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When a Starfire shard calls out to Nya in desperation, she immediately transports the Iludrin to a world where they discover game hunters threatening the security of the shard.

Nya and L'Ni head to the surface with Zaer and Shen on the Cartegos. There, they find one of the small hunter vessels unguarded. While the hunters are away, Shen has an idea to disable it. However, when one of the local creatures attacks, the ship—with Shen on it—crashes over a cliff into the sea and sinks beneath the surface.

That's not the only trouble to come for them. With no time to grieve the loss of another friend, Zaer and the others are forced to escape the world with the shard, but what arrives reveals that the creatures of that world are not the only ones being hunted.
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HOLOGRAPHIC chunks of dead rock and scan results slowly rotated within the central display of the Iludrin command center.

Fer'zal, or the remains of it.

Nya stood next to L'Ni on one side of the display, his hand at her back over her long, loose shirt. Although he said nothing, his thoughts churned into a bittersweet mess. Despite his outward stoicism and calm, he was never silent to her because of their bond, but his mind was never this busy.

They had finally arrived. Since finding the coordinates in the ancient Inari ship left at Nepur'din, he had wanted to find the system. The coordinates had been lost by the Feri. The Inari, however, had preserved them... barely.

The Tashim crew from the Nepur'din outpost had stopped their search for the lost colonists of Ferinel after finding Fer'zal. Nya guessed that the crew had scanned the Feri and discovered that, while appearing different, they were Inari, the transformed descendants of the lost colonists. No more multiple colors of hair and eyes, or even wings; only white hair, a hint of blue in the skin, and ears that had developed more of a point on the top than the roundness of their ancestors and current Inari. They had lost all variety, becoming more uniform in appearance and developed to better serve as soldiers of the creature from the other dimension, superior to anyone else, their wings gone.

The big question was why Keepers had later returned to destroy Fer'zal. She, like L'Ni and everyone else, hoped to find an answer there, especially if it might help them against the Issan, the scourge of that galaxy.

The silence of the command deck weighed upon her. The Ethalians at the seven perimeter stations watched their arched displays of various views and readings without a word. Normally, the crewmembers would be coordinating with others, reporting any issues, or simply visiting in their downtime. Now, however, everything was pure silence.

Nya smoothed down the long, loose shirt over the bump of her belly, where her son's movements tickled inside her.

That child's father revealed nothing on a face made more blue than usual by the glow of the holographic lighting, but she felt a sense of curiosity from him. His anger at the Inari had long ago disappeared.

"Show me all scan results," Ann said from the other side of the holographic display. Her auburn hair was wrapped up tight out of a troubled face, and she wore the gray uniform of the Ethalian Defense Forces with a captain's rank. Although her initial taking over command of the Iludrin had been accepted informally, she had since been accepted as a formal command officer for her level of expertise.

Nik stood at her side in his light gray medical uniform with the red side sections, his short black hair taking on a faint bluish glow from the light of the holographic display. The normally amiable expression on the face of clean-cut features was shadowed with the same expression as Ann. He had come from the infirmary to see what they had found.

"That's everything," replied an officer at one of the perimeter stations of the command center.

"Keep scanning."

"Yes, ma'am," the officer said.

L'Ni's pale blue eyes fixed on the display of the dead chunks of rock from a shattered planet and the results of the scans, but he wasn't angry. His thoughts focused into simply wanting an answer.

Nya leaned into his warmth, and he finally blinked and took a deep breath. He was aware of her presence, despite his intense focus on the display, and rubbed her back.

"There," Nik said, pointing to one of the scan readings on the central display. "I recognize that energy signature. It's the same that my original scans of L'Ni couldn't identify, the same that our guests in the brig still bear."

A small chill ran through Nya. L'Ni understood and almost pinched her back in his tension, so that she reached a hand behind her and took his hand in hers. "The creature's energy?"

With a grim face, Nik nodded.

"A barrier weak point?" Vel would have known.

She shouldn't have thought that. It led to remembering his sacrifice to save her and the baby, which was a punch in her gut. Vel had been their expert on multi-dimensions. They could have used his analysis with this.

Nik pursed his lips and nodded. "Vel said they picked up many weak points in hyperspace when they scanned after the creature's attack in L'Ni's mind."

Nya remembered Vel's warning too well; that and the battle she had fought to free L'Ni from the entrapment in his own mind. She wished the memory had been one that had faded after her head injury on Athreld—known commonly as Re'Kam.

Something didn't seem right about Nik's statement, however. "In hyperspace, where the barriers are thinner... according to Vel. This is normal space. How is it possible?" Was there a risk of the creature breaking through there?

"Lieutenant, is this a general energy reading or specific to a particular point?" Ann asked.

The young man at the console for the central display made some adjustments. The hologram of planetary debris shrank to become a part of a larger hologram of the whole system with five other planets—and orbiting moons—around the system's star. A dot blinked on the track of the projected orbit of what had belonged to Fer'zal.

All contemplated the results in silence, but L'Ni's thought processes reached Nya and entwined with her own.

"A single point," Ann said, her dark eyes fixing on L'Ni. "Is it possible that affected the Feri?"

"The priests draw on the power of the creature," he said in that deep voice with the accent. "Initiation takes place at the temple at each home station as an annual ceremony."

The implications had already been discussed among them after the revelation of his past. This discovery confirmed what they had suspected. 

"Every time the world passed by this point, I'd guess," Ann said.

He gave a simple nod of agreement and said, "That is likely."

"But the stations don't move," Nik said.

"No. That power remains always accessible on the stations."

"Then they likely are close to points like this, and the original ceremony was timed in proximity to this particular point in orbit," Ann said, her eyes on the dot slowly blinking on the display. "It's possible this was the reason the Inari Keepers—An'shel—attacked. If we can detect it, they likely could."

She wasn't alone in that thought. L'Ni had the same idea. After coming to understand the Guardians more fully through Nya, he realized that they didn't destroy except as a last resort. The belief that all life was precious was strictly enforced, but when power was abused, they unleashed destructive forces.

After meeting the other Crystal Keepers on the Inari homeworld, he had accepted that the Guardians would only have condoned the destruction of a world to protect the innocent. That was clearer after discovering that the Inari had left the Feri stations alone thousands of years ago.

Ann's eyes shifted to Nya through the display for a moment.

"What if—" Ann stiffened, her face grim. "—The barrier was weak and the Inari saw it failing, so they 'attacked' to push back the creature, and the planet was an unavoidable casualty?"

"You're speculating that it wasn't the Feri that were targeted," Nya said. L'Ni had thought it too.

"The records of J'Rol Four—Nagami—said they knew of the Feri stations but wouldn't destroy them unless necessary. If the explorers from Nepur'din recognized the Feri on Fer'zal as Inari, they also left them alone at that earlier time. Somewhere between, they recognized a threat and targeted Fer'zal. We also know that the Inari have never been conquerors and have long been sought as mediators and peacemakers for others. That they would do this doesn't make sense, except to stop the creature."

"Like we're trying to do," Nya concluded.

Ann nodded with a small smile of confirmation, her eyes shifting to L'Ni and back.

In the quiet, the baby moved inside Nya like something rolling around. She could feel nothing from the outside. That would come later, according to Nik, but for now, she found the activity reassuring. That child would never know the hatred of his ancestors.

L'Ni's fingers tightened briefly on her other hand, returning her attention to the display.

"It seems reasonable," Nik said.

"Were the Feri doing something to breach the barrier?"

The implications of Ann's question spiked anger and disappointment in L'Ni.

"Quite Likely," he said coldly in that deep voice. "If the An'shel attacked to stop its escape, the failure of Issan plans would be turned into justification to hate the An'shel without admitting their part."

In sympathy, Nya wrapped her free hand around his arm.

A sudden rise of commotion invaded her thoughts, then focused: TROUBLE.

What?

Nya was pulled away from the command center into the warmth of the Starfire, but it showed her only a vague impression of a light shimmering in a dark cave. The light danced on rocky walls, and men's voices shouted and cursed while something splashed violently.

Karam Three?

No. The Starfire had recently shown her the Paxons retreating from their presence there. This was different.

HURRY! The urgency shot through her.

What? Where?

The Starfire nearly stole her breath while pulling her from awareness of her body into the swirling of their energy. Through that immersion, they revealed a sense of location relative to hers in space.

"Nya?"

Warmth poured through her, the power rising without her effort. The Starfire entities surrounded her and guided her. She recognized the connection of places as the focus to form a portal and gave it her full attention.

"Anomaly forming," a voice said.

"Nya?"

"Not now. The Starfire's in trouble." The confirmation from the entities was all she needed. She gave them her full cooperation.

"Where?"

She shook her head and refocused on the portal and directing it to grow large enough for the Iludrin.

"We'll see when we get there," Ann said.

"What about the risk of attracting attention?"

"Too late," Nya answered. Their questions were distracting. Nevertheless, she was able to keep the portal growing.

"Almost there," Ann said.

That's what Nya saw through her connection. She directed the energy to increase the size of the portal.

"Minimum diameter met," the other officer said.

Nya increased the size and directed it over the ship.

The moment of transition came with the blur of Starfire energy surrounding her and exploding into an incredible awareness of everything. It passed in the next moment.

"We're clear," the officer confirmed.

Nya let the resonance fade. At the chill from the sudden absence of their warmth, she shivered, until L'Ni pulled her close to him.

With her focus on the command center again, Nya noticed that the display had changed.

"Where are we?" Ann frowned as the computer analyzed data to match records and finally identified the system: "Serus. Uninhabited by any intelligent species."

An alert flashed at one of the inner planets. The system increased its size to fill the display space. In orbit was a large, blocky ship, identified on the display as the Ka Leshrik.

"Not good," Ann said. "Increase shields."
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THE ship wasn't Paxon or Issan and didn't appear to be a warship. Although the system did identify a couple of guns, those were normal protection, not warship armaments.

"They're game hunters," Ann said.

Nya shook her head, still not understanding.

"They capture wild game to sell for the sport arenas."

"Like Yonder?"

"Exactly like what we saw on Yonder," Nik said. "This must be one of their hunting worlds."

"This is a Starfire world." Her insides knotted at the prospects. Could they be hunting some animal form of Keepers to use in their arena sports?

"Game hunters don't take kindly to authority, and we don't have authority here," Ann said. "What they're doing is legal. It's an unclaimed world with no civilization. Anyone can hunt on this world."

"Capturing intelligent life forms?" Nya couldn't believe what she was hearing.

Ann grimaced. "We don't know that. They wouldn't know that. There's no civilization detectable. And the laws say nothing about intelligence, only signs of civilization."

"Laws or not, it's my job to stop this. I was called to protect the Starfire, and there is a shard on this world."

The resistance reaching her from L'Ni's mind accompanied the tensing of his body.

"And you can't stop me," she scolded him. "This is why they interrupted us at Fer'zal. It's my responsibility to prepare the Keepers." She tried to step away, but his arms that had warmed her now held her in place.

Nya put her hands on his, intending to lift them away. He knew better than to stop her.

Sliding one hand to her growing belly made no difference; and she knew his mind. She knew he knew she was right. "I have to go. This is for him too."

His frustrations rose, and he said nothing. When she tried to pull his hand away, he held firm.

"L'Ni—"

"Take the Cartegos," Ann said, her eyes on L'Ni. "You'll be better protected if there's trouble like on Idor. We'll negotiate up here to deal with any trouble."

"If Zaer agrees," Nik said from Ann's side.

There was that. Zaer hadn't been happy about the trouble on Idor and the emergency escape that had led to what had turned into an unpleasant stay in Miram Castle on Athreld, or Re'Kam, as the rest of the galaxy knew it. Because of Shen's alterations that had left the Cartegos unusable for a time, they had been reduced to a shuttle with no protection.

Unexpectedly, it had worked out for the best by sparing the Cartegos and Iludrin from the electronics-killing energy of the system where Nya's escape portal had taken them. A hyperspace trip in either ship would have resulted in a worse outcome. Zaer would have lost the Cartegos completely.

However, this wasn't Re'Kam, and Zaer would likely cooperate in this. She despised hunters, especially since her own people had been hunted for food by the Urish.

Nik nodded with a sort-of smile, the kind that agreed but empathized with the unfortunate nature of the reasoning. He saw her thoughts.

"I'll speak to her," L'Ni said.

To protect Nya and because Zaer liked him. Finally, he accepted that Nya had to go. It was her responsibility to protect the Starfire and its Keepers on the planet. At least, she assumed it had anointed its Keepers by touching one of the creatures with its power, since it had called her there. And from some of the creatures they had met, they weren't limiting themselves to Inari or humans.

Fingers gently pressed into her belly, triggering a small kick from their son. L'Ni wasn't happy that she had to go into a situation like this, but he accepted it as her duty.

When the Starfire's energy warmed through her in that moment, it brought the sounds of splashing and low undulations with the voices of men cursing in Standard and other languages. Nya shuddered in sympathy. "We should get down there. Something is in trouble. The hunters are hurting them."

"Go." Ann's eyes flicked from her to L'Ni. "We'll do what he can from here. You already have Daran and Perin volunteering. They'll meet you at the Cartegos. No offense, L'Ni. They want to help. No one wants Nya in trouble."

He said nothing, but Nya felt his relief and said, "He appreciates the backup."

"Let's hope there aren't more ships on the way," Nik said.

When did he become the pessimist?

He shrugged. "It's just the way things go for us."

"A portal does tend to stand out," Ann conceded. "There's a good chance they know who we are, but that doesn't mean anything. Nevertheless, we'll take precautions."

A Starfire portal did stand out, but maybe it would serve as a warning of their arrival to whoever was threatening the Starfire, instead of being an invitation for trouble.

With L'Ni's arms having relaxed, Nya slid away. She took his hand and marched out of the command center through the wide door, which was flanked by Altorin in their gray uniforms with the aquamarine side sections. Sonya with her blonde hair wrapped up tight tipped her head to Nya with a twitch of her lip into an almost smile.

Nya strode past with L'Ni into the short, wide corridor of the top deck of the ship and soon reached the transport tube with the spiral staircase next to it. Since they were heading to the lowest deck from the top, she waited for the transport tube.

Their thoughts and feelings intermingled so they knew what each was feeling and thinking, like his apprehension about her going into a potentially dangerous situation. She could take care of herself. Besides, he would be ready with his romars.

After what happened with Commander Jalishel, he commonly wore his long coat and gunbelt on the Iludrin. And with the capture of the Issa Pralemmar on Re'Kam and Alric's technical talents in fixing their devices, L'Ni had a ready stock of romars if he ever lost one.

Nya had her Starfire powers to defend herself and had recovered from her injuries on ReKam. Medic Tandira's dietary suggestions had improved her energy, and she had continued her training, although without any sparring. She obeyed the medic's orders, if only reluctantly. Feeling the movements of their son made his presence more real than the images of the scans or visions from the Starfire, but she wasn't helpless.

"I don't like this any more than you," she said. "The Starfire is in trouble. I'm not happy that I have to go, but it's my duty."

L'Ni didn't argue. He understood the importance of duty; but he wasn't happy with the situation. Since the pregnancy, he had become more protective, if that was possible. Their son was important to him. She only wished he was important enough to name already.

"We still need a name," she said, although he was probably aware of her thoughts.

"We have time."

"I'd like to know what to call him."

He let out a heavy breath of frustration.

"Would you rather I worry about the Starfire?" She was trying not to let her anxiety about reaching the Keepers of that world dominate her thoughts.

"No," he conceded.

"Is there a Feri name you like?"

He was quiet, but his reluctance to give their child a name of his people was clear to her.

"An Inari name?"

Before he could answer, the door opened to the wide docking level corridor with the large loading doors on either side. He stepped out and led her to the door of the bay with the Cartegos. They would continue the conversation another time, but they would continue it.

With his free hand, he touched the key on the control pad next to the door, opening it.

The Cartegos took up slightly more than half the space. The ramp was down, although the cargo door was closed.

Daran and Perin stood at the bottom of the ramp, beneath the nose of the medium transport towering over them. The full ship, including the maneuvering thrusters at the sides, was nearly as tall as it was wide, but over twice as long, and the bay of the Iludrin still had space for a smaller ship. She imagined the Highborn of Ethal wanted such large bays to hold their spare toys. Despite the excesses they represented, having those bays available served them well in their mission.

With his dark hair cut shorter than before their latest return to Ethal, Prioris Pomolpos Daran straightened next to Trivios Adavol Perin, the younger of the two and slimmer, one of the youngest of the Altorin, being in his mid-twenties by Ethalian years. Compared to Daran's brows that peaked at the outer edge to give him a cunning look that matched his personality, Perin had a gentle expression in his softer features that without any facial hair made him look barely adult. He looked like a kid next to Daran but was a highly respected and skilled member of Nik's and Ann's team of bodyguards.

Both wore normal clothes of pants, shirts, jackets, and gunbelts. They could have fit in at any spaceport. Given how quickly they had been ready, she guessed the pair had been off duty.

"Yes, we were," Daran said with a look aside to the taller, younger man. "Sonya's a bit upset that she doesn't get to go, but she's on duty with Lady Ann."

"I noticed. We appreciate the extra help," Nya said with a look up at L'Ni, who agreed. "Have you talked to Zaer?"

"We just arrived, but Lady Ann's contacting her." Daran looked up as if he could see past the bottom of the ship to the control center on the top. After a moment of hesitation, he motioned them up the ramp with him.

They reached it a few seconds before the door of the cargo hold opened to Shen standing at the control pad. The bald, blue-white head with the frill around it would have looked odd with the baggy jacket and coverall if she hadn't known the clothes contained pockets for his tools. Shen's clothes always seemed oversized, especially when he was only half L'Ni's height. In contrast, Zaer's clothes always fit nicely, although she was about the same height as Shen.

Shen gurgled something Nya vaguely recognized or thought she did. From a speaker nearby, Zaer said, "Are you ready?"

"Coming, Zaer," Nya said. She hurried ahead with L'Ni. The Altorin followed close behind. Behind them, the cargo door gave a faint scrape and soft hiss of sealing. As she reached the lounge at the top of the stairs, Shen was next to her and hurrying around the doorway to one of the two stairs on either side of that door to the landing.

Their steps clanged up the stairs and padded through the narrow hall between sleeping quarters and up another set of stairs until they reached the control center. Shen took his seat at the front as copilot. Nya took her usual place at the station behind him, and L'Ni sat at the station behind Zaer. The two Altorin men sat in the back.

Already, the faint sound of engines gaining power could be heard.

Zaer swiveled her seat around to look back at everyone for a moment, her tan-furred triangle ears up, a good sign she was in a cooperative mood. "How was Fer'zal?"

"Destroyed," L'Ni said.

"So, nothing useful." She turned back to her console.

"We detected a leak of energy from the creature's dimension," Nya said.

Zaer turned with a puzzled expression on her light-furred face with the short snout. "And you're not investigating that?"

"The Starfire called."

The Jiksian nodded and returned her attention to her console. "Dragonlady said the shard is in trouble."

"That or the Keepers."  Like L'Ni, Nya switched on power to her station and pulled up weapons. "I heard voices around the shard and water splashing."

Zaer hesitated for a moment and looked aside at Shen
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