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After all that Nya has endured since taking on the Starfire's mission, seeing the famous Orast Belt space racing up close is exactly the break she needs. Unfortunately, trouble is never far away. When a criminal organization decides to take the chance on collecting a bounty, not even L'Ni can stop them from taking her. What Nya's captors don't anticipate, however, are her flying skills and the persistence of her friends. The race is on, and there can be only one winner.
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NYA waited with her heart pounding and her wings tense at her back. Her insides squirmed so that she had to grab her pants at her sides to keep her hands still. It had all come to this.

After six days among the mountain-dwelling Lasoors, she had finally convinced the small, timid beings to trust her and accept this responsibility. L'Ni's constant presence in his long, dark coat towering over their frail figures no higher than her chest had probably contributed to the time it had taken them to trust her. At least he wasn't hiding his face behind the cloth, as she had requested in the hopes of easing their fear, but maybe that wasn't such a good thing in light of the scowl on his face.

They stood within the rounded inner chamber of the small temple, which was illuminated by crackling fires from several bowl lamps hanging along the walls. The flickering light danced upon the colorful wall patterns, none of which indicated the glowing treasure that had hidden within the central pedestal now opened to expose it.

The Lasoor in the modest, earth-colored robe belted at his waist approached the crystal now hovering over its pedestal. He hesitated and blinked large eyes at her, the small mouth open with a look of fear, if she was reading his expression correctly.

Keep going... Those eyes had shifted to L'Ni standing nearby, but mostly that fear was directed at her. She had walked from their legends of angels who had built the temple in the mountains.

Not again. Her silver-white wings ruffled softly at her back with the fear that the one volunteer who had finally stepped forward would flee. Their flighty nature was exhausting her. She didn't have a lifetime to spend teaching this species but had to get on to the next world with a shard.

{"Go on,"} she gently coaxed in their language. That had been an easy part of this—their awe of her presence that first day had led them to allow her to use the Starfire to absorb their language, along with a little of their legends of her people, from the mind of a volunteer. Please, just touch it.

The Lasoor, who had identified himself as Druni, turned again to the small shard in its glowing energy field over the pedestal. Several others watched from along the walls of the chamber, which was why L'Ni was on alert. She hadn't been able to assure him that these aliens meant no harm, despite him having been omnipresent at her side.

Only in doing what was expected of her as a Keeper—stepping in to help them with daily tasks and healing the sick—had she finally gained their confidence. Then they had listened to her tell them about the Starfire and its quest. After a meeting with their leaders, Druni had volunteered to offer himself as its protector.

The lanky alien stopped before the pedestal and reached long, slender fingers towards the glowing section.

Nya's wings tightened behind her. Please accept him.

He continued until his fingers contacted the crystal shard.

In that instant, a light pulsed from the shard over Druni. He froze, and his eyes glazed over.

She'd never noticed a pulse from other shards, nor from her own when she had taken it. But she recognized the power that touched her.

After a couple seconds, he blinked and refocused, his trepidations gone, replaced by a calm confidence as his long fingers closed about the shard.

{"I understand now, Crystal Keeper Nya,"} Druni said in a squawking voice. {"I saw a reflection of myself in judgment and am humbled and honored."}

She let out a breath and smiled in relief, her wings relaxing at her back. It had worked—the Starfire had accepted a new Keeper.

He opened his palms to show her the glowing shard. {"They speak to me."}

{"You can hear them?"}

{"Yes."} He closed his hands around the shard and held it close like a child. {"They are as you said. I will care for them and be ready to sacrifice myself."}

{"May sacrifice not be necessary."} She didn't know what was expected and hoped it didn't come to that. {"But your dedication is appreciated."}

He bowed his head to her, then started for the doorway to the outside. The others inside the temple—five leaders of the nearest tribes—followed him. She trailed them from the crystal chamber deep inside the temple and across the entrance chamber, where the evening light now slanted across the floor. Like a shadow, L'Ni lingered behind her, silent and dark and threatening.

They stepped out onto the ledge next to the top of the stairs from the temple entrance. Although not tall, it overlooked an expanse of clear terrace high above a verdant valley. Druni stopped and looked out at the tribes gathered at the base of the stairs. He took the shard between thumb and forefinger and held it aloft.

The local tribes of Lasoors who had collected on the wide terrace dropped to their knees and crossed their arms at their chests, as did the arc of tribal leaders around Druni.

Nya spread her wings, awing the Lasoors and hiding L'Ni from frightening them in this moment.

Druni turned to her, crossed his arms over his chest, and bowed his head. {"Thank you, Crystal Keeper Nya, for coming to us."}

When he lifted his head, she imitated the crossed arms and bowed to him, her wings closing to a normal resting position behind her. {"We thank you, Crystal Keeper Druni, for this service. The Starfire will guide you from this point. Keep it on you, always. You must be ready when they call."}

{"You have my promise."} He smiled and stepped aside.

A sense of satisfaction came from the entities of her own shard. She had many more to locate, but now she knew what to expect. Although she still didn't understand how they would stop the creature that sought to destroy the universe, she trusted the Guardians to know what they were doing.

They still didn't know how much time they had until the Issan aligned the installations. It could be months or years—they hadn't found any calculations in the data yet—but they couldn't take the chance. She could only hope that Druni would know what to do when the time came, that the Starfire would teach him all he needed to know.

All she could be sure of was that her job there was done. That should make L'Ni happy. He'd hated the time they had spent on that world, except that as she had recovered, he could demand more from her in their training sessions. 

She wanted to glide down to the ship nearby, but L'Ni still had to walk and he preferred to stay close to her to fulfill his vow to guard her.

The glare of those pale blue eyes hit her like a frosty wind, giving her second thoughts about walking with him; but having him berate her about leaving his protection kept her grounded, as did the fresh memories of Kannish and his daily reminders of the possibility of someone following them to Las.

When they reached the base of the temple, the Lasoors who were gathered there rose and stepped back with their heads bowed, opening a path for her and L'Ni to the Cartegos across the wide, flat plaza. They had crossed the same area every day that she had worked with the Lasoors to teach them about being Keepers and to persuade them to accept the shard that she had found hidden in the temple. The natives hadn't even known it was there but had simply worshipped the legendary Light. Even without any possible contact with the outside universe, not knowing about the Light of Ethal or the Dunan, they had already accepted the same principles.

Once she reached the outer edge of the Lasoors, she glanced back to see Druni descending the stairs. The Starfire was in good hands.

She caught the scolding in L'Ni's eyes and turned back to the ship in irritation. What now? Ever since finding the Tashim records showing that her people had visited his ancestral homeworld, he had been nearly as moody as when he had first joined them, but this was worse.

She didn't like it any more than he did that they had more questions than answers after destroying the outpost, but she wouldn't let it get to her. The records had been distorted and corrupted by time. They probably wouldn't have retrieved much more than they had, even if they'd had more time to search.

They had already had that discussion. He should have been over it by now.

Zaer or someone on board must have been watching them. At their approach of the Cartegos, the forward cargo door opened at the top of the loading ramp.

Vel waited inside for them to enter the cargo hold, which was dark compared to the evening sun they left outside. "One more down," he said as she reached him.

She turned and looked out the door at the Lasoors gathered around Druni in the plaza. "I wish I had more time."

When the tall shadowy figure that was L'Ni stepped inside, she caught the scowl on his blue-tinted face without the mask. She hadn't asked him to be there, and it would have been easier if he hadn't. Why was he upset now? Her work was done. They were leaving. She thought he would be glad of that.

Vel looked cautiously from her to L'Ni and back. "You have too many to find." Vel's words were a welcome distraction, although not completely dulling her frustration with L'Ni.

"I know. I just wish it was easier. This took too long. They didn't trust us, until I showed what I was." She said it for him as much as for L'Ni, who hadn't been happy since she revealed her wings again. "I hope it's not like this everywhere. I don't like the attention. It's so much easier to go unrecognized, but nothing was working. I knew I had to show my wings." And, to be honest, it had felt good to stretch her wings again.

Maybe that was L'Ni's problem. He hated An'shel. Seeing her wings always brought out the worst in him.

Pale blue eyes scolded her.

Enough already! "What is it?" He could leave but clearly had something on his mind.

Vel slapped the controls to shut the door.

"Kannish," was all L'Ni said before marching through the hold to the stairs.

Kannish? Again? She jogged to catch up and grabbed his arm.

He whirled and for a second, she expected him to flip her, but she was ready. Instead, he twisted his arm away. "Do not block my view!" His deep, accented voice rumbled with threat, like the eyes piercing her.

"What?" His view? Since when was that important?

"You spread those wings to block me," he snapped in that deep voice with the faint accent. "It only takes a second for someone to strike you down."

"The Lasoors are harmless. We've been here eight days and they've only been hospitable. You were scaring them."

"I am a shield."

"I don't need a 'shield' here. This is not Kannish!" He should have realized that.

He shook his head and strode away.

Her thoughts caught up to her in time to rush after him. "Wait! L'Ni!"

He continued up the stairs, ignoring her.

Curse that man! If he would just listen!

Nya followed him around the lounge landing to the staircase going up to the crew quarters. Zaer and Seska looked up from the table at the back but said nothing.

"L'Ni!" Nya grabbed the rail to swing around sharply and barely caught up at the door of his quarters to slip inside after him. One wing was nearly pinched by the door.

"Scaring the Lasoors was the last thing I wanted. I needed them to accept the Starfire." She thought she had made that clear.

"And if they rejected it or turned against you?" With his back to her, the soft clicks of clasps and his movements told her he was unfastening his coat.

"I doubt they would do that." Crystal fire. The man was paranoid. He was giving Vel competition.

He pulled the coat open, revealing the romars secured at each thigh. "Did you see the Inquisitor or his servants on Kannish?"

"There were lots of people and other species on Kannish." As soon as she said it, she remembered feeling wary about some of the people there and her wings tightened behind her.

The railcar flashed back with the perfect clarity of a Keeper's memories—the man not dressed for the beach who had watched her. She remembered worrying about him but ignoring it thinking that she was being too jumpy. She should have trusted her gut instincts. However, there was a big difference between Las and Kannish, and she didn't have any hesitations about the Lasoors. "This isn't Kannish."

"They ambushed you in the caves with Seska, a trained Paxon agent," he said with a calm that sent a chill through her. Or maybe it was the clarity of that moment and the suffering compressed into it.

She didn't want to give him the satisfaction, but she couldn't deny the truth. In quiet moments, she still had to fight the grief inflicted by the Inquisitor.

"You're a target, no matter where you are," he said.

He really knew how to make her feel vulnerable. Her wings tucked close behind her.

"Keeping you alive means keeping myself between you and threats to your life. You put this life debt on me, and I will fulfill it."

"But the Lasoors—" Realization halted her objections. Nya let them out in a sigh. "All right. You're right. You're always right. But you could be less aggressive with a species like this. It makes my work more difficult."

He removed the coat with the hood, which had hidden the white hair pulled back in a tail and the pointed ears and faintly blue-tinted skin that set him apart from humans and her species. With more force than she expected, he balled the coat and threw it into the spare bunk. In a long-sleeved gray shirt and wearing the bracers he was almost never without, he turned and stood before her with that hard look she had come to know of him. It no longer intimidated her.

What it did was annoy her.

In frustration, she threw up her hands and let them slap at her sides. "What do you want of me?"

"More caution."

The reprimand oozed down her spine so that she couldn't shake it. He was right. His words struck dead center. But that Feri attitude made her want to push back, to prove him wrong. He wasn't nearly as bad as Bersen had been, but she still didn't like it when he acted like his way had to be obeyed all the time. It must have been the Issan training.

All this because she had been taught that it was a Keeper's duty to serve life and save it when they could. How was she to know that he believed saving his life would bind his soul to her?

He might not like it, but she hadn't forced him to do anything. That was his belief, not hers.

However, after Kannish, she was more grateful than ever that he was there to protect her. And they wouldn't have discovered the Issan energy generator installations without him. One thing had led to another, so it could also be said that it was because of him that she had found herself in that predicament. Without him opening the cube, they wouldn't have learned about Welgan and wrecked the ships, although with him on Kannish, she might not have been captured. A part of her wished none of this had happened. Ignorance was bliss, but it wouldn't save the universe.

"All right," she reluctantly conceded. "Put yourself in harm's way if you want." She turned for the door, intending to leave.

"No life-saving. That was your promise."

With her back turned, she winced. She had made that promise in exchange for learning about the Feri culture to better understand the Issan. This was a part of it, but she didn't have to like it.

The discomfort passed quickly as another thought sparked her anger. "Then don't try to get yourself killed." Without looking back, she tapped the pad to open the door and marched out.

Needing to get away from him, she hurried through the corridor towards the lounge. He could be so... infuriating.

She marched to the platform and down into the lounge to one of the cushioned bench seats and flopped down on her side. Her frustration with L'Ni after the long days of working with the Lasoors to finally accept the Starfire responsibility had left her drained.

From the direction of the dining table came a light thump and soft footsteps in a pattern she recognized.

When a small body in a coverall stopped before her, she looked up. A furry face looked down on her with a sly smile curving up on the short snout covered in beige fur that darkened to tan beyond the face. "What is it, Zaer?"

"You need a break, girl."

"Yeah..." She wanted to, really wanted to, just enjoy herself for a little while, but she had wasted enough time. "No. I need to hurry and find those shards." This had taken long enough.

"A few days won't hurt."

Nya scoffed. That's what she had thought about joining Seska for a vacation to the beaches of Kannish. "With my luck, something will go wrong."

She didn't want to think about the possibilities, but her imagination tormented her anyway so that she couldn't even wipe it away or blind herself with hands over her eyes.

When she did, small hands peeled her fingers from her face, the pricks of claw points only a minor nuisance.

Zaer sighed heavily. "Then I guess we'll skip the Thazar Orast Run."

Orast? In an instant, everything else vanished from her mind except Yonder and the recordings. The Orast Belt races!

Nya 's heart gave a thump of excitement. "Space racing?"

Zaer grinned slyly.

Nya sprang up to sit, recalling the views she had caught from the table projectors on Yonder, the excitement of dodging asteroids. "I guess a few days break won't hurt." She shouldn't, but after the last eight days, she really wanted some excitement.

"Zaer." Seska sounded suspicious and rose from the table to join them. "What are you up to?"

"The girl needs a break, and the Thazar Orast Run is coming up in a couple of days... and a friend is entered."

Nya's breath caught in her chest for a moment. "You know someone in the race?"

"I do, and since I heard of your interest, I thought we could show our support." She looked up at Seska with a hard expression.

The woman crossed her arms. "What is this really about?"

"Showing the girl some fun for a change. She needs it."

"Tried that," Seska muttered.

"Yes. We saw how well that went."

The blonde woman glared, her lips pressed together. She had been the one most anxious to see the beaches of Kannish but didn't like being reminded of her failure.

The two had been getting along well, but maybe their games hadn't been quite so friendly. In any case, Nya didn't want them fighting. "It doesn't matter," she said. "At least that'll give L'Ni something to really think about."

Seska tipped her head in concession.

"Which is why you'll be all right," Zaer said with a smile. "I'll just have Shen set our course."

A shiver of excitement passed through Nya. She would see the Orast Belt racing live!
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SWEAT tickled down Nya's side, and she reveled in the hard workout it represented. She was ready for normal; she had recovered physically. They had started slowly during her recovery while on Las, following Nik's orders, with her performing the exercises on her own; but that had grown more intense as her health rapidly improved, and they returned to sparring. She wanted to be able to defend herself better than she had when Bersen's mercenaries had caught her and Seska.

The workout had the added benefit of burning off any foul mood in L'Ni.

However, the floor in the dim hold was much harder than the mats on the floor of the Iludrin workout room or the grassy patches on Las.

Nya twisted through L'Ni's attempted hold on her. In that fraction of a second, she yanked away, lost her balance, and rolled aside and back to her feet.

A gleam in those pale blue Feri eyes hinted of approval. Or was it? Fighting always connected with him more than talking, although being without her wings also brought out a more agreeable side.

L'Ni reached for her. She slipped away before he could get a hold, rotated her body, and jabbed her elbow into his back, although she was aiming higher. She didn't have Feri strength, speed, and size, but it was still a score.

At least it sent him off balance for a moment, if only for a moment. Too late. In true fashion, he reacted with lightning reflexes to catch her and flip her onto the hard floor.

Pain slammed through her back.

{"You're still waiting on a reaction,"} he scolded in his language. {"You're not thinking ahead, beyond your next move or your opponent's. Do you think Zaer only considers her present move in Trellix?"}

{"No."} Of course not. Crystal fire. He knew exactly how to make his point, in words and pain. She was glad they weren't practicing with weapons again.

Nya winced at the ache accosting her with each movement and gave him a dirty look. She brushed back sweaty strands of hair from her face. Wrapping her silver-white hair at the back of her head didn't keep it completely out of her face, just as him tying back his white hair didn't for him, but he was hardly sweating.

She managed to push herself up into a semi-sitting position with her hands holding her off the floor. {"You're too fast. I can barely keep up, much less think ahead."}

He shook his head, a hard set to his jaw, and waited for her. She'd get no help from him. One wouldn't guess by looking that he was stronger than human men. He was tall but appeared average in build. She was grateful he didn't use that full strength on her; what he used was more than enough to hurt her.

The defeats only fueled her determination to learn, but maybe that's what he wanted from her. Being captured on Kannish, pumped with toxic, hallucinogenic drugs, and nearly taken away by the Issan had set her resolve in stone. She wouldn't be taken again.

She had proven that at the ancient Inari outpost.

The outpost. That was part of the renewed anger—the discovery that her people had visited the Feri homeworld eight hundred years before they destroyed it. 

She supposed she shouldn't expect anything less than brutality from a former Issan. But she had improved. He just liked to up the ante every time she started getting good, pushing her.

{"Get up."}

At the gruff command, Nya scowled at him.

{"Ignore the pain."}

Easy for him to say; he wasn't the one slammed to the hard deck floor for the seventh time in the last two hours. Nevertheless, she made the effort, wincing at every ache up and down her body. The bruises would heal quickly, but at the moment, it made movement difficult.

At a brief moment of weightlessness that passed in the next second, Nya listened and caught the change in engine sounds. L'Ni didn't move, although his head shifted as if he listened. "Did you feel that?" He must have noticed.

He didn't let it distract him.

{"You want to learn the language, then use it."}

{"Maybe this is a good time to quit."} And check in with Zaer. The break from hyperspace better not be another issue like what had led them to Vashtu. Vel and Shen had just patched the holes while on Las.

Besides, watching the Orast Belt space racing would be enough of a detour from her mission. She had already wasted enough time tracking down two of the shards in that galaxy, plus they didn't know how much time they had until the Issan had enough installations aligned to break the barriers between dimensions. They hadn't found that in the data that she had pulled from the systems at the Welgan installation.

She tapped the comm badge clipped to the cropped, fitted top she wore to stay cool during her workouts. "Zaer. Did we just jump out of hyperspace?"

"We did."

Wait. That hadn't come from her badge, and it wasn't Zaer. Nya looked up at the shadow at the top of the steps with the brighter lights of the lounge behind him.

Nik leaned on the airlock door frame.

"Is something wrong?" she asked.

"Not according to Vel." A note of teasing in his voice drew her curiosity. "You'll want to come see this."

"What is it?" Her curiosity piqued, she started past L'Ni almost exactly between her and the stairs when a hand shot out. She caught the movement from the corner of her eye and whirled to dodge and put extra space between them. He didn't try again, but the look on his face hinted of approval.

Nya let out her breath and realized what he had done. Clever. He just couldn't let one last chance go.

{"If you'll excuse me."} She sidled towards the stairs, but he made no more move to
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