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His whole life, Nik has sought to meet Ann, the woman he grew up knowing in his dreams. The opportunity has finally come, but it won't be easy. As the captain of a Paxon battlecruiser and the offspring of the Paxon Supreme Commander, Andretta Draksten is a woman with a lot of eyes on her, but she has learned some tricks to avoid trouble. Not even Nik knows some of her secrets. Unfortunately, the Paxon intelligence organization, SecurCom, has assigned her first officer to keep a close watch on her, and he has every intention of uncovering her secrets.

Ann and Nik have waited too long for this. They won't let anything get in the way of finally being together. However, to save their friends, they may have to make sacrifices.
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FROM the blur of color, a scene coalesced, brightening with the sun. Laughter and conversation with the occasional loud shout reached Nik. He focused on the exciting rides in the carnival across the river from his quiet hillside.

He knew this place. He had been there before, as a child. Santor had been colonized by Ethalians a thousand years ago and flourished with a strong faith in the Light of Ethal. His family had visited the carnival after a stop at the Nordan Temple, where his father had been requested for a special blessing. Governess Hannah had despised his insistence of trying every ride, which meant a long day for her.

That was long ago. He was an adult now. As an adult, he had also been there before, but not in person and not alone.

This must have been a dream.

But this wasn't his doing.

"No. It's not."

That's what he expected.

Nik turned at the sound of the teasing voice to the sun shining brightly over the hillside behind him and put up a hand to shield his eyes.

A slender figure emerged from the glow, moving towards him and becoming clearer. A woman formed, auburn hair flowing over her shoulders with a hint of red in the light. The hem of a short, flowery dress brushed the tops of her knees, and her smile beamed like the sun.

Ann stopped before him and looked down at the dress. "Is this how you see me?"

He shrugged sheepishly and looked down at himself in a light top tucked into shorts that ended just above his knees. "I... Yes." Her presence filled him with contentment. "You brought us here."

"I like it here. It's light, peaceful." She smiled at the activity of the carnival. "I can't say I mind the dress." When she twirled briefly, the dress hem flared out from those long legs. "I couldn't have imagined it."

Probably not. She would have imagined her uniform. She'd learned to let him dress her in their dreams. It had become a game with Ann to see what he would think of next.

When she stopped and smiled, his insides fluttered at the seduction he saw on her face, because he knew what came next. She didn't disappoint and pulled him into a kiss that sent shivers of excitement through him, and he held her tight. How he longed to know that in reality!

When she parted, those brown eyes teased him. "You will."

"You're good at this." Sharing their thoughts was effortless in the dreams.

"I was taught by the best."

He might as well at least pretend he was talking since they were connected. She knew his thoughts and he already knew hers or at least on the surface.

She laid her head on his chest, her hair brushing his chin, and wrapped her arms around his body. He held her tight, wishing this could last; but he knew that to make it permanent and real, they had much to do in their separate lives. "I can't hold position much longer. I've stalled the inspections and talks as long as I can. Alex is getting suspicious."

Her first officer. He would be trouble. They had to figure out how to get around him. Nik wouldn't lose her, especially when they were so close.

He held onto her, dreading the fading, as they called it, when the first one of them to leave the dream was pulled away. "Soon," he said. "We'll be there within two days."

"Then I might have a way. There's a tournament in the Corvusian city of Portleb. Find me there."

"Tournament? As in battle games?"

A sense of anxiety passed through her. He wondered about that, knowing her fondness for the games. He didn't know anyone else so engrossed in the moves of the fighters, although L'Ni might enjoy the gruesome spectacle.

"Ann—"

"Nik. It's the only way I can wait. I hinted to Premier Rokan that I enjoy the games, and he promised me a spot in his box for the Horkami Battle Games Q'Ron'du Tournament. I had to accept. It gives me an excuse for Central. Otherwise, I'd have to leave now." She lifted her head away and smiled up at him. "And this... Feri friend of yours may appreciate the chance to watch the games live."

She had him there and he could relax if she was watching. "He might, although he's not likely to leave Nya's side."

"Then bring her. From what you've shown me, I'd prefer you have him with you, and I would like to meet her."

"What about Seska?" She was as capable as L'Ni at being a bodyguard, at least according to Vel.

Her hesitation and uncertainty answered his question better than words. "I already warned you," Ann said. "I trusted her to bring us together and wanted her to request asylum for her own protection as well as yours. She's walking a fine line, Nik, but she is an agent of SecurCom trained in deception."

"I've noticed and taken some precautions." He and Vel had recently discussed Seska in private, after Vel had a brief glimpse into the minds of the Phantom Corps attackers on Vashtu before Seska knocked them out, a glimpse that made him question his trust in her. He wished he could tell Nya, but that would tip off Seska.

"Besides, I'd rather you bring your friend L'Ni. The games don't attract your usual civilized audience, and you're no fighter." Her smile and the caress of her fingers along his cheek and jaw lured him down into another kiss that raced through him with the anticipation of being so close yet still so far away. It felt so real, but he knew it was all his imagination.

While lingering close, he murmured, "I think I can manage." He had travelled the galaxy and risked his life to chase her down. He could deal with the crowds at the battle games, and he would not lose her when he was so close.

"I know you can, but I don't want to lose you either. And you might want to grow a little facial hair. It won't fool facial recognition, but it might fool the eyes."

"I'll be careful."

She had her doubts—he heard them loud and clear—especially after Welgan. They had discussed that incident in another meeting already.

"I'll excuse myself from the box to meet you where we won't have officials looking over our shoulders. But bring L'Ni. He seems to be the most capable of keeping you safe."

She was hiding something from him. Despite their openness, they could still block parts of their minds from each other. He hoped it wasn't what he feared it was, knowing her. "Ann—"

"You're timing is better," she deflected with a coy smile and brushed her hair behind her ear that the breeze had blown across her lovely face. "It's fortunate we were able to meet now."

Changing the subject, but a good point. He wouldn't have a problem meeting her in person. What came after meeting is what worried him. He wouldn't let her get away after finally finding her.

Her worries added to his, but she said nothing. Ann didn't have to. Instead, she turned to watch the carnival and pulled his arms around her with a clear desire of wanting him to hold her. That's all he wanted, all he had ever wanted since he was a little boy chasing a cute little girl through his dreams.

*
[image: ]


Nik woke to the close confines of the bunk set in the wall cubby. The thermal blanket provided some warmth in the cool room, but the emptiness erased the pleasant dream with harsh reality. The sounds of the carnival faded with the warmth of her body in his embrace and the completeness of their connection, leaving cold emptiness. Waking up always left him feeling more alone than before the dreams.

Nik inhaled sharply and looked about in the dim light from the small desk at the back wall between the side where he slept in the low bunk and the opposite side with the empty high bunk.

They couldn't reach Corvus fast enough. The loneliness of waking without Ann was almost too much to bear.

Soon, Ann. We will be together.

The battle games. Premier Rokan.

He would be there. He would find her.
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"THAT'S it!" Nya stared in disbelief. Her heart nearly froze in her chest at the answer on the glowing hologram over the console. They had found what they needed, and it sent a chill through her. "The Dirnothril came through." As had L'Ni in sharing it.

Next to her, that blue-tinted pale face turned from inputting the translation of the galactic standard trading language on the hologram frame. Although he had sworn to translate their latest data from the contact on Surdranis himself, he had removed the message that had upset him and shared the rest so that she would gain more practice.

And, although he hadn't apologized—she would probably drop over dead if L'Ni ever apologized for anything—he had been cooperative since that morning, only a day after their departure from Surdranis. She could only wonder what had been so personal about the reference to Ihrien that he had removed it from the data.

He wouldn't talk about it, and she didn't expect that to change. She would have to continue wondering until there was a need for her to know.

In the meantime, she would focus on their mission. He had at least shared the rest of the data.

The others needed to know that they'd found some of the answers they had sought, although three of them might have an idea already from reading her thoughts.

At the table near the kitchen area at the back of the lounge, Seska's attention lifted from the board of Trellix before her and Zaer. "You found it?" The blonde woman rose from her seat and hurried across the floor.

Seska knelt before their display of a star map with a list of locations in Ru'owa along the side. "You're sure?"

"Yes."

The door at the back of the lounge slid open and Vel charged in with a clean-shaven face for a change, revealing his dumbfounded shock.

Nya was surprised he hadn't arrived sooner.

He stopped next to Seska with a twist to his lip. "I was busy working with Shen on ways to improve shield output... Without the drain on engines like we had on the Iludrin... Just in case."

Yeah. She got it. Just in case they encountered trouble, which was becoming normal for them. She was grateful for the expertise of the two. They worked well together.

And they proved why she didn't want many telepaths around her. Although she missed the luxuries of the cruiser, Nya was glad that Nik had made the decision to leave the Iludrin behind at Trsken Station and get out of there before the Ethalian supply ship arrived. The influx of telepaths would have stolen her privacy. In that, her mind would have revealed L'Ni's origins to them, and she couldn't see that going well. Three telepaths were enough, and two of them already hovered around her and L'Ni at the console on one side of the lounge. 

Vel grimaced and said, "Where is it?"

"Here." Nya pointed to the screen as Zaer finally joined them with tan-furred triangle ears upright on her head. She stood almost level with Seska's head where the woman knelt.

"Calculations for alignment of the installations..." Nya shuddered at the number revealed and plotted on the three-dimensional star map next to the scrolling list of locations. She touched a symbol behind one of the green-highlighted items in the list, and a number of the plotted locations on the star map started flashing green.

Vel's jaw fell slack, and he appeared for a second like he might collapse in the midst of pointing out each in counting them.

"Forty-seven," Nya finished in a dismal voice. She turned to L'Ni, who sat with a grim expression on that faintly blue face, his white hair pulled back in the usual tail exposing the pointed ears. Even his stoic face revealed a hint of alarm, if that was possible for the hardened ex-soldier.

"Two hundred forty-one standard days from now," he said in that deep, accented voice. "Forty-seven will be in alignment."

Nya's insides went cold at the revelation. So soon. So many! She could find all the Starfire crystals, but taking out forty-seven Issan power installations in such a short time would be nearly impossible. This proved that what they had done at Welgan and Surdranis had been worth the trouble. Her mission was not just about finding the Starfire crystals but also stopping the Issan project in the first place.

She had to find those shards.

But then what? What were they supposed to do with them?

"How could they calculate so accurately?" Vel stared at the data in shock. "That's impossible. Even a dozen would take... incredible, immense calculations! And then to build in the right location... unless this is just very lucky."

"Improbable but not impossible," L'Ni said.

Vel's expression conceded that point. "True, but highly improbable. The advanced calculations of planetary drift and rotation and galactic movements..." His voice trailed off, but the look on his face said enough.

"Unless they didn't calculate it," Seska said. "It could be pure chance, knowing that someday some would align."

He looked at her as if she had said the most insane thing he'd ever heard.

Seska shrugged and asked, "Build many and calculate later to determine which to fire?"

Vel rolled his eyes. "Not likely."

"You said only about a dozen would be needed to break the barriers between dimensions," Nya said. "But forty-seven?"

The color drained from his face. "That much power will undeniably rip the fabric of our universe."

"The Issan don't play games," Zaer stated.

"No," L'Ni said with a grimness that settled like deadweight on Nya. He had made it clear in everything he did that the Issan didn't play games. "They'll destroy anything in their path."

Anything? Nya's gut clenched at the implications.

"That's why they need so many to align." Vel swallowed and focused on the image with the dots. "Anything in their way... The power output of the installations... They need so many because not all the energy will get through.

"We have to provide this to the Paxons, to everyone," he said and turned to Seska, who pressed her lips together and nodded.

"We'll be meeting Ann on Corvus within a couple of days," she said. "I can get it into their hands then."

"We appreciate that." Vel met her eyes with a twist in his lips of mixed emotions. "Nik appreciates that."

Nik must have sent a telepathic message from the infirmary, where he was currently holed up. He had been cleaning up after many of them were injured in Duras to obtain this information. He was also probably daydreaming of Ann now that he was so close.

Vel looked from her to L'Ni and back. "How much can you translate before we arrive?"

She looked aside in time to see L'Ni shake his head. She had thought as much. "We'll do what we can," she said to Vel. "We can split the data between us. We'll provide what we can by then and send the rest later."

"The sooner the better," Seska said, turning towards the sleeping quarters area.

"Use my cipher."

They all turned to the figure in regular clothes at the top of the landing overlooking the lounge from the sleeping quarters section. Although he dressed like any regular traveler, Nik still stood out—he had a peaceful confidence about him that commanded respect.

He descended the stairs along one side of the cargo hold door beneath that landing. "That'll send it directly to the Information Authority. Seska's already modified the comms to hide the signal markers tracking back to us. They won't find us."

Nik joined Nya and the others around the data. Everyone now studied the map, except Shen, Zaer's Oolan copilot and best friend, who was probably still in the engineering section at the back waiting for Vel to return to finish their work.

"We don't have much time." Nya threw out the star map to fill the lounge from other projectors around the perimeter of the chamber. The star systems with planets where installations were located flashed red, while those that would align in the two-hundred-forty-one-day countdown flashed green. "These are all the locations of installations."

"No translation needed," Vel said soberly.

So many... Her heart sank upon seeing the dots spread out on the large map rather than clustered on the small version. She rose and joined the others amid the three-dimensional hologram of the galaxy filling the lounge.

L'Ni sat forward, his jaw tight, and he set aside the frame on which he had been translating the data.

"They've been building for thousands of years," he said. "I didn't know how many installations were built."

That answered her immediate question. 

"Only a few had all the information, I suppose," Seska said. "It lessens the risk of discovery."

"Or those in the upper echelons of Feri leadership who know are afraid of losing support if others learn the truth." Nik's statement was almost a question to him.

L'Ni rose with a grim frown and joined them within the hologram of the galaxy. "Issa Pralemmar live and die to serve their god. Their hatred of the An'shel is the only force stronger. Knowing would not change that, except for the Dirnothril."

In other words, Seska was right.

Like the others, Nya said nothing but watched the slowly rotating galaxy with its hundreds of red dots from one side to the next with greens mostly in their present quadrant of the galaxy. Her heart sank at the sheer numbers. The Issan really had been at this a long time.

"That's it! I see it!" Vel's face went pale, and he blew up an area of the hologram. Labels appeared for inhabited systems marked by their stars. He pushed past them to the side console she had vacated and keyed in something. "If I'm right..."

After a few seconds, he looked up. "There."

Nya followed his eyes as the stars rotated slightly and several yellow lines from the green dots passed through other systems and intersected.

"Accounting for all factors, that's their nexus." Vel rose from the seat near the console and pointed to the blinking yellow dot that had appeared. "This is where they plan to break the barrier."

Vel swallowed, his face going pale. "And this first point of confluence is only eight months away."

Nya's insides knotted. First. In other words, there would be more.

He had confirmed her time calculations from the date displayed. She couldn't find all the Starfire shards, train Keepers, and figure out how they were supposed to use them to stop the creature in that little time. She doubted enough installations would be destroyed in time.

Vel turned to her and said, "The Starfire must have known something was happening soon. They sent me to find you at the right time."

"Not soon enough. I can't possibly stop this in time." If only they had learned sooner or had more Keepers. Then, maybe, she could guarantee success.

More Keepers...

It was past time to contact the homeworld, if the Starfire entities would cooperate. They had already indicated that they wanted the local populations to become their Keepers. They didn't want Inari alone. This was bigger than just her people. Surely, they would assist her.

"We know now. We'll make this work," Vel assured her.

"How? I don't even know what the Starfire can do to stop this."

"You said in the beginning that they fought this creature once long ago," Nik said. "I'm sure they'll reveal what needs to happen when the time comes... One step at a time."

He had more faith than she did, but the weight of all of existence was a heavy burden to bear. Nya looked to each of them watching her, their expectation alone almost too much. "I'm not... I don't... I feel so... small."

An arm around her shoulder gently pulled her close to Vel but wasn't reassuring. "You're not alone. We'll find those shards together."

"If we can't destroy the installations first," Seska said.

"Getting this information to Pax Imperi and Ethal will be a start," Nik said. "Ethal will disseminate to all our allies. Between the Paxons and others, we can begin to take out these installations and then move onto the others before they also drift into alignment."

"The Issan will see what you're doing and increase protection at each," L'Ni said.

Seska frowned. "I expected that after Welgan. We had surprise then. The more we can attack at once, the better our chances, if we can gain the cooperation of Central Command."

"By now, they should have had time to analyze the installations from the Welgan data," Vel said. "With this, we know where to hit them. We have the priority targets."

Then there was just one task left: "I need to find those Starfire shards quickly," Nya said.

No one questioned her. In fact, the only looks she saw were agreement.

Recovered or not, she had delayed too long. Ethal and Las had been only two of many shards left in that galaxy to combat the monster. She had to find them all. The Guardians were in place but not yet ready; they needed Keepers. She didn't know how they would defeat the monster if it broke through, but finding them was a first step.

The Starfire had led Vel to her at the right time, but she had let other distractions lead her astray. Now, she had a countdown.

FIND. TEACH. PREPARE. The clear, simple thought from the entities blew through her with a force that was like a whirlwind.

"Nya?"

"I'm all right," she assured Vel with a hand up to stop him. "It's just them."

"The Starfire," Nik said.

She looked down at the crystal on her chest and nodded. When they wanted to assert themselves, they did.

"About that." Seska took a step towards her and motioned to the crystal. "What happens if the Issan figure out their power? You're certain no one can touch it?"

"The Starfire shards can't be touched by those they don't approve. And not just anyone can use their power," Nya said. Seska knew this already, but it was worth saying again, if only for her own reassurance. "They have been known to kill, although rejected Keepers are usually stunned at the worst. They won't tolerate the abuse of their power. Neither containers nor weapons can stop them. They aren't bound by the physics of this dimension."

"So, if the Issan try to take the shards, they'll be killed."

Nya nodded in confirmation to Seska's statement. "If the Guardians don't want to be taken, they will defend themselves."

"And they can't be destroyed?" L'Ni asked.

"No." At least, she didn't think they could be. She had never heard of it happening. "They're pure energy, remember. They only take a solid form in this dimension, our universe, but normally, they're passing through us but not touching, since their dimension overlaps ours and they can observe." They had shown her their passage through the thin barrier between the dimensions, when they were forced to take a solid form. She still wondered how many overlapping dimensions might exist; they knew of at least three—theirs, the Starfire's, and the one in which the creature was trapped.

"They're passing through us now?" Zaer looked about.

"Sort of, on a different level of existence that doesn't intersect," Vel said.

He understood, but whether the others fully comprehended what that meant was in question.

"Until they open a portal between," he added.

"They can't be destroyed, but those who guard the shards can be killed," Nik said solemnly. "And then, any potential Keepers are gone. We need them as much as the shards. They need Keepers in this universe."

And that was why she wanted other Inari Keepers to help her. Maybe now, the Starfire entities would help her contact her people.

"We can't risk the Paxons or Issan finding the Lasoors or any others," Vel said. He motioned to the area of the star map with the Issan installations that would align soon. "This should keep them busy enough."

"While we continue our search."

"As long as you don't find any other distractions in the data."

Nya smirked at the flash of memory from those words—the Starfire had led her to the data in her mind from Welgan, which had led them to Surdranis, where they obtained
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