presence backed off, leaving her able to breathe more easily.

What was happening?

What was the presence?

And why did it seem to be centered around L'Ni?

She moved towards him lying on his side. The door slid closed behind her. If he attacked, no one was coming in quickly to help.

She crept closer, wary of him waking, although something told her that wasn't as much of an issue as the presence still lurking at the edge of her perception.

From a few feet away at his bedside, she saw that his face was tight, as if in pain.

"L'Ni," she said, afraid to get too close.

He didn't respond.

"L'Ni," she said in a louder voice.

Still no response.

Crystal fire. What was wrong with him?

Her experience from the night she found the Surdranis data made her reluctant to move in close, but she didn't see a choice.

Nya cautiously reached for his shoulder with one glowing hand and shook him. "L'Ni."

She jumped back.

His face tightened in pain, and he gave a small grunt, then he fell still and let out a heavy sigh. She would have preferred something more.

She nudged him again with more force.

He groaned and fell to his back, his face briefly in pain. Not even awake had she ever seen that on his face, except when she had poked him to prove her point after his fight with Ann in the battle games arena.

Something was wrong.

She had to take a chance. The presence pressed in more fiercely, despite the glow of her hands.

She put her hands to his shoulders. "L'Ni, wake up!"

He gasped.

Nya jumped back.

He lay still.

"What's wrong, L'Ni?" He should have awakened.

Aware of the risks, she sat on the edge of the bed and put both glowing hands on his shoulders and shook him. "L'Ni. Wake. up!"

Except for a momentary wince, he remained asleep.

He never slept this hard. She needed help.

Nik...

No. The implant kept out telepaths.

But she could go into his mind... maybe. She'd never tried on someone with an implant and didn't know if it would work.

And L'Ni wouldn't like that. He had denied her when he was awake. To do so when he couldn't speak for himself was an intrusion on his privacy.

Crystal fire! She had to do something. She wanted to help, but his objections floated through her mind.

Nya brushed away a clump of white hair from the pale-blue-tinted face, a handsome face that didn't grow hair like humans, except for the white brows. As much as she wanted to deny it, she had admired his appearance the first time she saw him without the scarf and hood. Something about him had drawn her to him, despite his coldness. Working with him for two and a half months had only deepened her admiration, and he had seemed to warm up to her, or as much as she could expect of him. The idea of him not waking up stabbed at her emotions, especially so soon after losing Seska.

The lurking malevolence pressed in around them.

It was linked to him. Nya was sure of it. It was strongest there, and her presence only seemed to make it thicken around them, invisible but definitely something. She would bet that it caused this, although she wasn't sure how or what it was.

She only knew that she had to do something.

L'Ni might not like her entering his mind, but she only had to wake him. She didn't have to pry into his secrets, which the telepaths would then see from her. Whatever the presence was wasn't letting him go.

Still, she hesitated. If he reacted violently, she would be vulnerable.

"L'Ni," she tried one more time with a nudge.

Nothing, as expected. Crystal fire.

Seeing no other choice, Nya moved aside the lump under the blanket that was his arm. His face pinched briefly and relaxed, but he didn't awaken.

Scrap it. Every time he reacted, she hoped he was waking, but he fell quiet again.

She had to do it. She had to go in.

Nya put her hands on each side of his head and focused on the resonance. Like with the door controls, she dove into the energy, which allowed her to connect with his mind.

She fell into darkness.
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A SHRIEK rang out. Nya put her hands to her ears but couldn't block it. It passed through her and around her. It wasn't her physical body—her ears—that heard it. Rather, it tore through her mind.

It tormented her in its ferocity. Around her, an inky blackness billowed like smoke.

The shriek faded, but the darkness remained, spiraling around her slowly, like a hunter evaluating its prey. She felt the dark intents, the implied threat and the satisfaction that she had come. The darkness was alive, emanating a malevolence that overwhelmed her. She recognized it from her nightmare, and it was stronger in L'Ni.

"Who's there? What are you? Where's L'Ni?"

Her voice echoed back, distorted until it deepened and ground roughly as something sinister and taunting, multiplying into a tumult that crashed and eventually faded.

But the darkness remained.

"An'shel," it hissed. The word repeated around her, accosting her like hundreds of tiny spikes.

"Stop!" She called.

The darkness billowed and writhed like black smoke with a new fury that matched the evil pressing in on her.

Was this why L'Ni refused to allow her into his mind?

"L'Ni! It's Nya!" Where was he?

"Sssaa..." the darkness replied angrily.

What was going on within him?

"L'Ni, please!"

A malicious laughter echoed around her. The darkness writhed even more, an evil glee pouring from it.

"Nya..." The voice was distant but familiar. His mind reached out.

The malevolence reared up, threatening to destroy her and trying to cut her off from him. L'Ni was there somewhere, but what was this creature?

She shivered, aware of it seeking to penetrate her with its cold death and ugly visions.

"No," she whispered.

"An'shel," it repeated spitefully.

Her spirit diminished at the hopelessness of escaping, all of her will draining from her.

FIGHT.

The command revived her some but not enough.

FIGHT! the Guardians repeated.

Nya looked about at the writhing darkness and saw something that sent a chill through her. The red eyes were unmistakable, watching her.

"Nya..." The voice was still distant.

"L'Ni?"

The darkness pressed in close, choking her. "Sssaa..."

"L'Ni!" Where was he? Did he hear her?

Was he really there or was this a trick?

She gasped as the voices of the Starfire rose up with the burning of their power.

The darkness shrieked and evaporated.

Released from its hold, she wobbled—

Strong arms caught her and kept her on her feet when her legs, or her legs that she imagined in the mind's view of herself, were ready to give out. Could what happened in her mind affect her body on the outside?

"Nya," said the familiar deep voice.

Too weak to fight and needing the comfort, she leaned against him, her head on his chest. It might be only a dream and her imagination of them standing together, but she knew who it was. She was safe. The fear induced by the darkness faded, but she wasn't ready to move away.

Never had she encountered something of such pure malice that made her feel so alone and afraid. She needed L'Ni, needed company, and needed to know that he was all right. She had never needed anyone like she did then.

L'Ni stood quietly, his arms around her calming the trembles inspired by the monster. A mental warmth wrapped around her like a thick blanket on a cold night, soothing away the lingering evil.

{"You're safe for now, but you shouldn't be here,"} L'Ni said. {"It's still there, and it will return."}

The return of the creature was the last thing she wanted. She stayed close to him, drawing strength from his presence and the reassurance that he didn't push her away or scold her, despite his statement. She wasn't ready to move away. {"What was that thing? Why is it here?"}

He tensed, and she saw the answer in his thoughts. {"You know the answer."}

She curled her fingers into his shirt, a shadow of fear chilling her. {"Issa."}

In that dream of him, his chest expanded with a breath that exhaled with one word: {"Yes."}

{"How is that possible? Did it break through? How are we still here? I thought it wanted to destroy the universe."}

He fought against his annoyance and the frustration of not knowing. She could feel it, for a moment wondering how but then remembering that she was in his mind and that L'Ni had never liked being pestered with questions.

In the quiet, she sensed regret from him and a hint of shame. That couldn't be right. L'Ni never expressed shame. He was the most confident person she knew.

{"It was always here."} His voice faded with his presence.

She startled and looked about. "L'Ni?"

He was gone.

Nya searched around her, panicking. Great moons of Iros! No. No, no, no, no, no.

"L'Ni!"

*
[image: ]


A droning chant in Ru'owa arose from around her, echoing as if in a large chamber. Multiple voices in unison called out to a god to descend upon its chosen and convey its strength and power to them. The voices repeated their chant, increasing in intensity and stirring within her something dark and cold. It squashed the light within and came with a wave of violent images.

No. She knew that feeling. Her nightmare.
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"No!"

Despite her objections, it sought to drag her into an abyss of anger and the desire to destroy.

She couldn't breathe.

"No!"

She had to fight to remain, but the darkness consumed her.

"Stop!"

In an instant, warmth rose and filled her with the light of the Starfire. The Guardians. She hadn't initiated the resonance; they had.

The evil retreated.

She felt arms around her again, holding her close to a body. She clung to him, trembling at the fright left in her.

{"Leave her!"} A deep, familiar voice called from the body next to her—L'Ni.

From around them, mocking laughter echoed, overlapping as if from multiple places, then faded into nothing.

{"I won't let it hurt you."} His arms held her, enveloping her in the gentle promise of his words.

She tightened her arms around him, afraid he would disappear again.

{"Never again. No more lies..."} he murmured.

Despite her desperate grasp, he faded again from her presence.

"L'Ni!"
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From the darkness, laughter reached Nya, but not menacing laughter. This was like the voice of a child, carefree and full of life.

When she heard it again, she turned to a light and a haze that slowly grew in focus.

{"Illani, come back!"} The voice was vaguely familiar but not as deep as she expected. {"You'll be whipped!"}

Light formed into shapes and colors. It coalesced further into a narrow street between tall buildings. Nya found herself running past pale faces with the same light blue skin that gave them a deathly appearance, similar to the way creatures that lived their entire lives in darkness were often devoid of color.

Dressed in simple gowns with gray or black scarves wrapped tight around their heads or bald without scarves, the women walked with pale blue eyes down, often with children around them. The young girls dressed as modestly as their elders and boys wore a standard uniform. There wasn't much variety of clothing when discipline was required.

Nya dodged and pushed past them.

No. It wasn't her. She wasn't there but observed through other eyes.

L'Ni's eyes?

Not just his eyes, but also his thoughts. They played through her mind.

Luithon was going to lash him at his next visit if Illani defied the fanorel again. The girl was supposed to be learning her place from the old women of their sector of Sellanis Station, one of many family stations hiding from those who would destroy them, particularly the evil An'shel. He had to stop the girl before she could embarrass their family. Their father might even kill her if she didn't submit to proper authority. Luckily, he wasn't there.

Luithon hadn’t returned from his extended mission for nearly four years and was overdue. Like all warriors, he didn't tolerate insubordination.

Illani had always had a defiant streak, tolerated somewhat as a small child, but it had grown with her. As much as he admired her desire to live life without hindrance, L'Ni couldn't let her disobey again. Illani had to grow up. Growing up meant obeisance to their god and the laws. It meant discipline. She lacked any of that, despite being close to womanhood.

Or maybe she intended to push the limits of patience of the elder women. This was Rithala's fault. Their mother in small ways defied the laws and the fanorel, the elder women responsible for ensuring the girls were properly prepared for their future roles. In some things, he agreed with their mother, but she set a poor example for Illani.

Nya observed the nuances of the thoughts that weren't hers and the incredible streets of shops topped with apartments. A couple of small air vehicles zoomed past L'Ni towards distant towers partly out of his range of sight with all the buildings between him and those towers. This version of him was younger but just as focused and disciplined as she had come to know of him.

Still, it was strange to observe his life through his eyes. His experiences were open to her as he was remembering them, and this memory was strong.

He strode through the streets of that sector of the station under what appeared to be natural sky. Until L'Ni's thoughts had been about being on a station, Nya wouldn't have guessed it. The sky projected overhead gave her the feeling of being on a planet with a real sky. The sun even dipped towards the imaginary horizon.

He passed a group of boys of various ages playing a game in the street, their white hair short. Only warriors were allowed to grow their hair long and then only to lengths allowed by the level of their rank and skill; and only warriors and priests were allowed the braids as a symbol of their status. L'Ni had explained it to Nya some time ago, but in this, she experienced his reverence in his memories with his pride in expecting to one day achieve the long braids.

A scream came from ahead. L'Ni sprinted, afraid of what he might find.

Around a corner of a building, he halted. One of the old women held Illani by the hair now exposed and overdue for trimming—girls' hair wasn't allowed to touch their shoulders—which gave the old woman enough to clutch.

The old woman's dark, loose gown hid a hunched body. The sagged cheeks beneath the tight head wrap revealed the advanced years—over a hundred sixty by their calendar, if he remembered right—and the pale gray-blue eyes were as old and bitter as someone who had forgotten the joys of being young or who had never appreciated it. The strength to hold onto a precocious teen girl, however, was still there.

"Ihrien!" the girl called and winced at a tug on her hair. Her hands moved on the arm attached to find the hand holding her in an attempt to remove it.

Ihrien?

This was L'Ni... and Ihrien? He was Ihrien?

Yes. She sensed the recognition in his thoughts.

Had the message in the data from Surdranis been directed at him?

The old woman's lip curled into a snarl. {"Insolent child! You are an insult to your family,"} she said in that cracked and rough voice. Hard eyes nailed L'Ni. {"You would do best to chain this one and teach her respect."} She shoved Illani towards him.

He caught his sister and pushed her aside to bow his head. The bitter crone might be a woman, but that old woman was a fanor and one of the worst tempered. {"Yes, Fan Ronel."}

{"Rithala must teach her better, or I will."}

{"Yes, Fan Ronel."} He looked aside to Illani, whose fear was replaced by rebellion with her face turned away from the elder. She was lucky that he had reached her when he had. Within a couple of years, he would be sworn into the Issa Pralemmar. He could no longer excuse his sister's disrespect, although he should not be doing so anyway.

Before the old woman could change her mind on letting his sister leave unharmed with him, he picked up the dark gray scarf from the ground and wrapped it around Illani's white locks only partly pulled back to keep it out of her face. After tying it in place so that not a strand was seen, he grabbed his sister's arm and dragged her away.

Only after they turned a corner and he was certain that Fan Ronel hadn't followed did he release Illani's arm.

She dropped her face, but the look of defiance was there. She was stubborn that way, but it couldn't last. Beneath her blue-gray gown was the start of the shape of a woman. She would be evaluated soon. No respectable warrior nor priest would want a stubborn wife, or they would beat the spirit out of her. He couldn't let her put herself in that situation. She had to change. She was only too lucky in that the six-year age difference with their older brother Nedron spared her from his harsh punishment. Nedron had allowed her childish antics when they were younger but would be abhorred to see her now. And with their father also away, her punishment fell
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