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After leaving the Iludrin at Trsken Station, Nya's friends discover a beacon transmitting from the Cartegos. Although Nik suspects who might have placed it, Zaer is determined to find answers. Her solution is to seek out an info jockey, but nothing ever goes as planned.

They are led to an artifact that reveals a clue about the presence of Nya's people in that galaxy. However, they're not the only ones who seek the secrets of the angels from a time long forgotten. No one is ready for the revelation it unlocks.
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HE LAY injured on the infirmary bed, barely breathing and one eye swollen shut. Gray wings with white speckles like the short hair on his head were carefully tucked next to him but not under him, for what small comfort it could offer. Not even the sterilization field around him would do much good.

The scene blurred through the tears in her eyes. Nya sniffed and held his hand in hers, which were covered by the fingerless gloves hiding her aquamarine Starburst marks. ["Father."] She swallowed the pain lumped in her throat, but it wouldn't budge. It choked her so that only the tears running down her cheeks could relieve it. ["Please wake up."]

She could try to heal him again, but it should have worked already. If only she had been there sooner.

His lips moved in an attempt to form words, until a breath finally carried to her: ["Nya."]

A moment of hope lifted within her and drew her closer. ["I'm here."] She clung to his hand and searched his face.

His eyelashes twitched as if to open, but barely rose enough for the gray irises to turn to her. ["Take it,"] he breathed. ["St— Starfire."]

She glanced about the Proximal Center infirmary, but the medics were away, granting her that private moment with him. They wouldn't have heard. No one knew Lannis was a Crystal Keeper. His secret was safe.

["It's... yours now."] His words were weak and barely above a whisper.

["No."] He couldn't mean that. Taking it meant he was done. She refused to accept that fate.

["Yes... Nya."] He gasped.

["Father."]

Lannis winced slightly, then relaxed. His body fell still. The machines monitoring him rang with the faint notice that all life signs had ceased.

["No! No. Father! Lannis!"] Tears blurred her vision of him. Somehow, through them, she put her hands on his neck and found the chain with the cabochon in which he hid the crystal shard. Without even considering its reputation of rejecting Keepers, she removed it and put it around her neck and tucked it under her clothes.

Nya laid her head over the lifeless body and wept. Only after some time did she realize the silence around her.
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She was dreaming again, or remembering. Vel saw the pain clearly in her mind.

"I'm sorry, Nya," he whispered while stroking the silver white hair from the troubled, sleeping face. The hair haloed her head on the pillow of the infirmary bed, where they had moved her so that Nik could more easily treat her injuries from the Inquisitor. But she'd been in such bad shape that he'd had to rely on the Starfire. Although it had brought her through the worst, using her crystal to heal her had taken too much from him, even as Custo Fos. The rest of her healing came from his medical knowledge. Physically, she would be all right.

However, the mind was not so easily mended. Nya shouldn't have to suffer anymore, especially after what she'd just been through at the hands of the Issan.

Issan! The bitter burning of bile stuck in his throat. He didn't like violence, but if he ever saw an Issan Feri again, he would kill them, or, rather, he would kill any who wasn't L'Ni.

L'Ni's presence after Vel had learned what he was had been tough to accept, especially with the way the man hated Nya, but he wouldn't hurt her. After what had happened on Kannish, Vel was grateful to have the Feri with them. His deepest regret was letting his emotions get the worst of him and not trusting L'Ni to carry out his life debt to her; he knew L'Ni could protect her. He should have insisted that the Feri accompany her to the planet. It could have saved her from this suffering.

The dream faded from her mind, leaving her to settle into peace again. If he could take it away, he would, but she had to deal with the pain head-on. What the Issan had done with the drugs had made worse the wounds of losing her parents.

Nya was resilient, though. She would recover from this.

But she wouldn't be alone this time. Where before she had lost the last of her family and didn't have anyone she could trust and lean on, this time, she wasn't alone. I'm here for you, Nya. We all are. He pushed it out to her mind, but she had drifted into a deeper sleep again. He had done what he could to ease the pain, but although he could briefly make a single Paxon soldier think there was nothing in a back hallway on Tyol, he couldn't remove memories.

Vel sat back on the stool next to the infirmary bed with the side rail down. His memories went back to that first adventure with her—waking up on the Inari mining colony station after escaping the Issan that attacked their research station, watching Nya single-handedly destroy the station and Issan ships by generating a portal, finding Nik on Tyol and escaping the Paxon forces on the Da'Nelgur... and everything that had happened since. He wished they had met under different circumstances, but he couldn't undo the past.

A touch of a familiar mind preceded Nik's entrance to the small room that was the Cartegos's infirmary. The prince was tall, ducking through the doorway that was a few inches too short for his head of black hair, but the doorways on that ship were smaller than those of the Iludrin, the luxury cruiser that they had given up to escape from the extra Ethalian crew.

That was his fault too, and Vel had apologized profusely to Nik out of his own sense of guilt. Nevertheless, the shame still twisted in his chest upon the presence of his prince.

Nik made a line straight for the other side of Nya's bed and started pulling up scan readings near her head. "Still sleeping?"

"Yes. Dreaming again... about her father, what really happened, I think."

"At least her mind is recovering."

"Yes." Vel held her small hand and rubbed the back with his thumb over the small aquamarine splotch with rays winding and tapering outward to the edges of her hand, the Starburst marks of a Keeper. He just wanted her to be all right. She had suffered too much, because of him.

"Vel—"

"Don't say it." He didn't want to hear it again, how Nya may never return his feelings. He cared for her; that wouldn't change.

Nik hesitated and, in the uncomfortable silence, nodded. "I won't. As long as you respect her wishes."

Nik couldn't have stuck a knife in deeper than what wasn't said. "I will, but I won't abandon her," Vel said.

"I know you won't. Just... give her space and time."

"I do. I try. But someone should be here for her. What she went through—" He couldn't say it. Nya had suffered physically and emotionally, from what Seska had reported of their captivity by the Issan Inquisitor and the mercenaries he had hired. They had almost killed Nya with their drugs to learn the secrets of her power.

A faint smile of appeasement warmed Nik's face. "She'll be all right."

Physically, yes; but emotionally, she was suffering. Still, it was reassuring to hear those words, even if they weren't true.

A deep sigh escaped the woman in her sleep. For a while, she was at peace.

"I even shaved for her." She hated the stubble of brown that grew when he got too busy to shave.

That comment brought a smile to Nik's face. He, too, had heard her disgust with human facial hair, although she didn't think about it as much as when they had first met. "She'll appreciate it when she's ready."

He hoped so, if she noticed. After a couple seconds of both of them watching her, Vel's thoughts shifted. "Are you here for another healing session?"

"I hope not." Nik returned his attention to the readings on the panels near her head. "Twice was enough for me. I don't know how she does it."

"She's strong." He'd seen it from that first contact. She was more than she probably believed in herself, and it wasn't because of the Starfire.

Even knowing his lethal skills, she had challenged L'Ni when he had initially been ignoring her because he hated her people. To stand up to that demonstrated just how strong her will was. Vel admired that in her.

In the air near Nya's head appeared several readings taken from the scanner above the bed on which she slept.

Vel rose from her side to study the readouts. Although he wasn't a medic, nor familiar with Inari biology, and despite the blocks that Nik kept up in his mind, he could see by the calm on Nik's face that things were better than the last time he had come to check on her.

"She's pulling through... physically. The rest is up to her." Nik switched the readings off. "When she wakes, try to get her to drink again, otherwise I'll have to start an IV."

More needles. She didn't need that. The mercenaries holding her had delivered through a needle in her arm a constant drip of drugs that had made her dream. Their purpose had been to learn her secrets. From what Seska had said, Nya had revealed something about her homeworld in a mix of Standard and her own Inari language but nothing about the Starfire, except that it was intelligent and chose its Keeper. He had already known that. The Light of Ethal had been the same way with the Custo Fos, their own Crystal Keepers, but the Issan hadn't known that.

"I'll be sure to do that," Vel replied to Nik. He had been helping her each time she awoke since they had left Kannish. She had been up briefly to use the toilet and drink, but she had returned to the bed and slept. Part of that was her way of forgetting, but she was also very weak yet. They had left Kannish only about thirty-eight hours ago, before the Ethalian support arrived, but she was already farther along in her recovery than anyone had expected. However, there was only so much that the Starfire could do to help her; she also had to help herself.

He grimaced again at the guilt that raked through him for his part in the events that led to this. It wasn't just Nya. Vel had caused trouble for Nik, who had been more forgiving than he deserved; but he would repent for his errors to both of them.

The Archon and other government officials were not going to be happy. If they caught up, they probably wouldn't allow Nik to leave their sight again. Vel couldn't let that happen.

Without a word, Nik left the room.

Alone with Nya in the infirmary, Vel leaned on the edge of the bed where he had taken the rail down so she could move about. "You're not alone, Nya. You have a family." And at least one who cares about you very much. That would never change.
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Outside the infirmary at the end of the corridor of their sleeping quarters, Nik stood before the section airlock to the lounge. On the right-side lounge sofa sat Zaer. The Jiksian lifted her furry face, triangle ears upright on her head and short legs dangling from the cushioned seat.

A similar seat with another display console on the opposite side was empty, as was the kitchen and dining area just past it. Beyond where Zaer sat was a door to stairs leading down to the tiny bay with the flit, an armed, short-range four-person craft for emergency escapes, something more than the six simple escape pods, which were set as one to each sleeping room.

As an Ethalian ship, the Cartegos had been designed for human comforts. Zaer's diminutive size and furry body might make things difficult for her on the ship, but she hadn't said anything. Rather, the Jiksian had learned to adapt, as had her mechanic, the little Oolan, Shen.

When Nik didn't say anything, she returned to studying the display before her. The tan fur lightened around her face and, at least for now, the triangle ears on her head remained upright. She wasn't upset at him. Only when her mood turned sour did those ears give any warning of her emotions. That didn't happen too often.

She had been amenable to his suggestion to leave the Iludrin at Trsken Station, but the luxury cruiser had been far too much to manage with only six or seven people. They really should have had at least a small crew of Ethalian technicians; but for the sake of his friends' privacy and freedom, he had refused. His mother, however, was likely not happy.

And he couldn't blame Vel for that—his mother would have discovered their situation from the Trsken Station checking the financing of the repairs to the Iludrin.

No. No one was to blame, except maybe him. He shouldn't have suggested taking on the Issan at Welgan. If he hadn't let their generals talk him into taking the luxury light cruiser, Shen wouldn't have been tempted to mess with the engines that led to sensors being down, which had allowed the Paxons and tchirsh to board, and they wouldn't have heard about Welgan. Had they not gone to Welgan, the Iludrin wouldn't have needed repairs at Trsken, and Nya and Seska wouldn't have gone to enjoy the fresh air and sunshine of Kannish and wouldn’t have been subjected to torment by the Issan Inquisitor. Instead, they would have been on their way, safe and sound, finding the shards of the Starfire crystal.

But it would not have led to the data they secured in that operation. They would still be ignorant of the true threat posed by the Issan.

Vel wasn't the only one weighted by guilt.

Recriminations are best buried. A string of decisions had led to this. What had come of those was the risk he had agreed to take. He hadn't made the decisions alone. Everyone had agreed to take the risks, even Nya.

Unfortunately, they hadn't been ready for the Issan to act so quickly against her in retribution. Now, she suffered in a way he couldn't treat. He couldn't heal the emotional pain she suffered.

But she wasn't alone. They had all pledged to help her, except, perhaps, L'Ni. He was only there because of a belief that bound him to sacrifice himself for her, and he wasn't fond of that. Even he recognized that they needed her, however.

Nik hoped for her speedy recovery for all their sakes. After what they had learned from the data already translated by L'Ni, they couldn't afford to delay.

Worrying wouldn't help Nya, though.

With nothing better to do at the moment, Nik descended one of the side stairs from the small landing to the lounge floor and reached Zaer in just a few steps.

Curious what she did on the projection, he sat near her and watched.

"I like you, Nikky, but not that much." She sat back, her feet hanging in the air and turned to him. More soberly, she asked, "How is she?"

"Better. She'll need a few more days to fully recover, but she will recover. She's already weeks ahead of any human in less than two days."

"Then you should not look like you swallowed a derk."

Her reference made him smile. The small, flying insect was known to cause some burning in the throat if accidentally swallowed, but some species actually considered them delicacies for that very reason. "That bad?"

She leaned close with a wry smile of that slightly extended jaw with its snout and shook her head. "You Ethalians."

He couldn't read her mind, but he understood her meaning. After a moment of quiet in which she returned to her work, he asked, "What are you doing?"

"Planning. The girl made a map on Ethal. I'm plotting our courses to the different worlds where these crystals are... and what routes to take around trouble and where to stop for restocking. No more heading into trouble." She fixed him with a scolding look.

She'd get no argument from him. "No more Welgans," he conceded.

She let out a huff and nodded in approval, then continued with her work.

The Jiksian might be a smuggler, but she had a good heart, and a good head. The fact that she had been smuggling supplies to those behind Issan borders had been proof enough when she could have made a greater profit with higher-risk items. And she continued with them when she could have abandoned them at any time. This mission to find the shards was no longer profitable for her, especially since they had cut off Ethal, so she could only be amenable because of her sense of justice, or a profit to be made another way.

He had seen through her toughness when she first came to his clinic on Tyol, and she hadn't disappointed him. "You've a good heart, Zaer."

"Don't tell anyone," she said curtly. "I have a reputation."

He gave a small laugh but was interrupted by a thump from the door to the cargo hold beneath the sleeping quarters. "Is that what I think it is?"

"Uh... huh," she said without taking her eyes off the star map. "He's been down there for a few hours."

L'Ni had been quiet since they left Trsken Station, brooding about something regarding the Inquisitor he had fought to rescue Nya. Fought and lost. And he had been injured.

As much as Nik would like to avoid the man in one of his infamous moods, L'Ni hadn't visited for a check of his injuries.

Nik rose from the cushions and stared through the lower airlock into the dim cargo hold.

"Tell him I want that hold back the way he found it—balanced and undamaged."

He lifted a hand in acknowledgment to her but said nothing while silently questioning if Nya, Seska, and even Ann were right when suggesting that he had a death wish. L'Ni was lethal, but he was also respectful of authority. He had never given Nik a reason to worry. However, that could change, since Nik wasn't the one he owed his life to.

Ann had found that amusing in their recent dream encounter, and now they had a scheduled time period and place to try to meet up in real life, but that was at least sixteen days out, plenty of time for Nya to recover physically. Ann had also warned him about the report from Welgan to Central Command. The Paxons knew about Nya, but, more importantly, they knew what the Issan were doing and were waiting for details of the locations of the installations. For that, L'Ni and Nya had to sift through data. That could take a while, but he had assured her that they would send the data to all their allies when it was ready. The Issan wouldn't be able to keep their secrets much longer. With that came the threat that they would act sooner. It was a race, and there was no prize for second place.

Their best option was to continue Nya's mission. L'Ni was a part of that, a perfect bodyguard for her. Even if the Feri still despised her kind, he had sworn to defend her life, which gave Nik some piece of mind.

The lights of the hold revealed the tall figure of a man of deceptively average build with one of the smaller crates in his arms, the magnetic indicator glowing. White hair tied back in a tail behind his head contrasted the faint blue of his skin on the neck and ears that were pointed at the top instead of rounded.

Muscles bulged in his strain against the magnetics holding the crate securely to the floor. He must have set them high to challenge himself; the Feri dense tissues gave him a strength and speed far above what one would expect for his body type, at least when compared to humans. But even on him, the strain couldn't be good for his injured leg.

L'Ni lifted the crate until he stood with it at his chest, where the magnetic attraction to the deck released. Feri strength was definitely far greater than any human. Those magnets would hold cargo in place through the roughest flying.

"Is the leg bothering you?"

Pale blue eyes seared him as the crate was lowered. Sweat marked the light shirt he wore, down the chest and under the arms.

The crate thumped to the deck, ringing in the hold.

"The leg is fine," L'Ni grumbled.

Nik doubted it was fine since the knife blade had chipped the femur and cut through those dense muscles on its way in. Feri bones were tough, but all their tissues were extra dense, providing a strength and agility that couldn't be matched by humans, although Nik had yet to witness a measured contest of skills that wasn't warfare between Paxons and Issan. L'Ni either didn't acknowledge the pain or healed surprisingly well. Nik hadn't had the chance to observe how Feri healed, and L'Ni wasn't changing that in his stubbornness.

L'Ni paced about the hold without any limp and finally grabbed one of the smaller crates and threw it violently to crash against the hull in an echoing clatter. The containers were durable to an incredible degree of abuse, most of them having survived the crash and sinking of the Da'Nelgur. The thrown crate left dents on the inner hull. Zaer was not going to be happy, and she would stand up to the Feri. Despite her size, the Jiksian feared little.

His face a contortion of anger, L'Ni let out a huff while staring at the crate, which remained sealed.

Nik guessed this was the release of pent-up anger about Kannish, but L'Ni didn't talk about his feelings or his past.

"I can leave," Nik said.

The rapid patter of small feet grew louder behind him. He turned as Zaer hurried down the stairs past him. "What did you do?" Her eyes fixed hard on L'Ni, who said nothing and strode past her, leaving rather than talking.

Nik gave him space, but as the man passed, he said, "Was it Bersen?"

The sweaty figure stopped at the top of the stairs, turned his head slightly, then continued on and disappeared, his feet stomping on the stairs up to the landing over the cargo hold.

"I'd take that answer and leave it alone, Nikky."

"Yeah." He got the message, but the answer still left many questions.

When a moment of weightlessness passed as quickly as it came, Zaer straightened abruptly. A moment later, the ship rocked.

Nik caught his balance by grabbing the rail and reached out to Zaer, who also grabbed the handrail and quickly recovered.

"Shen." She growled the name and raced up past him.
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NIK hurried behind Zaer from the cargo hold, up the stairs to the lounge, and around to the next staircase to the living quarters corridor. From the open doorway of the infirmary, Vel stopped him with a confused look on his face.

The ship rocked again. From behind them came the clang of a door shutting abruptly.

Vel looked about in confusion. "What was that?"

"Trouble," Zaer called back through the corridor.

Aside to Vel, Nik said, "Stay with Nya," and hurried after L'Ni, who followed close behind Zaer. The Feri was a giant by comparison to the small Jiksian half his height.

They clattered up another staircase to gather in the control center, where the little Oolan mechanic, Shen, was hidden by the high-backed chair at his navigation station, except for the small, blue-white hands on the console. He said something in his language as Zaer strapped into her pilot seat next to him. "I told you to wait to recalibrate!"

The view outside sent a cold chill through Nik. He dropped into the seat at the station behind Zaer and clicked into the harness, leaning to watch the HUD and the view outside. L'Ni dropped into the other station behind Shen and secured his harness.

Shen snapped something that was impossible to understand while rolling past several large boulders outside the canopy. The HUD displayed a field of asteroids.

"So, you couldn't have waited until we were past the Locorsus Barrier?" She growled and reached across the console for several controls.

The contemptuous sound that came from the little Oolan startled Nik. Shen was the only one who could keep Zaer's respect while arguing with her.

Outside the canopy, chunks of rocky asteroids rolled past or crashed together. Zaer's fingers flew over the controls to roll and dodge through the debris. A faint scrape echoed from somewhere below in the ship. The smallest pieces sizzled against the energy shields, either burning up or deflecting, to create a light show around the ship bow.

"Too close." Zaer expertly steered around chunks bigger than the ship and smaller ones that could cause just as much damage.

"What is this Locorsus Barrier?" Nik had traveled on various ships, but none of the crews had ever mentioned this. It reminded him of images he had seen of the Orast Belt.

"It's a dead system," she said without taking her eyes off the display readings and the drifting debris. "The star is collapsing, dying." She pointed to a faint light that briefly flickered when the debris cleared before them. "Gravity changed, and the planets eventually crashed into one another and created this—a debris field of former planets. Shen didn't watch his course when we left Kannish." Her small, dark eyes fixed her copilot with accusation.

Shen snorted and gave a curt reply.

"On purpose?!"

Shen said something he couldn't hope to understand.

"You couldn't wait? We were fine in hyperspace."

Shen threw up his white-blue hands briefly in exasperation.

"Save it! We'll discuss it after we get out of this," Zaer said, piloting to avoid the variety of rocks outside. The debris field gradually thinned, the pieces spacing further apart and growing smaller.

When they had clear space ahead, Nik unbuckled from the harness, intending to return to Nya. Hopefully Vel had strapped her into the bed.

"Oh, no."

With one hand on the console before him and one on the chair in preparation to stand, he froze. What did that mean?

"Nikky, run a hull scan."

How—

L'Ni keyed up the request, which brought up a silhouette of the Cartegos over his console. Nik sat back down and waited for the scan results.

After a few minutes, L'Ni said, "Some minor damage."

Zaer swiveled around, her ears tipped back. "How 'minor'? And where?"

L'Ni enlarged the alerts on the diagram of the ship. "Small hull breach. Automatic systems have sealed the lower airlock to the cargo hold."

"That's what I was afraid of... Scrap it! I just got this ship fixed."

"At least we got out of the hold before it sealed," Nik said.

Despite his words, her shoulders sank, at least what small part he could see of her with her chair partly swiveled. Zaer sat quietly for a while, letting Shen fly them clear of the remaining dust and small pebbles deflected easily by the shields.

"We'll have to put down somewhere for repairs," she finally said and turned aside to her copilot, whose blue-white bald head he partially
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