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Although sworn to protect Nya, L'Ni despises her. However, she won't let his hatred of the An'shel or his lethal skills stop her from confronting him. She'll find a way to break that wall, even if she has to volunteer as his punching bag. She has little else to do while her wings recover from the damage inflicted on Kurtuz.

Or at least she thinks she doesn’t. While the Iludrin has been floating in empty, interstellar space, Shen has been experimenting on the new ship. Those experiments have left them vulnerable, which they discover when two groups of boarders appear on the Iludrin, each with their own nefarious purpose. However, what they discover could offer an opportunity to impede the plans of the Issan, if everyone can work together, especially L'Ni and Nya.
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"HE'S in there, you know." Vel motioned to the double doors of frosted glass with the two jagged bars of white metal through their middle.

Nya appreciated Vel's concern, but it was unnecessary. "I'm counting on it." Their new associate had done all he could to avoid her, usually leaving when she entered a room or by occupying himself in something like working out for hours and ignoring her. Maybe the life debt he had sworn to her for saving his life was all a lie, or he really hated her that much.

No matter the case, his cold shoulder was getting to her. He didn't do this to anyone else. If he wasn't going to cooperate, she would force the matter.

She had dressed to workout, including a sleeveless top that left her back bare, securing behind her neck and under her wings. She was chilly, despite her wing-slit jacket, and ready to warm up with exercise. L'Ni was not going to stop her.

"He said it himself—he hates An'shel."

"Then he needs to get over it." Her silver-white wings ruffled with her annoyance. She needed to burn off her own restlessness and keep her muscles strong. Her wings were nearly recovered, but getting shot down had proven she was out of shape. "He's not the only one who needs exercise."

She glanced aside at Vel. She wasn't the only one who needed exercise. At least most of them were trying. She'd seen Seska and Nik use the room but not Vel. He wasn't exactly in shape; their run to the lifter to meet Nik with an injured L'Ni in the underground city on Kurtuz had proven that. 

His lips pressed together in a guilty look. "I've been a little busy."

She couldn't deny that. He'd been studying the data translated by L'Ni, but he didn't do that all the time.

"It's a big ship," he said. "With only one of me to take care of all of this—" He opened his hands and looked about at the long, wide corridor and the many doors along it and the branches. "—I get my exercise."

A poor excuse, but she'd give him that. Nik had rejected a regular crew for the light cruiser, insisting to Ethalian authorities, especially his parents, that the handful of them could manage such a large vessel.

"In any case, I'll be all right," she assured him. Even if L'Ni didn't like her for what she was, he'd sworn to protect her. She would be all right... she hoped.

Nya stepped through the parting glass doors with Vel at her side. He wasn't going to trust her to take care of herself, despite that she had managed just fine for many years. She was neither a child nor helpless. And she had the Starfire.

L'Ni worked out in one corner in a simulation that scored him for dodging increasingly faster holographic projectiles and kicking and punching targets. The pace was grueling—he jumped and rolled and punched at a blinding pace. The ventilation fan blew noisily in that area; and based on the sweat darkening his tan shirt, he'd been at it a while.

Next to her, Vel's jaw dropped. His experiences with L'Ni since Kurtuz were limited to the translation of the specifications for the Issan machines designed to break down the barriers between dimensions. Vel really should get to the workout room more often.

She'd seen it before, but her silver white wings still ruffled at her back. They all knew the Feri's incredible agility, strength, and speed. He was a unique specimen with dense tissues that had taken much of her strength to heal when he was mortally wounded on Kurtuz. It was partly why he despised her—it apparently meant she owned his soul and he was indebted to die protecting her to regain it.

Aside to Vel, she said, "You need to visit more often."

Vel blinked away his awe and smiled bashfully. "I'll stick to simple walks around the ship."

Nya shook her head. At least Nik kept himself in shape, but he'd mentioned talking with L'Ni about setting up a training routine. In fact, Nik was the only one their new associate seemed to talk to voluntarily.

"Have it your way." She waved Vel off and stepped aside to the strength training area.

Pale blue eyes darted to her for a moment, accompanied by a scowl. She'd expected nothing else from him. That moment of distraction almost cost him the game, but he managed to avoid the next strike aimed at him and the level increased in intensity.

She could only hope for a fraction of his skill.

Sooner than expected, the game buzzed and the holograms turned red and flashed. He'd been hit. After a couple more successful dodges, he missed hitting a target and was struck again. The training game stopped.

Breathing hard, the man in the light, sweat-soaked shirt and dark pants hesitated on the blue mat on hands and knees. By contrast, the hint of blue of his exposed hands, face, and feet was almost non-existent. His white hair tied back in a tail hanging over his shoulder contrasted the blue-tinted, pointed ears and stuck to the sweat-soaked areas of his neck and back.

"That's... That's impressive," she offered in the hopes of breaking the cold usually projected at her.

He caught his breath for a few more seconds before slowly rising to a height that barely made him the tallest person on the ship, surpassing Nik no more than an inch, both of them a good foot taller than her. Lean and athletic, L'Ni usually hid it beneath a long, black, hooded coat, but not in the workout.

His eyes met hers with frigid animosity.

Every time. Every time they'd crossed. She'd had enough of this! It was why she was determined to enter when he was working out. If he wasn't going to talk, she'd make him.

With a low growl, Nya marched into his path, forcing him to stop. "I've tried to be nice, and all I get is cold silence. I'm done being nice, L'Ni. What do you want from me? Both our people were wrong in the past, but that doesn't have to define us." She hadn't destroyed his ancestors' homeworld, and her ancestors must have had a reason for that. His ancestors weren't completely innocent, especially since they had killed innocents to get to her people.

He walked around her without a word.

"If I have to live with you hovering over me wherever we go, at least speak to me!" When he didn't acknowledge her, she grabbed his arm.

And gasped when she ended up slammed to the floor looking up at his scowling face. Her side ached, but satisfaction filled her. "Finally, I get a reaction." Not the kind she'd wanted, but it was something.

His eyes narrowed, and he stepped away without offering to help her up, not that she expected it from him.

She ached. And her wings... After all the waiting for new feathers to grow, this would set her back a little.

Ow! Movement was a little sore after being thrown down so hard, but she stood. He'd moved so fast that she hadn't had time to react. "Crystal fire. How did you do that?" Not even her mother had taught her moves like that.

Nya scrambled to her feet and pursued him to the bench where he sat. Now she knew how to get to him.

"Train me to fight."

He let out a soft huff, his head down while reaching for his boots beneath the bench.

"I'm serious. Teach me to defend myself." She just needed to shrink the wings before enduring any more damage.

"You're too soft," he sneered in that deep, accented voice.

Her wings tightened in her anger from the insult. Without a second thought, she grabbed his tail of hair and yanked his head up, saying, "I am not—"

In a flash, she stood on one leg, balanced by her grasp on his hair, but only for an instant before her leg was yanked forward, her wrist squeezed so that she released his hair, and she slammed to her back. It all happened before she could blink.

At the shadow of his legs nearby, she followed them up to his face. The glare wasn't so dark this time.

The ache slowly eased in her back. "Teach me how you do that."

"I would break you."

"I'm not afraid." She uncurled and slowly climbed to her feet as he returned to the bench. Her middle ached, but she forced herself to straighten. "This is your chance. What are you afraid of L'Ni?"

He stopped before reaching the bench and turned his head.

She had his attention. "You can hate me all you want, but I won't let you ignore me anymore."

His fingers balled into fists and released, and he turned to face her. "You're persistent, An'shel."

"My name is Nya, and I don't give up easily."

"We'll see about that."
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"Any luck with that mysterious message?"

What? Vel blinked from his concerns for Nya to look down at the tan-furred Jiksian with the triangle ears on her head. At about half his height, Zaer wouldn't appear to be a threat, but when she wanted to, the smuggler was as frightening as the Feri. The lighter, shorter fur around her face and snout darkened to tan around the rest of her head.

"No," he said. "The encryption is difficult. It's not my expertise. We need a specialist for this."

"You still suspect... her?"

Seska. The woman was the only person on board that might have the skill to send a message hiding inside another transmission. She had known Issan comm codes. And no one else had a reason to hide a message, except Zaer, but this had been within her message. The emissary from Dathen—if she was really from Dathen—was the only one on board the Iludrin whose background they didn't really know and who could hide her thoughts from them.

"Who else would it be? Do we have a stowaway?"

"Better not," Zaer grumbled. "Bad enough this crew keeps growing... but at least he's useful."

L'Ni. The thought of that man left a bitter taste in his mouth. Although Vel couldn't read Zaer's mind, he could read between the lines well enough. Was he the only one who didn't like Nya's self-appointed bodyguard?

"I'll see who owes me a favor," she said with a wink. "I want to know what that message was."

So did he. "I'll see what I can do in the meantime," he said, "but I can't promise anything."

She gave an approving nod and hurried away.

The sense of pain came to him from the loudest mind on the ship.

Nya... She was determined to get herself killed. He should return to her.

No. He'd promised he would stay out of it, and he wanted to stay on the Feri's good side, if that was possible. Did the man even have a good side? Nik seemed to be the only person to have a rapport with him.

Vel reached out to contact that closed mind and was answered with exasperation. Nik had to see the risks. If L'Ni decided to let go of his restraint and release his anger, there wouldn't any Nya left for Nik to mend.

Vel shouldn't have left her alone with the Feri. That man could be dangerous if he chose, and he did not like Nya's people. L'Ni was always moody while working on translating the data, so that Vel dared not interrupt him. They hardly knew him, but anyone who understood the Issan language and could put up a fight against them was at least as dangerous.

At a moment of fear from Nya, Vel hurried back the way he had come. Nik strode from the direction of the infirmary. The prince wore the simple gray uniform of a medic, his chosen calling. It was as much to deny his birthright as to serve others, but that didn't erase the mantle of the Custo Fos. He could be both; Nik just didn't want the latter.

They met at the door of the workout room, Nik interspersing himself between Vel and the door.

"Vel, don't."

"She's in pain." He started towards the glass doors.

An arm shot out before him. "Leave her," Nik said. "This is her battle alone. She wants this. I suspect he does too."

Even more reason to be concerned.

"He won't kill her."

Vel stared in shock by his nonchalance. "How can you say that? You're defending his brutality?"

"No, but they have to work this out in their own way."

"Not like this." How could Nik let this go on? Did no one care but him?

Apparently not. If that's the way it was, he would be the adult.

Vel shoved Nik's arm aside and stepped through the doors, which opened at his approach.

Nya sat on the ground without her wings, smirking up at L'Ni, who stood over her not with arrogance but, rather, with condescension on his face.

She winced when she moved to stand. "I'm fine, Vel," she said without turning.

By her stiff movements, she wasn't "fine".

"He was just demonstrating some moves." She turned and caught first his, then Nik's, eyes. Her thoughts like that look were clear—she didn't want help, no matter how badly she was beaten.

"She'll be ready for you soon, Doc," L'Ni said.

"I'd appreciate if you didn't go that far. Training doesn't mean abuse."

Vel's instinct to attack the Feri—hopeless as it might be—retreated to hear Nik say that.

L'Ni's sneer at Nya fell into a frown.

"Leave us," Nya called aside to them. "I can take care of myself!"

Not against L'Ni she couldn't.

Her eyes burned hot on Vel. "Go! This doesn't concern you."

Nik put an arm before him and pressed him away. "You heard her. She doesn't want us here."

But—

How could Nik just leave her to suffer a beating from L'Ni? That's what this was. She didn't want to be punished, but she was determined to prove herself to the Feri.

All right, if that's what it took, he'd leave her to satisfy her ego. Nya didn't listen to him. She didn't even like him half the time, but he cared. One day, she'd see that, after she forgave him for the trouble he'd caused by helping to create the gateways.

When the door closed on the workout room, Nik gave Vel a sympathetic look that he didn't want. "I'll be ready if she needs medical attention."

Hardly reassuring, but Vel saw no choice. He couldn't sit there and watch Nya ask for abuse. Besides, he'd promised Zaer that he'd keep working on the broken message he'd discovered cleverly hidden as static breaking her transmission to Kurtuz.

At least the task might keep his mind off Nya for a while. He only wished her mind wasn't so loud or that the workout room had also been lined in the rare metal that blocked telepathy. It would be easier to resist storming in and dragging her out.

The comm badge on his shoulder clicked to life in a moment of warning before Zaer's voice said, "Researcher, are you running any tests on sensors?"

That was an odd question. He paused in the corridor and tapped the badge to activate the microphone. "No. Why?"

"Our aft section is offline."

The aft section covered the landing bays and the engines. Why would those be out, unless...

Shen. He must not have reactivated the sensors after the tests were finished. The Oolan mechanic had wanted to modify the shields around the bays, but testing a new configuration had the potential to overload the sensors. Since he had been unable to dissuade the Oolan from messing with the systems of the cruiser, Vel had suggested disconnecting the power to the sensors to avoid the possibility of overload during the testing. Those tests must have been done by now.

"I'll get to it, Zaer." He tapped off the comm and ran through the corridor to the staircase. Engineering was two floors down. He could reach it taking the stairs just as quickly as taking the transport tube, and add a little exercise. This might prove to Nya that he could get a workout on that ship just walking through it. He didn't need any special training routine.

The click from the badge preceded Zaer saying, "We're essentially nowhere, but there was a blip on long-range sensors. That was a little while ago. I don't see it now, but we may have been detected."

The blip could be nothing, or it could be trouble. As long as they were blind around the bay doors on either side and the engines at the rear, someone could take advantage of that. As long as they appeared to be a ship possibly stranded or abandoned, they were a perfect target for pirates or scavengers.

He couldn't take that risk.

He shouldn't have taken that risk. But no one should have been out there while they took a rest and let Nya regrow damaged feathers. Shen had chosen that location after navigating from Kurtuz because it was considered the middle of nowhere and far from any trade routes or navigational beacons.

A lot of things shouldn't have happened but did. He wasn't innocent in all this.

After noisily rushing down the spiral staircase, he ran across the corridor to the engineering section, where he'd have more direct access to the aft sensor systems. First, he'd have to take the shields offline briefly.

He'd have a talk with Shen afterwards about messing with a perfectly good ship.
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THE soft click warned Vel a moment before Zaer's voice came over the speaker in engineering, where he worked on the shield systems. "Why are the shields down?"

Without taking his eyes from the panel with the power relays, he answered, "It's only temporary. I had to reset them to original specs. Shen's experiment didn't work. I'll have them up once I'm finished making these adjustments."

"Did you take down internal sensors too?"

"What?" Vel sat up too fast in the confined area and jammed his head on the edge of the console above him. "Ow!" He groaned and put a hand to the pain on his skull. That was going to leave a bruise.

"No." How could internal sensors be out? He hadn't touched them. Shen, however...

No. He was on the command deck with Zaer. She would have asked him already.

Then who?

Nik was busy in the infirmary. Nya was actually getting some training from L'Ni, although more bruises than training. He wasn't going easy, but she wasn't giving up. Each was as stubborn as the other.

A smile crept to his face, along with some relief. Nik had been right that L'Ni wouldn't kill her, but her impression of the "training" was that the Feri was taking a perverse pleasure in humiliating her. And she was taking a similar perverse pleasure in taunting him with her tenacity. Their Starfire angel had an indomitable spirit.

"Then what's wrong with my ship?"

The angry retort snapped him back to the situation at hand. "Have you asked Shen?"

A string of Oolanic came over the speaker. That answered his question.

"He didn't touch anything," Zaer said.

As he'd expected. "I'll look into it, but I need time to get shields back online."

"While you do that, I'll get Shen working on the internals."

At least she wasn't dropping everything on his shoulders.

But he was curious what would have disabled internal sensors. Those systems were nowhere near him. He couldn't have shut them down on accident and he had certainly not touched them on purpose.

When she clicked off, he returned to realigning the shield systems. One thing at a time. The task helped to keep him from worrying about Nya. Now, he had a painful bump for that too.

But he had a sense of something odd on the ship, a strange buzzing like a mind but not readable, either a very busy mind or several. That didn't make sense.

Vel paused, sat back from the open panel, and frowned. He could account for Nik and Nya easily. Zaer and Shen were detectable but not readable in any way. Although strong emotions did radiate at times, this wasn't one of them. L'Ni was completely unreadable due to the brain implant, but Vel could track the man by his presence with Nya through her thoughts. Seska blocked them, but he could at least detect her presence.

What would cause the sense of buzzing?

He reached out to Nik with the question. "I sense it too," Nik said. "I don't know what it is. I've felt something similar in my travels, from various species, none of them on this ship."

None of them on that ship.

Or they were on the ship, otherwise undetected because internal sensors were down.

Scrap it! He did not just think what he was thinking.

"Is it possible?" Nik's alarm only heightened his own.

The blip long-range. Sensors down. Shields offline. Although it was temporary, that might have been the window he'd feared.

Now internal sensors disabled for unknown reasons.

The chill that passed through him nearly froze him to the spot. "Zaer." The name woke him from his stupor. He slid back and pulled himself up by the console. Once there, he keyed up the internal comm system and connected to the command deck.

"Zaer."

Nothing.

"Shen."

Still nothing.

"I don't sense them," Nik confirmed.

Krax. Now, they had a real problem.

Stay hidden, Vel sent back. They had to find out if Zaer and Shen were unconscious or killed, but he couldn't risk Nik's safety. If anything, the Custo Fos was partly Vel's responsibility to protect.

How he wished Nik and Zaer had allowed at least a small contingent of Altorin to travel with them. When he had a chance, he'd contact the homeworld and let them know. Lord Caius and Lady Talia deserved to know the danger, and they likely would insist on at least a small contingent of Altorin guards joining them. While he was at it, he could request a proper engineering team; at least it might keep Shen in check.

Until then, they had to survive this. Maybe L'Ni would prove useful.

L'Ni. Nya. He had to warn them.

He switched the comms to the workout room. "Nya. L'Ni. We have a problem."

For several seconds, he waited. Nya was ignoring him, thinking he was being overprotective again. Her thoughts rang loud and clear, and she knew it.

Damn that woman. Sometimes she could be too stubborn.

"Nya. L'Ni. This is serious. We may have guests on board."

Finally, a deep, accented voice said, "Did you say 'guests on board'?"

"Yes," Vel said. "I can't reach Zaer and Shen."

"Maybe they're busy." Nya sounded a little annoyed.

"Internal sensors are disabled. I didn't do it. Shen didn't do it." He was going to look into it.

"Seska?"

"No." In fact, where was she? Was she safe? "I need to contact her. Just be careful and stay alert."

"Confirmed," L'Ni said.

At least someone listened to reason. At the moment, Nya would be safe. Vel doubted anyone could openly take on the Feri, even if he'd been working out for several hours already.

Now to find Seska. No one had answered on the command deck, which meant she wasn't there.

If he reached out, he could almost sense her, several others...

"Hey. What's going on?"

Vel stiffened and turned to see the blonde woman march through the door.

"I... just had a sense that you wanted to see me?" Her eyes skimmed over the panels behind him, searching for the answer, which she wouldn't find there. "Still fixing Shen's bad judgment?"

"Yes." That was an apt description. He shook off the frustration and said, "But we have other problems. That bad judgment may have left us open. I think we have boarders."

She frowned, her eyes piercing him like knives. "Who?"

"I'm not sure. But I was talking to Zaer one minute about internal sensors being down, and the next, she no longer responded. She was on the command deck with Shen."

"Internals are down?" Seska wandered to one of the terminals and started accessing the system.

Her familiarity with running a ship like that made his skin crawl. And she knew Issan codes and other things? Could she have let someone board?

"What is it?"

Vel blinked away the suspicious thoughts percolating through his head, aware of letting his blocks slip so that she probably had caught some of that. "Nothing. We need to get these systems online immediately. Can you help with that?"

"I'll do what I can."

"See if you can get internal sensors online."

"Yes, sir."

[image: ]

Vel had either the best or worst timing. Nya hadn't wanted to quit and prove L'Ni right, but she desperately needed a break. Wincing at the pains throughout her body, she pushed herself off the mat again and stood.

How could that man keep going, even after having worked out
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