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When she wakes up at Starfire Tower, life is almost perfect for Nya, even if she is late for a class and her parents have planned a surprise visit. Being a Keeper in training isn't easy; and being the child of a Crystal Keeper is awkward, but it has its benefits. When her father is called to a first-contact situation with a new race, Nya is included in the meeting, but there is something sinister about the emissary. She doesn't know how she knows about the Feri. She only knows that the dreams of another life are so real that she can't ignore the warning about the visitors to Inar'Ahben who want to know about the powers of the Crystal Keepers.
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TOO bright!

Too early. Damn the morning, and the sun.

[Just a little longer.] Nya rolled over on the sleeping mat and pulled her blanket over her face.

Better. Darker. Now, maybe she could sleep a while longer.

From the distance, a voice called, "Nya!"

[Not yet. Go away.]

"Nya! Please, wake up!"

"Mmph." They didn't have to sound so panicked.

The voice quieted, leaving her to the peace and the chill of the morning. Just a little longer. That's all she needed.

She shivered and winced at a prickling sensation along her right arm. When it happened again, she swatted it with her other arm but found nothing.

Crystal fire. Not even her body would let her rest. She was so tired though.

A twitter from the door notification insisted on not being ignored.

So much for sleep.

She rolled back slightly, careful not to crush her wings, and looked up at the ceiling of her apartment.

The door twittered for her attention again.

Great moons of Iros! All right. She was up.

Rather, she was awake. Getting up was another matter. She shouldn't have stayed up so late studying for the test.

The test!

She bolted upright.

How could she have overslept?! She had a test on the species of the Denuth Cluster first thing that morning.

It was morning!

That popped her out of bed shivering in her thin night clothes. No wonder the sun was up so high!

Crystal fire! She would be late!

The door twittered again.

["Come in!"] She snapped the order in annoyance.

The apartment door slid aside to reveal a familiar face, although with a worried expression. Light blue-gray wings matching the hair hanging loose over her shoulders ruffled at the woman's back. She didn't wear her usual guard uniform but instead wore a light top and pants. However, even in relaxing clothes, Peveiros Daira carried herself with a confidence that could inspire anyone to agree to whatever she proposed. Her smile beamed like the sun. ["Nya!"]

["Mother!"] Nya's excitement froze in suspicion. ["What are you doing here?"]

Her mother embraced her tightly, then parted. Her gray-blue eyes glowed with excitement. ["I had a few days off and wanted to visit you. You haven't come home in five months, and with your father away..."] Her mother shrugged away her thoughts. ["You know how it is."]

In other words, her mother was lonely. That explained the visit.

Guilt threaded its way through Nya. ["Actually, I don't have time right now. I have—"] She turned to the chronometer on the wall, and her heart thumped in her chest. ["Ten minutes! Sorry, Mother. I have a test. I'll be late."]

She grabbed her fresh gray coverall from where it hung over a chair at the small table jutting out from the wall and hurried through the bathroom door, closing it behind her.

After a quick change, she rushed out, calling as she passed, ["Sorry. I'll see you later!"]

The door closed before her mother could reply.

She really was sorry for rushing out, but that test was important.

Nya ran through the beige corridors of Tower One, dodging several other Keepers and hardly noticing the glass walls along the level five skywalk to Tower Three, where she had to wait for the transport tube. All she could think of was how Keeper Orelea was going to scold her; this was her fifth time oversleeping since starting her Cultures class. Why it had to be first thing in the morning was beyond Nya. Why couldn't it have been scheduled for later?

Nya was already looking at possible discipline, which could include repeating the class. Her only saving grace was that she always found a way to catch up. Nevertheless, being late for a test was inexcusable.

Damn the transport tube. It was too slow.

[Yes, blame the transport tube, Nya. Next time, set the alarm.] The alarm... She'd been so intent on studying that she had forgotten to turn it on. 

Finally, the doors opened. A pair of novishi, younger, first-year Keepers in training, stepped out. She pushed between them with a quick ["Sorry!"] Inside the car, she said, ["Level eight,"] and the doors closed. She let out a breath and watched the lights along the side of the door, tapping her fingers anxiously on the wall behind her. She might make it.

As soon as those doors opened, she darted out to an empty corridor. Anyone who had a class at that time was already in their rooms.

Crystal fire.

Her running steps pounded rapidly through the corridor, past some open and some closed doors, until she reached Keeper Orelea's room and slowed.

The door slid open to a dim interior. The windows along the outside wall were darkened so the class could better see the glowing holographic projections in the center of the room. The glow of those holograms highlighted the critical gaze of Keeper Orelea scolding her from across the room. Brown wings with flecks of white tightened at the back of the older woman.

"Nyalin. So good of you to make time for us."

Embarrassment spread through her like a fever. Over a dozen pairs of eyes fixed on her, several with sympathy that she took as a warning while stepping inside so the door could close again.

Keeper Orelea's lips pressed together in a way that Nya had learned meant she was doing her best to restrain her frustration.

Cowed by that understanding, Nya tucked her silver-white wings close and joined one of her friends.

["Now that you're all here, we can begin."]

Ouch! The scolding in Keeper Orelea's expression pierced her like a blade. Nya dropped her eyes, while their teacher continued explaining the test.

["Oversleep again?"] Kaleen whispered the question aside.

["Mmm."] Nya didn't want to talk about it, especially since Keeper Orelea shot her a warning look.

Her friend took the hint and said nothing more.

Like the others in her small class, Nya focused on the test. They each were separated to access private projections rather than the usual full-sized holograms where they could walk through the recordings. They tested on different cultural experiences from the dozens of various species that most frequently interacted with the Inari or whose cultures were so unique that they were worth exploring. The elite Inari ambassadorial corps, the Eloushar Dosan, knew these behaviors and expectations inside and out.

The test was easier than she had expected. Although she had studied the extra material provided outside of the class teachings, Nya had noticed some unexpected situations thrown into the test. However, she felt like she knew them and answered without hesitation, unlike many of her friends, who appeared distressed.

She finished before the others and was greeted with genuine surprise from Keeper Orelea, who excused her without further comment. Staying up late studying had paid off, despite her oversleeping.

Now, her stomach ached with hunger, and she had just enough time until her next class to grab something from the dining hall.

As the door closed behind her on the quiet room of advanced Keepers in training, the kanmei, her thoughts caught up with startling clarity.

[Mother!] She'd been so focused on making that test that she'd brushed aside the visit from her mother, whom she hadn't seen in five months.

[Nice work, Nya.] She could have been more hospitable. Her mother had come halfway around the world to visit only to be brushed aside like unwanted dust.

She doubted her mother had stayed in her quarters.

Where would she have gone?

No time to wonder. Nya had limited time until her next class.

Her stomach grumbled its disapproval.

["Food it is."] And if she was lucky, maybe her mother would find her. She made her way back to Tower One at a brisk walk, passing other Keepers in training and teachers. The variety of wing and hair colors provided a decorative contrast to the beige corridors of Starfire Tower, which was actually a complex of three towers linked at most floors by the skywalks.

She looked out at the blue sky and noticed a distant searoot island that emerged from behind a cloud. The thick roots bulged from a point beneath and tapered up towards the top surface. The gases produced within those roots lifted the rocky island from the depths of the ocean far below into the sky for hundreds of years.

A handful of flyers dove past suddenly, wings tucked close. Ahben depths! They didn't have to fly so close.

After catching her breath, she shook her head.

Flying games. She'd never been that great of a flyer. Only the best were recruited for sky hoops but not Keepers, although that didn't stop many from playing. She was expected to fulfill her duties as a Keeper, an Inari with the Starburst marks for using the power that they were born with. That didn't mean they couldn't have a little fun, though.

What was fun for some wasn't the same for others. She really wanted to see other places, perhaps even be chosen as one of the Eloushar Dosan. She wanted to see the galaxy. Challenging her flying skills wasn't a priority.

As she reached the connecting corridor of Tower One, a series of scenes flashed before Nya, scenes of different worlds and beings she'd never seen before, but which felt familiar. In the disorientation, she reached for the wall. Her hand landed on warmth.

["Excuse me,"] a gentle voice said.

Nya blinked and frowned, trying to discern the face behind the others floating in her vision. ["What?"] A second later, she realized what she must have done and jerked her hand back in embarrassment. ["I'm sorry."]

["I am not a concern. You are another matter,"] the gentle voice said.

The strange series of images finally faded, allowing a clear view of the person she had used to rebalance. Faded blue eyes lit up with the gentle smile, matching the hair wrapped up in a series of twists and the wings upon the woman's back. The face was sympathetic with a hint of concern.

["I— I—"] Nya swallowed. ["Crystal Keeper Saffir. I— I'm sorry. I didn't see you there."]

["No. I didn't think you did. You looked confused."]

["I— Yeah. I don't know what happened. I'm sorry to bother you."]

["Are you all right?"] The esteemed Crystal Keeper had a hand on Nya's arm and back, steadying her.

And embarrassing her. She was being a bother to the most notable of Crystal Keepers, and at least one person passing them stared. ["I'll be fine. I just haven't eaten yet. I was on my way to the dining hall. I didn't mean to disturb you."]

["It's not a bother, Kanmei Nyalin. Let me help you."]

["Oh. No. Thank you."] She tried to smile but felt the grimace take over her face. The last thing she wanted now was Crystal Keeper Saffir's attention.

Saffir's smile only warmed her with shame. ["You must eat and recover your strength. Come."]

Nya sighed and let the Crystal Keeper join her in the transport tube ride, where she said nothing. At least Saffir hadn't mentioned her father's status. Nya had done her best to avoid that in her four years of Keeper training. If she could just get through another six months, she would be free of the potential awe that would come from others when they learned of her father's role as a Crystal Keeper.

But having this Crystal Keeper accompany her to the dining hall wouldn't help. Saffir was highly regarded among all, having borne the largest shard of the Starfire longer than most Crystal Keepers and it showed in the hands covered in aquamarine with tendrils up her arms to her elbows; but mostly she was looked upon with awe because of her deep connection to the crystal. There was an aura about her of sublime authenticity that no others had matched. Most others, like her father, were often too busy with family or duties for the longer meditations that were probably required to achieve such a state. As far as Nya understood, Crystal Keeper Saffir was frequently meditating, at least when she wasn't wandering the halls advising teachers or helping wayward students.

When the door of the car opened again, Nya stepped into the brightly lit dining hall, which took up half of the tower level. Glass panes around the arched perimeter were interrupted in the smooth arch by the door to the outer platform. Pillars spaced throughout the dining area broke up the monotony of tables and chairs and were part of the base structure of the tower. The other half of the level was closed off for the meal prep and food storage area.

The smell of food cooking pulled Nya to the serving counter with greater intensity than her desire to separate herself from the attention of being seen in the presence of Crystal Keeper Saffir. Her stomach gurgled noisily, teased by the wonderful scents from the food counter.

["What's for lunch today?"]

The woman with the robe covering her wings so that it appeared she had a hump on her back smiled and started pointing and listing off the variety of options from steamed glass lids over their contents, trays of baked goods, and a cool section of deserts and fruits, all behind a glass shield.

Nya wanted everything but limited her choices to the three most appetizing.

The woman smiled and handed her a plateful of food. Those green eyes shifted aside with a bright smile as a presence joined Nya. ["Crystal Keeper,"] the serving attendant said without the usual awe of others in Saffir's presence. ["May I get you something?"]

["Some of the baked spore fruit would be nice, Mera. Thank you."]

Nya waited while the server grabbed a small bowl and scooped up a jelly-like brown-orange blob. Spore fruit! Searoot spores were one of Nya's favorite fruits—sweet with a bit of tartness and a divine flavor. It seemed like years since she'd had them. ["I'll have some too, please."]

After handing a bowl to Saffir, the server did the same for Nya, who took it in her free hand. With both hands in use, she could only eye the drinks at the end of the counter.

["Allow me,"] Saffir said.

["Thanks."] Guilt had a way of eating at her more than her hunger, but Nya waited until Saffir had filled a glass with water and joined her at a table.

When she sat, Nya didn't wait for the Crystal Keeper but immediately started shoveling food to satisfy the now gnawing hunger. She really had to get out of the habit of oversleeping.

Only when half the plate was gone in short order did she finally realize that Saffir sat quietly across from her. She gulped the food in her mouth, her face warming in embarrassment.

["You are not the first,"] Saffir said with an amused smile. ["I would rather see you eat fast than not at all."]

["I'm sorry for being rude, Crystal Keeper."] It wouldn't be a problem if she ate alone.

The older woman smiled and spooned a bite of her baked spore fruit into her mouth with a decorum that made Nya feel clumsy. Light blue eyes shifted aside, however.

Nya caught a movement from the corner of her eye and turned to where Saffir looked. Her mother marched from the direction of the transport tube to join them.

["Daira,"] Saffir greeted as the woman reached them. ["So good of you to join us."]

Her mother tipped her head. ["It is an honor, Crystal Keeper Saffir,"] she said a moment before taking an empty chair next to the woman. ["I see you found my daughter."]

["Almost fainted in the hall. I expect she had a test and overslept."]

What? How—?

The sparkle in those old eyes said it all. ["When you get to be my age, you've seen it many times."]

Oh. It still compounded her guilt for nearly missing the class and made it worse to have her mother hear it. And then the hint of worry on her mother's face made it even worse.

["I— It's nothing. I just forgot to set my alarm and had a very real dream and overslept."] She could only hope that alleviated the worry and took another bite to satisfy the present but decreasing hunger.

["What kind of dream?"]

Crystal fire. Nya hurried to chew and swallow but also shrugged to dispel any concerns ahead of her answer. ["Just me much older and some humans and other aliens. Weird but probably from studying too hard. I really want to be chosen for the Eloushar Dosan."] Only Keepers made the highest ranks of the elite diplomatic corps.

["Anything is possible,"] Saffir said.

What did that mean? Had she heard something? Had Keeper Orelea said something about her?

Now, she had to know if she had a chance. She wanted this so badly! She wanted to go out and meet other species and help mediate disputes and negotiate treaties. She could do so much good.

["Keep working hard, and don't oversleep."] Saffir smiled and took another bite of her fruit.

["I will!"] Nya's appetite returned with the hope offered by the Crystal Keeper.

While she hurried to eat—only thirty minutes until her advanced Starfire class—Saffir and her mother visited about the mundanity of her mother's position and how little she had seen Lannis in the last few months.

A flash of hallucination or a memory from her dream came and went, but Nya caught it—a woman with yellow hair and skimpy clothes called to her with a worried expression.

Nya shook off the strange face and continued her meal.

["That reminds me,"] her mother said, fixing her with an excited smile that made Nya hesitate in her chewing. ["Your father is coming."]

What?! Nya choked down the mouthful of food so that it hurt going down her throat in one gulp. It hit like a brick in her gut. ["Here?"]

["We thought to surprise you, but he's running late... Surprise!"] Her mother smiled awkwardly, then frowned.
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["WHAT'S wrong, Nya?"]

Nya waved away her concern. ["I'm fine. I just... Here?"] Not having her parents visit the last four years had made it easier for her to be like any other young Keeper. Shortly after she began her training as a novishi, some of the other students had treated her differently—not all in a good way—after her father had visited; but she had been able to distance herself from that by not talking about him. The other Keepers in training were friendlier to her over time, although one or two hadn't forgiven her. It wasn't like she had chosen her father to be a Crystal Keeper. The Starfire had done that.

Daira wore an apologetic look. ["I'm sorry. I thought you'd like that. I thought things would have changed by now."]

["It is an unfortunate reality that some never outgrow their jealousies,"] Saffir said. ["I've seen it many times."]

["I never understood that,"] Daira said. ["I'm sorry, Nya."]

So was she, but apologies to her didn't change the hearts of others. ["Can we go away for awhile?"] She wanted to visit with her parents, just not parade them around Starfire Tower.

["I believe that can be arranged."] Saffir finished off her treat with a smile.

["I'd like that. Thanks."]

["Your father will know,"] Daira said.

Nya smiled and cleaned up her own bowl of baked spore fruit. After finishing with a full stomach, she excused herself and took her dishes and Saffir's to the cleaning counter.

The rest of her classes passed without problems. Nya finished the day and returned to her quarters to find her mother waiting on the small sofa in the corridor outside her door, the Starburst marks on her hands glowing and a small travel bag at her side. At her approach, her mother stopped her meditation and smiled.

["Your father is waiting."] Daira rose and followed her into the apartment. ["He'll meet us at the nearby searoot island, if you don't mind flying. He didn't want to cause any problems for you."]

["Thanks. I'm sorry to ask this."] Nya really couldn't have asked for better parents.

["I'm sorry your friends are like that."]

So was she, because Keepers were supposed to rise above petty jealousies to serve their world. After a quick hug of her mother, she packed a bag with clothes and a few personal items. She strapped the bag onto her front to keep her wings free and pressed the oblong tri-comm to her cheek between her ear and her mouth.

With her mother close, she stepped through the balcony door out into the fresh air. It filled her with a sense of freedom, especially since Saffir had assured that she would request for her instructors to excuse her absence as part of her training. Nya smiled and reveled in the warm breeze tickling her feathers.

["He's waiting for us."] The voice came from next to her and through the tri-comm linking to her auditory nerve. For flying, she kept the visual turned off.

Her mother spread light blue-gray wings and jumped out into the open air. She glided away to give Nya room to join her.

Nya jumped out and spread silver-white wings wide. The wind beneath her wings lifted her into the sky. They arched around the rounded, white-gray outer walls of Starfire Tower—all three of its towers—shining brightly in the sun with the multiple skywalks forming a triangle in the center. Balconies for the apartments dotted the outer walls. Like most Inari structures, it floated among the clouds. Nya and her mother climbed to avoid the upper edge of a misty cloud approaching the tower complex.

Far below, the blue ocean glistened in the sunlight, darkened in patches by the shadows of the scattered clouds.

["Your father is impatient, Nya."]

And Daira wasn't impatient? They were too much alike.

Since she hadn't heard his voice on their channel, Nya assumed her mother had communicated through their bond. She could only imagine what it was like to bond with a mate the way her parents were bonded completely—their physiologies synchronized through frequent exclusive contact to one another so that all pleasure and pain was shared, as well as thoughts, locking out any other possible mates. It seemed like no distance was too much for her parents to know what the other was thinking or feeling. Only the physical presence might be missed.

["Let's not keep him waiting."] Nya raced her mother to the island growing larger. The bottom point was a tangle of thick, brown searoots full of gases that lifted the plate of ocean floor into the sky. The stalks appearing like trees on the upper side were the source of the delicious spore fruit that she, like all Inari, loved. Large, pink fanlike leaves sprouted from the tops over clusters of the purple to orange fruits, depending on their maturity. Among them grew various other crops planted by islanders. In the center of the island's upper side was a small base station with communication towers behind it and a landing platform before it, upon which two shuttles sat.

One of them must have been her father's.

Her insides fluttered to think of seeing him again, but he wasn't outside waiting for them.

["Where is he?"] She glanced aside at her mother, who was just far enough away so that their wings didn't touch when they were stretched to their fullest, her mother's looking blue next to her own silver-white wings. When she was in her blue security uniform, the contrast made her mother's wings appear more gray than blue.

They neared the edge of the island, but she still saw no sign of her father, just a few islanders out with their families. Everything seemed peaceful and normal.

Her mother touched down at a run, her face tense. ["Get in the station, Nya!"]

["Why? The islanders aren't worried."]

["Lannis is in the station. The controllers are monitoring planetary comms. There's something coming."]
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