	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​​UNBROKEN BONDS

[image: ]


Starfire Angels: Forgotten Worlds 14

––––––––
[image: ]


Ann and Nik's wedding is supposed to be a joyous occasion. However, they and their friends have underestimated their enemies, and even worse, their supposed allies. In the midst of the celebration on Ethal, L'Ni is taken with few clues about who or why.

When L'Ni awakens chained in a dark chamber, too numb and weak to free himself amid the torture by his captors, he soon realizes his fate. The methods to subdue him could only have been advised by his own people. The Issa Pralemmar want their heretic and will do anything to capture him.

L'Ni's friends are determined to find him. Through memories and clues, Nya and the others must solve the mystery of his disappearance and locate him before it's too late, but as the pieces come together, they soon realize the full threat to Ethal.
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L'NI REFUSED to cry out, despite the electricity burning through his body.

When the pain ended, he fell limp, hanging by chains around his wrists secured above him. His head hung against his bare arms, and loose white hair stuck to his sweaty skin and caked in the blood from the lash marks down his back and front. He had no strength.

Through the haze in his head, he realized his captors said nothing. They didn't interrogate him. They wanted punishment.

They could have it. He wasn't afraid of death.

The room around him swam in his vision, a cool, damp bunker of a room with no windows, likely somewhere underground. The only light source came from a door left open. They might have thought that glimpse of light mattered, but he could see the man in the shadows; and his steps tapped loudly on the porstone, ringing in the stillness of the chamber.

The human said nothing, his face covered in a helmet with a dark faceplate to hide his identity; or what L'Ni could see appeared human.

Exhausted, L'Ni closed his eyes. The stinging wounds on his back and the slow steps of his tormenter ringing in the dark chamber faded from his awareness. From the haze, he drifted to another place, another time not long ago, his secrets exposed...
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She might as well know the rest. Nya had seen his life. All that he had hoped to hide from her was now revealed. In the darkness of his quarters, he slipped his arm out from under her on his bed and slid away.

"I'm sorry. I didn't mean to pry," she said as he walked around the bed to one of the storage drawers on the wall.

He hooked his fingers in the lip beneath the drawer, released the latch, and pulled it open with a small scrape that rang loud in the quiet room. The only item in that particular drawer was a small holographic projector. He pulled it out and shut the drawer with another soft scrape.

With the projector in his hand, he returned to her, his loose hair falling over his shoulders, and sat on the bed opposite where Nya now sat up.

He opened his hand to the portable projector.

"What's on it?" she asked warily.

She already knew. He heard it in her voice.

L'Ni touched it to project controls in the air and selected the message, which sprang to life. He lowered his hand so the holographic message was at her eye level.

As Nya read the message still in Ru'owa, a look of shock stole over her face in the glow of the projection. He wasn't surprised; she would understand it now without an explanation. The message was addressed to him specifically, using his true name of Ihrien. He had been identified as the one working with the An'shel and Ethalians. More than that, it mentioned a package waiting for him, and it confirmed what he had suspected—Shalira had been told he was dead two years ago and had chosen a new husband. It was a relief to him that she wasn't punished. His children, however, were another matter. The Methuin believed in killing off disloyalty and thrilled in meting out punishment. After learning he had lived and betrayed them, they would have tortured and killed his progeny, giving Shalira several reasons to despise him.

"We have to tell the others," Nya said.

He switched off the projector and closed his hand around it, watching her glowing figure in the dark room. It was stronger now that she had recovered. The only other light came from the standby power on the control panel near the bed.

"L'Ni," she said in a quiet voice. "I'm sorry; they'll know everything. I can't hide it from them."

"I know." That was the other reason he had never wanted her in his mind. His past actions had been cruel by the standards of most species. He had done what he'd believed was right. The others knew the stories of the Issan or had direct experience and knew what he had been but had not known his personal history. For them, his past was a general concept devoid of the gruesome specifics.

His life was not for others to know, and he'd especially wanted to keep it from Nya, to avoid her fear and disgust, but the creature had been intent on punishing him, even when it lost the battle, by forcing him to expose his darkest secrets. From others, he could accept the disgust. From her two months ago, he could have accepted it. She was An'shel, and he had tried to hate her.

He had tried and failed. His debt had made it impossible to avoid her, and the closeness had fueled the attraction.

But it came at a price. With the numbing of the creature's energy removed, the thought of Nya's discomfort with him stung sharply. Holding her close had been a luxury he should not have allowed himself. He was bound to her for stealing his soul, and that's where it should have ended.

Attachment was a strong temptation that led to weakness.

"I wish I could change things," she said.

"You have."

Nya studied him for a second and dropped her eyes. "I mean... your past."

"It can't be undone. I was taught that Issa would destroy and remake the universe because it was made imperfect by the original Creator, that this is the only way to undo the past. The Kurts believed everything happens for a reason by the original Creator." After a pause, he said, "They believed I was meant to help you stop the destruction. I joined the Dirnothril to do that but had to leave. If not for Illani, none of it would have happened."

"In other words, you wouldn't be here." She nodded with a solemn expression and dropped her eyes to her chest or, rather, the shard on the chain with its ever-present faint glow, and lifted it. "Everything is connected and leads to where we are. Every decision. Every consequence. My parents taught me that, but the Guardians and experience have also made that clear."

Some ideas were incontrovertible.

After a few seconds of a growing awkwardness, she dropped the shard to her chest and twisted to look away.

"What time is it?" Nya touched the control panel near the bed, and a menu with a chronometer flared into existence on the black, making both of them turn away for a second.

"Crystal fire! We overslept."

"You needed rest." A truth hiding a lie—he hadn't wanted the closeness with her to end. He wanted to reach for her even then, an impulse more difficult to restrain than before breaking his connection to the creature. Her closeness had always brought peace, the creature retreating from her energy when she was near, but it had never been permanent. He had always been able to subdue his attraction by leaving her presence. Now, he couldn't escape it.

Nya hesitated, her head down in thought for a few seconds, before looking up with a sympathetic smile twitching at the corners of her mouth. "It was worth it. You're free now."

Despite her words, he couldn't help feeling that she was confused and maybe disappointed, as if she was still in his head.

In the quiet, she said, "We should find the others."

Nya stepped to the door and turned before opening it. "We'll arrive at Ethal soon. You can stay on the ship."

"No." He would prefer staying on the ship, but he was bound to protect her to his last breath. "Where you go, I go."

"Primos Detheron and his team are capable."

"The priests attacked you last time."

She grimaced, probably wishing she hadn't told him about that. It only ensured he wasn't leaving her.

"You are my responsibility."

Nya let out a sigh and said, "Your soul."

"My soul." And more.

"Then we'll have to make sure my thoughts remain hidden."

In other words, she wasn't staying on the ship. The humans' wedding was too important to Nya. He could leave her to the Altorin, but the last time he had trusted others, she had been captured by an Inquisitor. Although she could better defend herself, he couldn't risk something happening again. He wouldn't let her risk her security, but he would prefer not to share his secrets with the humans.
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The ache in his arms and the stinging of his back brought L'Ni back to the present. The chain links around his wrists pinched.

Silence surrounded him, but through the pain shone a light within, sustaining him. That light reminded him of Nya, of when she was in his mind. She was that light. She was ne'Seldar, his Light, his guide.

L'Ni lifted his head, peering through tousled strands of white hair over his face.

That light might have been before him now. He could see her, magnificent and glowing.

The snap of a lash came with a sting across his back, knocking his balance from his feet to hang against his wrists again and swing with his knees bent slightly.

He struggled to pull himself up and place his feet under him to decrease the pressure on his wrists and test his ability to fight.

A cool wetness lined across his back. For a moment, he flashed back to seeing Illani being whipped bloody in a public punishment by the fanor.

His captors remained silent, although he could hear every breath, every soft rustle of fabric and every slow, light padding step when his torturer moved. He knew where the person was, just as he had taught Nya.
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She stood with a cloth over her eyes tied at the back of her head under the tight twist of her silver-white hair. This time, he wasn't going to let Nya have the benefit of seeing anything at any time she wanted.

He carried a short staff like her, ready to work her with the weapon after her sets with the weights and a session on the agility program. Her body was hardened and toned, but every weapon had a different feel and a different purpose. The Altorin and Ann had given her some lessons on staff handling, but it wasn't enough. He intended to push her skills beyond her expectations.

{"Anticipate, and feel the air movement,"} he said in Ru'owa. She had an impressive sensitivity to currents because of her flying, an advantage to exploit and sharpen. {"Strike with purpose."}

He stepped aside, noting the subtle shift of her stance as he moved about the padded floor of the palace training room. Good. Ready but not obvious. Centered and grounded. Ann's style of high kicks left one open to imbalance, although she was adept at her technique, a way to make up for a woman's disadvantage in upper body strength. He preferred a secure base for solid strikes against his opponents and for firing on an enemy, but mastering more techniques would benefit Nya.

In a flash, he jumped towards her and swung.

She whipped up her staff, knocking his away with a clack of dorrik wood. It would sting when it struck flesh but had some give in a full strike, reducing the injury tendency that full metal or hard wood would cause, although it would still leave its mark if she wasn't fast enough.

Their work in the dark hold of the Cartegos had prepared her, but she still had skills to develop.

He struck again, this time dodging her swing and cracking his weapon behind her thigh. Nya took a step to catch her balance and whirled on where he had been, but she didn't end there.

She followed the sound of his steps with a jab of her short staff aside, forcing him to dodge and try another strike.

Nya swung her staff up, blocking his and knocking his aside.

He stepped back, giving her a chance to think about what she had done. Unlike when they had begun her training, she didn't complain about the pain, although she grimaced when she put her weight on the leg. He imagined the pain in his own leg and how he might distract himself. The sting would subside and the bruise would heal quickly, although not before they finished.

She said nothing and readied once more, standing centered and balanced as if waiting for orders rather than an attack. Nya had learned to not radiate her intents as some fighters did.

She struck towards him. He whirled away and swung at her middle.

She braced with both hands on her staff, blocking his swing with a loud crack.

He stepped back, impressed with her anticipation; but he wasn't using his full skills. This was meant to challenge her, not beat her. The doc had asked that he refrain from his usual harsh training so close to the wedding.

{"You can make it more challenging, L'Ni,"} she said. {"This is almost too easy."}

She knew him too well.

He increased his speed against her, knocking her several more times and being dodged and blocked just as much, almost as if she knew exactly his intents. Only his speed and strength worked for him. He landed a particularly hard blow against her middle that left her hunched over. He could imagine the pain, but she had to work through it.

Nya winced and worked against the pain to stand. After a minute or two, she straightened and moved around before nodding her readiness. {"Not so hard this time."}

{"Move faster."}

{"I'm not Feri."}

{"No excuses."} He lunged at her and whirled from where she swung. Nya was good at anticipating his movements. Her level of skill improved.

Nevertheless, he could still surprise her. After several attacks and blocks and dodges, he slipped in close and grabbed her short staff. When she yanked, he released it and used the momentum to land a strike with his arm across her shoulder.

She stumbled and used the staff to balance and whirl around, putting distance between them.

The sound of the door didn't disturb her, but when Ann walked in, Nya continued to face him while asking, "Care to join us?"

"I would, but Nik sent me in to ask that you not end up like a splash painting. He doesn't want anyone getting the wrong impression of L'Ni."

"I asked to be challenged. The bruises will heal quickly."

"Then maybe I should be more specific," Ann said. "Wait until after the wedding to pound on each other."

Nya stood the short staff on end and lifted the blindfold from her head. "I suppose you're right. The Altorin might understand, but I can't imagine anyone else would."

"I've had to alter my training routine, too," Ann said. "Just until after the wedding."

"And they don't know you were a battle games fighter."

"One more reason to keep a team of Altorin or Vel on you at all times." Ann looked to where Vel sat on a bench to the side of the room with a holo-frame of calculations they couldn't begin to understand. "I would rather not expose my fighting identity."
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The wedding preparations had put a damper on Nya's training, but not on the lessons she had learned. Nya was highly perceptive with her other senses when she couldn't see. She had learned well, but she had always been driven to prove herself to him.

Nya was what Illani had been. He had seen the same fire in both, and he wanted to know what Nya was capable of, what Illani might have been under different circumstances.

Nya had wanted to impress him, to prove herself against his standards.

That fire, that determined spirit, had been a part of what had inspired him to train her. The other part initially had been to punish her for what she was.

However, she wasn't the An'shel of the stories he knew. While she was powerful with her Starfire energy and had an inner strength she hadn't fully realized, she was also vulnerable and soft.

Now, he couldn't even protect that. If he couldn't escape, she would have to be strong without him.

He could do nothing for her in his present state.

Someone had known exactly how to disable him and keep him too weak to fight. That was no coincidence.

There was only one way that could happen—someone had betrayed them.
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THIS was not how Nik had envisioned the day after his wedding—standing in a palace meeting room with three of his personal Altorin and his new wife to organize a search for one of his friends.

"We will find him, my lord."

Nik appreciated the commitment of Primos Detheron Kelden and his team, but they knew L'Ni's secret and accepted him. They also knew how important he was to not only understanding the Issan but also to defeating them.

More than that, they knew it would hurt Nya to lose L'Ni. For her, he was more than a colleague and a personal defense trainer. He had a special place in her life, in her heart. Nik couldn't let her suffer.

Neither could Vel, who was consoling her now in her room of the palace, although his intentions were more for himself than L'Ni.

"The problem is where to look," Ann said next to him in the dimmed meeting room. She studied the display hovering over the oval meeting table with eight unused chairs around it, while the three Altorin men in their standard gray uniforms with the aquamarine side sections studied it from the other side.

The hologram over the table in the center of the room displayed the world of Ethal with its orbiting stations and defense systems. On it, the major population centers and Traldon Palace were highlighted as slowly blinking yellow dots.

To darken the room more than the dark, wooden panels covering the walls, the drapes over the large picture window were closed so that only a hazy glow from the sun entered the room.

"We know they didn't leave the planet. The question is where they're hiding," Ann added.

"How did they capture him?" Kelden asked. "No one man can take down that Feri."

"It must have been planned." The hardness in Ann's voice matched the calculated thoughts running through her mind. "That means coordination with others, including in this palace."

"They had to know what he was. That's the only way they could capture him. Kelden is right—no one man can take him down. It takes four of us to challenge him," Prioris Pomolpos Daran said. The brows that peaked near the outer edge gave the younger Altor a cunning look that matched his hot head, unlike his superior officer with his stockier build and more reasonable temperament.

"The only people who knew were on the Iludrin." Nik hated to say it; he didn't want to believe that his own people could harm anyone. "And not all of them like him. Some still hold his past against him."

"They would've had to send a message," Kelden said.

"Vel can check the comm records."

"If it's coded?"

"That won't be a problem for Vel." Especially after Seska had given them the means to decipher nearly any message, or at least to use the encryptions and tricks she had known, which were many.

"You'll have to take him from Nya," Ann said in a low voice.

"We can cover Nya. We've had her mind blocked since we arrived over five days ago," said the Trivios, the lowest ranked of the three Altorin. "It's getting easier too. She seems to be almost blocking her own mind."

Interesting that the Altorin would notice. Nya's mind had been quieting for the past couple months, even more in recent days. The ideas that had been rattling in his head were converging into something startling, but he needed time and more information. Only when he could be certain would he say anything.

Ann glanced aside at him in question, and he shook his head minutely. She knew his thoughts, but that wasn't the time to discuss them.

"The priority is to find the persons responsible." Ann's hard eyes pierced through the slowly rotating hologram of Ethal at the three Altorin. "No one is immune from suspicion, not even Altorin. We don't know who started this or who they contacted here, but if we find them, we might learn where L'Ni was taken."

"Outside of your team," Nik added. He trusted Kelden and the other six. They were connected at all times. The Primos would know if any of his team had betrayed them, or so Nik assumed he would. That was also assuming the Primos himself wasn't the source, but he had been respectful since Nik had told him about L'Ni, before his team members joined the search for Nya and L'Ni on Karam Three. Adding to the level of trust, Primos Detheron Kelden had also warned him of a threat he detected when they arrived on Ethal...
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Under the light of day with a clear blue sky, their shuttle settled on the landing platform next to Traldon Palace. Its majestic beauty stood out amongst green pastures and yellowing fields for miles around. Between lines of perfectly spaced and trimmed spears of trees with bases of white and purple flowers, a stone road circled a long pool at the front. In the back, a vast garden spread between the palace and a lake and the backdrop of the Panros Mountains. Late summer had fully matured in the region.

Fond memories flitted through Nik's mind as he looked out through the front viewport of the shuttle.

In their settling on the landing pad, the palace loomed large in its three stories with the classical architecture of a different time, when domed caps at the corners had been created to house protective weaponry. Ethal had been through its share of unrests and attacks. The shield barrier out of sight at the edge of the grounds was a result of that history and would only be used if trouble arose. Nik hoped the defenses wouldn't be necessary during their stay, but he wouldn't put it past Paxon Central Command to cause trouble.

Ann's hands deftly moved over the control console of the shuttle, and the faint whine of engines faded.

Home again. Nik couldn't believe it. So soon after last returning from a five-year self-exile, this time was only a few months in passing, but he had returned, as promised.

This time, he returned triumphant in his lifelong quest. He brought Ann, the woman of his dreams, the reason he had left originally. Thanks to Nya and the others, especially Seska, whose sacrifice would never be forgotten, they were finally together.

Seska should have been there for the wedding that she had helped make possible.

The sympathy from Ann assured him she understood the glimmer of regret and grief for the Paxon agent who had helped them. She hadn't known Seska well, but she appreciated the work and the sacrifice of the rogue agent.

Ann set her hand on his and looked aside at the second shuttle landing smoothly with Nya's skill at the helm.

Three Altorin had voluntarily joined Nya, L'Ni, and Vel.

Zaer and Shen, however, had stayed with the Cartegos to oversee the repairs. They would come for the wedding but didn't trust the repair team, especially after what had happened to make their visit to Vashtu necessary.

The other four Altorin assigned to him were seated in the rear of his shuttle, until the round of unbuckling accompanied the sounds of their armor clinking and scraping.

"Ready?" Ann asked, more out of prompting than asking his status. She already knew his thoughts. Nik was ready but wary of introducing her in person. He probably worried for nothing, since he had already introduced her remotely to ask for help at Karam Three. Nevertheless, their delay would have given his parents a chance to change their minds.

She threw off the harness and stood with a chastising look. "Do they have a choice?"

"No."

"Then don't offer them the option," she said.

She was right.

"My lord."

Nik turned to the closest of the Altorin in the silver and gold parade armor with the aquamarine cape matching the color of the Light of Ethal. The shining silver helmet of Primos Detheron Kelden bore three gold stars over the brow, designating him as the leader.

Nik felt under-dressed by comparison in his plain dark pants and fitted shirt with a simple jacket, what he wore to blend in on other worlds.

"Your friends are ready to disembark."

"Have your team ask them to wait until I clear them."

The Primos gave a sharp nod. "Yes, my lord."

The message was already relayed through the constant telepathic connection of the seven Altorin members of his team.

Nya, L'Ni, and Vel had agreed earlier to wait for him to present them. Although Nya and Vel had been to Ethal and the crew of the Iludrin knew about L'Ni's background as an Issan, no one on Ethal had ever seen a being like him. Nik still wasn't sure how his parents would accept knowing that his most loyal bodyguard was a former Issan, and he hoped to keep that from them until they had a chance to get to know L'Ni. The other option was to leave Nya on the Iludrin with L'Ni, since he refused to leave her side. However, that wouldn't have been fair to her, nor to Ann, who had asked Nya to be her bridal attendant since she didn't know anyone else.

As long as Vel or the Altorin were always with Nya, L'Ni's secret should be safe.

Nik looked aside to Ann as the Altorin with them took up positions before the loading door at the back of the shuttle.

She slid her hand into his with a reassuring smile. "Let's do this."

Right. He'd waited a long time for this, but he'd never expected to include one of the legendary angels and a former Issan in his plans. His life had turned out far stranger than anyone could have expected.

"Primos," Nik said.

The helmeted head tipped slightly in a nod and the man spun on a heel with precision. Primos Detheron marched to the rear door controls. While the back wall lowered to a ramp, he stepped into place at attention next to Nik and waited.

With a faint hiss of air pressure equalizing, the fresh air rushing in inspired memories of his youth.

When the ramp clanged on the porstone, the inward facing Altorin around Nik and Ann turned as one towards the door and waited.

Nik gave Ann's hand a squeeze and started down the slight incline of the ramp with their escort marching on each side. They strode across the landing pad towards the
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