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When Nya and L'Ni visit Inar'Ahben, they soon discover that threats against the Starfire still lurk on the Inari homeworld. Although the Shirukan were defeated more than ten years earlier, they are no less a threat to Crystal Keepers. No one is more aware than Security Chief Rajeun Leksel, but even he underestimates the determination of the remnants of the former Shirat Empire. In Nya, the Shirukan see the opportunity to retake what was once theirs. They will stop at nothing to obtain a Starfire shard and complete their plans for domination.

Nya must overcome her worst nightmares against an enemy who understands the power of the Starfire too well.
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NYA knew that look. L'Ni wasn't backing down in this. Worse, he didn't have to say a thing. She felt the obstinacy from him but also the concern. He worried about her. She didn't want him to worry about her. Most of all, it was that look.

He sat in the chair closest to her at the table at the back of the Cartegos lounge near the food prep area, watching her with a chastisement in those light blue eyes that made her uneasy. The white hair pulled back in a tight tail didn't help; his expression was more severe with his hair pulled back. She liked him better when he let it down—he was more personable then, but that might be because it was during the time when he intended to rest. When he was ready for action, the hair was always tied back out of his way.

He wasn't letting her get out of this. He had patiently waited while she ate after waking from a couple hours of rest. Maintaining the portal that let Seska and the ghosts escape from Aurelia Station had exhausted her. Since waking, she had been delaying his suggested medical exam as long as possible, partly because she didn't want to know if something was wrong. She couldn't deny that she had been more tired than usual.

From their Trellix game at the other end of the table, neither Ann nor Zaer said anything. The Jiksian was focused on her move, the tan-furred triangle ears upright, and Ann only shrugged and returned her attention to the game. At less than half L'Ni's height, Zaer was the only one who might stand up to him, but she didn't get involved unless it affected her. And Ann had backed off from training with him recently, having given up on a rematch of the battle games where he had defeated her Black Dragon persona.

Nya was on her own in this.

And he never backed down.

"All right!" She slammed her hands on the table and stood from her chair, her eyes on Nik at one of the nearby lengths of cushioned seating at the side of the lounge. "Nik. Can we get this done quickly and prove to him that I'm fine?"

Nik rose from the side lounge seat in the plain clothes he preferred over those of his royal status. Although nearly as tall as L'Ni, he was human with wavy black hair and an amiable demeanor. His ocean-blue eyes had a gentleness to them that L'Ni didn't reveal except when she was alone with him, although she hadn't seen that since he had insisted on this exam.

"I'm sure you're fine, Nya," Nik said.

She turned to L'Ni, glad that Nik agreed, but L'Ni didn't budge. That face was set in stone, like his mind, and almost had the same color in the natural hint of blue, giving him a cold appearance. She didn't doubt that the men who had served under his command had never won an argument against him.

She hated him being right all the time. For once, she wanted him to be wrong.

Crystal fire! She'd prove she was healthy and that the only reason she was fatigued was because of him keeping her up, except that he wasn't weak or tired on the same amount of sleep.

Part of her was surprised Vel didn't storm in from the engineering area at the back and argue, but she had a sense that he wanted to avoid her and L'Ni.

"Let's go," she grumbled, marching past L'Ni to join Nik in the middle of the lounge. She followed him up the steps over one side of the open door to the cargo hold area. From the landing overlooking the lounge, they continued into the narrow corridor between rooms. They entered the first door on the right, the infirmary, and Nik closed the door behind him.

"On the bed," he said.

She climbed up onto the single bed filling most of the room amid the drawers and cabinets of medical supplies and laid back. "I'm fine, just extra tired. That's his fault, although we did cut back on what you call 'conjugal activities'," she said as Nik came up next to her and reached for the scanner overhead.

"I actually wouldn't rule anything out, Nya."

"You too?" She frowned at the twitch of his lips. "Wait. Did L'Ni talk to you?"

Nik shrugged guiltily while accessing the controls of the medical scanner.

"He did!" She let out a huff and stared at the scanner over her head, fuming that L'Ni would go behind her back like that. "I can't believe you two."

"He didn't have to say anything. I noticed and was concerned, but I told him I wouldn't force it on you, unless something happened. We don't know if Primos Detheron's team was able to root out any other dissidents, and we'll be joining them again in two days. A lot of people who know what L'Ni is let their emotions override their better judgments."

Images appeared above her, readings of her many vital functions and other details she didn't try to understand.

"L'Ni is concerned that his closeness to you could put you in danger if someone wanted to get to him," Nik said while studying the images and moving them around for closer viewing. "They can't take him in a direct confrontation, but they could get to him through you."

"Not helping," she muttered. When he put it like that, she had something to worry about. His point chafed her anger into guilt. Why hadn't L'Ni just explained it that way?

He wasn't much of a talker. He didn't like to explain himself. When he gave an order, he expected it to be obeyed without question.

She wasn't a soldier under his command, though. She was his mate, his wife even, since she had agreed to that. Even if the wedding had been a small Ethalian ceremony with Ethalian vows, he had agreed to honor and love her. She deserved an explanation of his decisions at least.

"And after what happened to Vel's associates—"

"I get it." Nya took a deep breath, exhaling her arguments with it. "Just tell me I'm all right."

"I don't see anything troublesome... so far." His eyes studied the displays hovering over her.

"That's good to hear."

"Hmm..." he said distractedly while making some adjustments to the scans, then shifted the images around with a frown.

"What?" Nya watched him work, curious about his evaluation, and studied all the holographic projections above her.

"I think I found something." Nik pulled something out from beneath the bed that folded up and over her midsection. An image appeared above it, blurry at first but becoming clearer with his adjustments until the tissues were identifiable. His jaw dropped in shock and closed again. "That might do it."

That couldn't be right. She couldn't be seeing what she thought she was seeing.

"This is likely the reason you've been tired. Your body is working harder than normal, but there's nothing wrong with you."

"That's not possible." She reached up for the image, almost perfectly formed in features, everything accounted for. "That can't be in me. How could this happen?"

Nik looked down, opening his mouth and closing it with an expression of exasperation.

"I know how, but for me and L'Ni... It can't be." She put a hand beneath the scanner on her abdomen.

"This is a live view inside. You're pregnant, and it appears Inari. Arms. Legs... Wings." He pointed to the extra, jointed appendages on the back of the curled-up body revealed in three dimensions. All the tiny limbs bent tight to the body, one of the hands close to a tiny mouth on a head that appeared too large for the body; much of the features were not proportional. The baby twitched, throwing limbs out briefly before tucking tight again.

She stared, stunned as if L'Ni had slammed her to the cargo deck. She had to be dreaming. "I can't be. He's not Inari. This should not be possible."

Nik's lips pressed together like he wasn't sure what to say.

SEE... The warmth of the Starfire energy rose within her, focusing the thoughts of the Guardians. The small room around her blurred and disappeared, darkening...
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From the darkness came the sounds of movement. The view shifted and cleared. Seska's face appeared in a faint blue-green light from the black around her.

"I think she's asleep," she said in a low voice. "I need you to record this for when she's ready; although I don't think anyone is ready, which explains why Nik hasn't said anything."

She lifted a data stick between thumb and forefinger. "Nya, I've copied some of Nik's medical files. I didn't intend to pry, but I was curious about our new friend and knew that Nik had examined him. I was as shocked as anyone to learn he was Issan. I had to know more, especially to know if we could trust him... or where his weaknesses are."

She turned to the stick and moved it closer. "It's all here. They aren't what we expected. Nik must know. He's examined each one of us. He tried to keep it hidden, but... He used some good security, I'll admit, but not good enough. I can get past some pretty tight security measures.

"He's a doctor, an expert in biology, and he's a good person; but it doesn't take an expert to recognize the truth. At some point when you're ready, you deserve to know, Nya. It's all here, on this stick. It'll be hidden in my things. When you're ready, if Nik doesn't tell you or does something to the evidence, I have a copy for you."

She lowered her hand and said, "I wouldn't have believed it if I hadn't seen it... It looks like the Feri are Inari. Other than you being female and L'Ni being male and having some likely modifications, the internal anatomy is the same, right down to the same extra joint along the spine where wings should be, like you when your wings are hidden; and the physiology—immune system, glands, enzymes, and everything else... down to the chromosome sets."

Seska paused and lowered her eyes. A couple seconds later, she shook her head and looked into the crystal again. "I don’t know how this is possible. Outwardly so different but inside all the same."

She clamped her jaw and looked aside. Lowering her voice to a whisper, she said, "I don't know if we'll ever know why, but I have some suspicions and am sure you'll draw your own conclusions. I don't have time to delve further. I'm afraid you'll wake up. Just know that I have this for you when you're ready."
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Nya blinked in shock. That's what Seska's data stick was, and Nya had destroyed it after a quick look startled her. She should have trusted her friend.

And the Starfire entities had withheld this from her until now. They could have revealed it sooner. She would have appreciated knowing.

NOT READY.

Yes, she was. She resented their withholding the information.

But would she have been ready? To find out now was enough of a shock.

It shouldn't have been a shock, now that she thought back. Maybe she should have suspected something amiss.

In the Vault of the Celestials, the secret door had opened for L'Ni. She thought it been set to keep out humans but it must have detected him as Inari.

Yet L'Ni had said that the systems on J'Rol Four had identified him as Feri, not Inari. Maybe the parameters there had been set differently. They must have known.

And after the Tashim left Fer'zal, the expedition team abandoned Nepur'din. Had they found their answer? Had they known the Feri were Inari? Is that what their scans showed? Was that the answer—the lost colony hadn't disappeared but had moved?

Had they reported to the homeworld? Was anyone on the homeworld aware of it? Was there still a record of Fer'zal?

Fer'zal...

Great moons of Iros! She had never considered because she had assumed it had simply been the original homeworld. She didn't know the original colony name, but Fer'zal might well have been a condensing of the colony name with the Inari word for second, like the original name of Ethal, which had evolved into the shorter form over time. Was Fer'zal the second world after the first world had been abandoned? If so, why would they have moved?

It was all so much to ponder, and now, she had to know. Had it been covered up or simply forgotten?

What other explanation could there be? If her ancestors had known, why was it kept a secret?

Nik frowned at the display. "This can't be right. The fetal development is too far advanced for the time since you two... We would have known if you were active sooner."

Active sooner? What did that mean?

Oh. No privacy. He had to remind her... but that too?

"Sorry, Nya. Your mind is still open, although quieter since... you..."

He stared aside with a frown, his eyes glazed in thought. "Only Inari can bond with Inari, you told me. Your mind was quieting to us for months." He refocused on her. "It wasn't the Starfire that connected you. Inari physiology did that."

Nik looked aside, and with the look of having solved a puzzle said, "You told me that as Inari bond, frequent contact leads to a synchronization of physiology resulting in shared physical sensations, even emotions and thoughts in many cases. Your mind started quieting to us well before we returned to Ethal, long before your battle with the creature."

"You think we were bonding before I broke his link to the monster? That that's why my mind was quieting?" In trying to remember any hints, she startled.

Karam Three! Could it be? The pain in her leg on landing from the high drop to escape the canids had corresponded to L'Ni's broken leg and disappeared when she healed him. Had she been feeling his pain? Had they already been bonding?

Nik nodded. "Quite likely. You two did spend a lot of time close in training and in translating data. I'm not familiar with that part of Inari physiology. I suspect your bonding with L'Ni has helped to cut off or at least quiet your thoughts from outsiders."

And she hadn't even expected it.

Partly because the Starfire had let her believe that they had been the reason for the bonding. After Nik and Ann's wedding, when she was searching for L'Ni and meditating to talk with the Starfire, they had said, CONNECTION IN YOU. STRONGER AFTER SHARING, REPLACING ENERGY.

Stronger after sharing... A deceptive choice of words. At the time, she thought it had been purely their doing, that the energy of the creature had been replaced by the Starfire after purging the creature's link to L'Ni. However, those words meant something different now, especially "stronger"—because she and L'Ni had already been progressing in true Inari bonding; the Starfire energy only made it stronger. The Guardians had been cryptic about it, believing her not ready to know the truth yet.

WE APPROVED AND DID NOT INTERFERE.

Then they trusted him.

YES.

She had figured that much.

Even without the Starfire, the clues had been there, but she hadn't recognized them because she hadn't been considering the possibility.

She let out a heavy breath and looked up at the result. It was amazing to see that life inside her, but other questions arose. She shifted her eyes to Nik with a sudden fear. "Is it healthy? Is it normal?"

Nik moved the three-dimensional hologram around to reveal what was between those tiny, scrawny legs tucked up to the baby's belly and a column of measurements and health data about the baby. "According to this, the baby is a boy, and from what I can tell and my experience with other species, he looks healthy. That's all I can say. I don't know anything about Inari gestational development, much less with any alterations of the Feri."

"Like the dense tissues?"

"That's not as big of a concern as you may think. Your tissues are denser than humans when you're like this—no wings. That matter gets redistributed throughout your body; it doesn't disappear and reappear. I would need to study a normal male Inari with wing tissue integrated like yours is now to know if Feri are any different, but I don't think that would affect the baby if it's never been an issue for other Inari. I'm more curious about the growth. If this baby was human, I'd say his development was around three months, but it hasn't been that long."

He. A boy. A son.

L'Ni would like that.

Or would he? Was he ready for this? Learning that the Feri were Inari, the An'shel they despised so intensely, would shatter everything he had believed. He might love her, but that didn't mean he was ready to accept that they might be the same species, or that he wanted to be a father again, especially to an Inari son.

Now she understood why no one had told her, not even Seska. She too had thought the time wasn't right, but she had tried to make sure Nya would know at some point. When they caught up to Seska again, Nya would have a lot to reveal.

"Seska knew you might not tell me," she said. "That's why she copied your records."

After a few seconds of quiet, Nik said in a solemn voice, "I wasn't certain. I didn't want to cause trouble. You might not have had an issue, but I didn't want to upset L'Ni. He hated you, hated An'shel. I didn't think he would accept the possibility that the Feri are Inari. If I was wrong, it might only have caused trouble. There are some differences between you and his branch of Inari. I didn't want to say anything unless I was certain; the risks were too great, and the time was never right."

When the time was right... When was the time right? "I wish I had known. This is the worst possible time with all I have to do. I'm not ready for this, not ready to be..." She choked on the word but finally said, "To be a mother."

Saying it made it real. She would be a mother, something she didn't think would happen. L'Ni would have a son, but not a Feri son, or not like any Feri son he expected.

The Feri were Inari but not true Inari. They were different. Would her baby be normal or possibly deformed?

Crystal fire.

What would L'Ni think if he sired a deformed, weak son? He valued strength.

"All life is precious," Nik murmured, his eyes lifting to the image above her.

"I know." That was one of the central tenets of a Keeper, but she was only half the equation.

She covered her belly with both hands in a desire to protect that life inside her. "I may not be ready, but it's done. I won't let anyone take it away." She almost choked on the emotions that came with saying it while watching the image above her. "He is something special, no matter his condition."

She looked aside at Nik's warm smile—he understood too well since Ann had escaped the Paxon culture where life was a commodity with no intrinsic value. Perfection was expected and imperfections expunged without second thought.

"Ann would be happy with any baby," Nik said. "There is an innate sense of value for natural life from our Creator that can’t be totally extinguished, not even by Paxon indoctrination, although it may be stronger in some individuals than others."

"I hope you're right." She hoped L'Ni had a strong value for life. She thought he did, but in this, she couldn't be sure. That fear overshadowed her joy. "L'Ni can't know. Not yet. I have to know whether he—my baby... our baby..." Saying it felt so strange. "I have to know if our son is normal."

"I can't tell you that. I'm sorry, Nya."

"Maybe not, but an Inari medic could. Maybe it's time I return to Inar'Ahben, for this and to find out what they plan to do about the Issan and maybe answer their questions in person," she said as the idea took root and blossomed.

"Ann thinks that's a good idea."

Ann. She forgot the two were always linked, as good as bonded. A moment of panic swept through her—Ann and Vel likely both knew.

"She won't say anything to anyone about your pregnancy, and this does present an opportunity. We haven't heard back from your people. We don't know if they finished analyzing the data, and we can use all the allies we can get, especially if the Paxon Dominion doesn't commit to join the fight. I could also use some medical data to help monitor your pregnancy."

"Then it looks like I'm going home."

"We'll plan for you to take a shuttle once we join the Iludrin. Bring me what you can of Inari medical data, including nutrition. You're eating to grow a baby, Nya. You've been healthy to this point, but part of your weakness could be a deficiency due to supporting a new life. I can only guess from my limited experience with obstetrics what you might need. I'd prefer solid information."

He switched off the scanner and folded the section over her abdomen away, saying, "Ann and Vel will keep your secret until you're ready."

"Thanks," she said and sat up when she was clear. "For everything." As the holograms disappeared with the shutdown of the scanner, she slid from the opposite side of the bed. "How long before we join the Iludrin?"

"Less than two days."

"Will the crew keep this a secret?"

He joined her at the end of the bed near the door and said in a low voice, "I'll make sure no one says anything. L'Ni won't know until you're ready."

Despite all the reassurances, she was still apprehensive. L'Ni loved her, but learning his people were related to hers might be too much.

"Sooner or later, you won't be able to hide it."

"No." She put her hands to her abdomen, still flat, but that wouldn't last. "Once I know what to expect, I'll tell him." Hopefully all he could sense was her apprehension in their bond, a true Inari bond. Unlike telepathy, it worked even with his cybernetic implant. Without trying, she had found what she had wanted for her life.

More than that, if she was right, that child was one of the biggest revelations in two galaxies.

Nya opened the door and stepped out to the landing. L'Ni looked up from one of the lounge seats, where he studied the translated data over one of the consoles. Nik's steps ended behind her. Across the lounge, Ann wore a hint of a smirk when she looked up from her game with Zaer.

"She's fine L'Ni," Nik said with a reassuring look aside to her. "Maybe some nutrient deficiencies, but other than that, healthy from all I can find. I could use some Inari health data, though. For that, and to check on the status of Inari preparations to help us, we agreed she should visit Inar'Ahben."

L'Ni studied her, his emotions neutral, and he nodded.

Nya followed Nik down the steps to the lounge level while he said, "Once we rejoin the Iludrin, you can take one of the shuttles."

At the bottom, she sat with L'Ni on the seat and wrapped her arms around one of his. "You'll need to pilot the shuttle so I can focus on a portal."

When she slid a hand into his, his fingers wrapped around her hand and he said in his deep voice with the light accent, "And you will submit to your own doctors?"

"Yes."

Relief finally released the tension from his body. "Good."
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["WELCOME home, Crystal Keeper Nyalin,"] the male voice from the comm speaker said in Inari.

Outside the shuttle canopy, clouds dotted the blue sky. The island before them was a massive section of floating land about a half mile wide and at least as long, according to the scan. The pointed bottom was a mass of thick brown roots that tapered to nothing in their winding, tangling climb to the top rim. The top surface was like land on any other world with a variety of plants and creatures growing from it. Particularly numerous were clusters of brown trunks topped with large fan-like pink leaves over clumps of orange and purple fist-sized bulbs. The searoot spore stalks were surrounded by a thick carpet of brown, blue, green, and gold extending to a small lake linked to a water recycling system. A landing platform extended from a bunker and comm tower near the center, aside from the homes of the islanders.

"That's a searoot island," Nya said in Standard. She couldn't wait to enjoy the sweet spore fruits once again. It had been years, but she had never forgotten the flavor.

A smaller island drifted at a higher level in the distance, marked on the shuttle heads-up display with distance and size.

She had told L'Ni about the giant roots that grew down into the crust of the seafloor and made their way out and up. Natural processes produced gases within the hollow roots, separating chunks of land and lifting it
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