	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

VOICES IN THE DARK

[image: ]


Starfire Angels: Forgotten Worlds 11

––––––––
[image: ]


Escaping the Paxons caused damage to the Cartegos that requires more extensive repairs than Vel and Shen can perform in space. To access the damage, they need to set down in an atmosphere. To reach a planet with an atmosphere, they need Nya to open a portal, and the Starfire entities have the perfect location.

While the ship undergoes repairs, L'Ni accompanies Nya on a journey into a cave on Karam Three to find the shard left there. However, the wildlife is protective of their world and attack ferociously to defend their territory, driving Nya and L'Ni deeper into the abyss of the cave.

The situation is no better for their friends. While Nya and L'Ni are trapped within the darkness, their friends must make a difficult decision.

Not all is what it seems on Karam Three.
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CRYSTAL fire! L'Ni was still too quick, despite the added challenge to him, or maybe because of it. The two-on-one workout forced him to work harder than usual. Sweat darkened his gray shirt, which, in the warm lighting, made his faintly blue skin appear almost pink in contrast. Despite the signs of hard work, he didn't slow down.

Rather, he pushed her and Ann to work harder, and Nya felt it. Even with their hair wrapped up tight and both her and Ann wearing sleeveless tops to try to stay cool, they were dripping in sweat.

In the dim lighting of the cargo hold, Nya caught the fire in Ann's eyes. The former Paxon starship captain and champion battle games fighter wanted to defeat L'Ni, even if it meant she didn't do it alone. More than personal honor, it was likely because he had been Issan.

Ann wouldn't give up, and L'Ni wouldn't give her the pleasure of a win. Yet neither would he injure them too much, just as he had mostly spared Ann in the battle games arena. He could have made things a lot worse for her, but he had restrained himself and taken a beating to spare her.

It had only made Ann more determined to know how she truly matched up to him and what it would take to defeat him.

When Ann kicked, L'Ni grabbed her leg and twisted. She sprang with him and flipped around. 

While he was distracted, Nya jabbed her bare foot into the back of his knee.

He dropped, released Ann's foot, and twisted from Nya's follow-up, but she maintained her attack. He regained his feet in an instant, but Ann was on him in the moments Nya wasn't.

L'Ni moved with a swiftness that he hadn't used on Nya alone, but he had the workout she couldn't give him alone.

While Nya and Ann danced around L'Ni and countered and attacked, a shadow stepped into the light at the top of the stairs.

In that fraction of an instant of her curiosity, Nya realized her mistake.

"Nya—!"

Too late for Ann's warning.

Nya twisted in time to catch herself with her hands before smacking to the hard deck.

Damn it, Vel!

She rolled around, ready to kick at L'Ni to free herself and regain her feet; but he released her and jumped back before she did anything.

Ann stood back, ready but not moving as he straightened without threat.

Nya twisted and sprang backwards over herself to land on her feet facing him, wary of a trick and ignoring the tickle of sweat running down her chest.

"Sorry to interrupt," Vel said, stepping down to the middle of the stairs from the light of the lounge deck. "I asked Ann to back off."

Nya hadn't heard anything.

He winced and said, "Yeah... sorry. I was trying not to distract you."

Telepathy.

Nya hated that. He could have just verbally called off L'Ni, although even if Vel had said anything aloud, L'Ni would still have used the distraction against her. He had always hammered into her to notice and anticipate but not linger on distractions; and he liked to keep her ready for anything.

The failure was her own fault. L'Ni had probably noticed him and anticipated her distraction.

Lesson learned.

Now that she took a moment to rest, Nya noticed the aches, but she would recover. Inari healed far more quickly than humans, even without the Starfire, although not enough to escape death. For that reason, she was grateful that Nik could use the Starfire power to heal.

From where he had sat on the steps watching them, Nik rose with an expression of relief, far different than minutes ago, when he'd appeared afraid of what L'Ni might inflict on Ann. This was the first rematch for Ann and L'Ni in the five days since escaping Corvus, although it had been limited by the space in the cargo hold. She also wasn't alone. Her pride had limits, although Nya had to wonder if Nik had some influence on that.

Ann's attempt to defeat L'Ni would have to wait.

"We have a problem." Vel looked from Nya to the others. "We need access to the outside of the engines."

"Don't you have spacesuits?" Ann asked while swiping sweat and stray auburn strands from her forehead.

He made a face and said, "This requires more than a spacewalk."

He didn't want to go for a spacewalk was probably more like it.

"Shen and I were hoping to put down somewhere with an atmosphere so we could completely shut down the engines and get in through the outside."

That explained it, but why tell them?

The look he gave Nya made the reason clear. Not them. Her. "You need me to open a portal because the hyperdrive doesn't work and we're in the middle of interstellar space too far from anything."

That finger jabbed at her meant she had hit the mark.

"And I'm afraid that transmission you sent yesterday might have attracted some attention," Vel added.

Nya hadn't thought of that at the time, but he was right. She had opened the portal to Inar'Ahben to send them all the data they had, both translated and not. They hadn't detected anyone within sensor range, which was why she had felt safe opening the portal, but that didn't mean someone couldn't have noticed.

His point brought up another thought that she said aloud: "But won't another portal attract more attention?"

"It might, but somewhere remote to exit wouldn't likely be noticed."

That might work. "All right. Let me get cleaned up and changed."

She started past L'Ni, wary of his usual tricks to keep her attentive.

He didn't do anything, however, and let her pass to climb the stairs, where she grabbed her shoes.

Behind her came the echo of other steps following from the cargo hold.

As she joined Vel, she glanced back to see L'Ni close behind with his boots in hand. Beyond him in the cargo hold, Nik had joined Ann and pulled her close.

Nya turned back to the lounge door, giving them their privacy. The two had waited a long time to be together. They were as loyal as bonded Inari mates, especially to have waited as long as they had, and their persistence had paid off.

Nya liked Ann, but she wished finding her hadn't meant the loss of a friend. She still couldn't believe Seska had sacrificed herself for all of them to escape, but that was the Paxon way, just as it was the Issan way of dying for their purpose. They made their choices to serve others in their own ways, she supposed, although she felt the reasons were wrong. Nya had made her own choice to serve others, to serve life, by serving the Starfire; she understood sacrifice, but it didn't make the loss of a friend any easier.

At least Seska was free. It's all she had wanted.

Nya continued up and around the lounge landing and through the narrow hall to her small room that she had shared with Seska. It didn't look any different with its small central floor space separating the inset high and low bunks on opposite sides of the room and a small console desk at the back wall, but it felt different with Ann in Seska's place. Ann was a good person, but she wasn't Seska.

The fake emissary they thought had been a pest had turned into one of the best friends Nya had the fortune of knowing in her life. No one could replace Seska.

She could only try to move on.

Nya proceeded to change and clean up as best she could with the ship's limited water recycling. What she wouldn't give for a shower! That was something she had missed about the Iludrin. Maybe Nik would be ready to return to Ethal soon, where she could enjoy a nice big bed and a hot shower and the chance to stretch her wings, which she mostly had kept hidden since leaving Denui Station.

Being recognized as an angel came with too much attention. To avoid trouble, she'd even had to resort to covering her silver-white hair and wearing a scarf across her face when they were in populated areas.

She never thought she would miss Ethal so much, but she needed the peace and quiet of nature now more than ever.

Or maybe everything felt worse because of the loss of Seska, especially on top of the recent emotional pain caused by the Issan Inquisitor. She hadn't longed for a place that much after the real losses of each of her parents, not even for Inar'Ahben, her native homeworld. The last two months, however, had been a whirlwind of events, and the loss of her friend was too much on top of it all.

The grief struck, threatening to choke her. Nya took a breath and tried to let it go while changing into her regular clothes, including a long-sleeved shirt for warmth in the coolness of the ship when she wasn't working out.

She thought she had conquered her grief, but it rose unexpectedly at times. She would bet her friends also felt it at different times, except maybe L'Ni. Did he feel anything? For any of them?

The thought caught her for a moment, but she brushed it aside. He cared enough to have rescued them many times, or maybe that came only from a sense of duty, like his life debt to her. He had fought against his own kind to defend her, but he had angrily accused his own kind of betraying him, although he wouldn't say why. L'Ni had feelings, but he hid them. In that, maybe he mourned Seska in his own way, or maybe he didn't care.

She shouldn't let it bother her, although it did. L'Ni was L'Ni. She couldn't change him.

And she had a portal to create.

She opened the door—

"Vel!"

He grimaced in an apologetic way and distractedly brushed aside brown hair too short to stay behind his ears but too long for his liking. He had complained a few times of needing a haircut, unlike L'Ni, who valued the length of hair as a sign of his fighting skills. Vel was the complete opposite of L'Ni in more ways than that, though—Vel at least cared about people.

"Sorry. I didn't mean to startle you," he said. "I couldn't help overhearing."

"Overhearing what?" Her thoughts were all over the place.

"You're not alone," he said. "Although it feels that way sometimes."

Seska.

"She was our friend," Nya said as a pang of grief struck once more. "We all miss her."

He nodded solemnly and twisted around to the closed door of L'Ni's quarters facing hers. L'Ni was likely inside changing. "He respected her, but... different cultures."

"Yeah." She realized that from what L'Ni had taught her of his language and fighting and the limited pieces of his culture, but never anything personal. I wish he would open up to me, but he's more closed since the file mentioning Ihrien.

"Don't worry about it."

She shouldn't, but she did. There was something about it that had affected L'Ni deeply. That piqued her curiosity and concerned her. She wanted to understand what it meant and why he had grown so angry. She wanted to understand him.

She should give up. L'Ni would only talk when he felt comfortable, although that would probably be never. Nevertheless, something in her wouldn't let her give it up. Despite his stoicism, she wanted to understand him, and not only to understand the Issan. Until the latest data, he had been warmer, if that could be used to describe him. She cared about him, even if he didn't want her to. Sometimes she felt like he actually cared about them, about her, but then he said or did something to make her think it was only an illusion.

"Let's get this ship repaired and get back to finding those shards," Vel said.

"Right." Nya took a breath and stepped into the narrow passage, leading him to the stairs and up to the control room. "Do you have any suggestions?"

"Shen thinks we have the parts, if he's right about the damage. We just need an atmosphere to access it." His steps clanged on the stairs behind her.

"I'll see what I can find," Nya said as she reached the top and the open door to the control center. 

Zaer swiveled her tall front seat partially around from the control console, tan-furred triangle ears up in their normal position. Ann twisted in her seat at the station behind Shen, and Nik sat behind her on the bench seat on that side. In a dry shirt, L'Ni already sat at the other station behind Zaer's seat, likely prepared for trouble, and clearly not in his room. Vel sat on the seat behind him.

"Ready, girl?" Zaer asked.

Nya looked out beyond the canopy to nothing but distant stars and the nebula, the quiet emptiness. They had been lurking in peaceful, interstellar space since escaping the Paxons at Corvus five days ago. A planet with an atmosphere would be a welcome change.

"I am." Nya closed her eyes and found the pitch of the Starfire in every cell, which resonated to generate the power she accessed. It warmed through her as the power built up. Through it, she dove into the flow of energy with the entities of her crystal shard. Their thoughts swirled around her too fast to catch until she relaxed and let herself be drawn into the conversation whirling among them.

They understood what she sought and had their own idea.

LOOK. The command from the entities carried her into their current of thoughts, which opened the universe to her. In that, she was incorporeal and everywhere, stealing her breath in the overwhelming awe and the feeling of not having a body. That was partly right. She was out of her body yet in it, seeing herself and the universe all at once. She saw or, rather, felt the locations of the Starfire shards relative to her as she had on Ethal when planning their course.

SEE... She felt one shard in particular on which the entities of hers focused. Around the other shard, she had the impression of a richness of flora and variety of fauna. The splendor of life around the shard was incredible.

Life meant an atmosphere. Even better, she detected no civilization. If she was right, it was perfect for Vel and Shen to repair the engines without the threat of Paxons, Issan, mercenaries, or others to cause problems for them. And, while they repaired the damage, she could retrieve the shard.

It was perfect. The Guardians agreed.

She made her mouth work again after feeling disconnected from her body and said, "I have one. It's one of the Starfire worlds. Uninhabited but alive."

"Two-for-one," Vel said.

One of Shen's blue-white hands moved over the console, and a holographic star map of the galaxy appeared above it. The Starfire worlds Nya had plotted were marked with bright yellow dots.

After a few seconds, he moved the map and expanded it to focus in on one dot. The planet blew up to rotate slowly over the console. 

"Karam Three?" Zaer asked.

Shen responded with something that sounded affirmative.

They knew their worlds. Nya had barely given them any information, but the data she saw of the world fit. It shouldn't surprise her anymore, she supposed. The better question was what worlds had Zaer not been to or heard of?

"It's too far from any Paxon patrols," Ann said with an approving nod. "Karam is in the middle of nothing and doesn't have anything of value... not in any worthwhile amounts, anyway. Mining the world was deemed a waste of resources. There are plenty of closer worlds more abundant in minerals or arable land without the fauna to cause trouble."

Which was probably why the Inari had chosen it as a sanctuary for the Starfire, or the Starfire had chosen it.

Since they all agreed, they just had to determine the portal. While she didn't want to leave a trail for someone to find them, the ship would need to be close enough to reach the planet quickly.

"How far out?" she asked.

"Orbit."

Nya almost blinked away her connection in surprise. Zaer had said that too calmly.

"You're not afraid someone would notice the portal?" Vel asked.

"We're caught either way if it is noticed. The Karam system only has one inhabitable world," Zaer said. "We might as well get right to it."

"I don't know, Zaer..."

"Trust me."

Nya caught Nik's eyes in question. Every time they had trusted Zaer, Nya ended up in trouble.

"Do it, Nya," he said. "She's right. Besides, you found a remote system. We should be safe there."

"All right. Get ready." Nya focused on the resonance and welcomed its full warmth once again. The sound of the engines gaining power faded as she dove into the power of the Starfire and felt the location above the planet relative to their present location.

The portal connected between the exit point above the planet and the entrance outside the ship.

Outside the canopy, the ball of crackling energy grew and expanded, then exploded into a spiraling disk. Nya directed the power to expand the portal until it was large enough for the ship.

"Here we go." Zaer's words preceded the ship easing towards the portal.

Nya held the power as they dove into the black maw.
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THE world growing outside the canopy was blue in what seemed abundant water beneath a sky of white clouds. All water, from the looks of it. That couldn't be right. The Starfire had given her the impression of life. Although it hadn't been clear on the environment, Nya had assumed that life was on solid land.

"Heading in," Zaer said.

Nya finished buckling in on the seat with Vel at the back of the cabin.

The atmosphere entry was rough for a minute but smoothed out as Zaer adjusted their descent and the systems compensated for the air currents and magnetic forces in the upper layers.

When they dipped into a gray mist, droplets formed on the canopy and sprayed away over the glass. Shen brought up the HUD with a scan of the surface, which they couldn't see through the thick clouds.

They soon broke through into a drenching rain.

"Where to, girl?"

Nya stared out at what she could see of the land and caught her breath—the landscape was mostly blue, not water but flora, although not all of it blue. Tall trees with large, long leaves hung with brown bulbs and pink and purple flowers clustered in a forest while thick-limbed, lumbering creatures nearly as tall fed on them and almost blended in, if not for the movement of a leg as thick as a tree trunk or a flat-topped head lifting to peer at them

The direction of the shard called to her.

"Almost straight ahead." Somewhere out of sight.

Shen switched the view to expand the area that it displayed on the HUD, revealing mountains ahead.

They sped by low enough to get a close look at the tropical forest below. A flurry of large flying creatures rose from the tops of the trees.

They were too high and far away to have disturbed any of the creatures.

It wasn't the ship that startled the flying creatures. Something large leapt from a tree and caught one of the winged creatures mid-air. About twice the size of the large flyer, it sank its teeth into the body of the flailing creature and disappeared into the leaves and flowers of another tree. The scene disappeared as the ship sped over the forest.

"Let's hope the mountains are safer," Vel said.

"Yeah." Nya looked past him to L'Ni. Assuming he would join her as protection, she would be glad to have him and his romars. She might even take something for extra protection so she wouldn't have to rely on her power.

Zaer flew them out of the rain and into sunshine, over plains with herds of grazing creatures in a variety of shapes and colors and flocks of what she could only describe as birds with feathers of various colors.

Wanting a better look, she unbuckled in the smooth flight and stepped up between the high-backed chairs of Zaer and Shen to get a clear look through the canopy at the land ahead and the formations of the birds in the sky.

Seeing them made her wish she had the time for a short flight. She could almost feel the wind beneath her wings stretched tight to adjust to every updraft and gust. Even with her wings merged into her, the phantom sensation was vivid.

"So much life," Ann said behind her.

The mountains where Nya sensed the shard were nearly upon them, the landscape growing more jagged but covered in blues and dotted with other colors of flora. The sun had shifted outside slightly to their left, from bordering on the horizon ahead to being more central.

The lowest clouds soon kissed the land where it rose to meet them, and Zaer adjusted their course around the peaks and plateaus.

Valley floors and the sides of the peaks decreased in their degree of blue, replaced by browns and reds. Peaks began to appear white.

A faint pull from the Starfire called her to find the resonance and connect. When she did, they showed her the location of their brethren in relation to her position. "Slow down. We're almost there."

"Good. I don't want to get any closer to the arctic," Zaer said while her small hands made adjustments on her console.

Nya held the resonance, letting it guide her. "Six degrees port," she said.

Zaer made the adjustment, then straightened their course on the new heading.

They were nearly upon it.

"Take us around that peak." With the Starburst marks on her hands glowing, Nya pointed out the canopy to a particular white-capped peak with decreasing patches of white in the lower areas amid a mix of intense red plants sprinkled among the blue shades and touches of green.

She could feel it calling to her clearly now, seeking connection with her shard, the way she had been called to the shard in the Vault of the Celestials on Ethal.

They slowed around the mountain peak and descended.

They were nearly on top of it.

A burble of words came from Shen.

"I see it," Zaer said. "Scanners can't penetrate the soil here."

Before Nya could ask, she saw the scan on the HUD highlighting a cave entrance midway up the mountainside. The confirmation of the entities of her shard rang loud within her. "That's it."

Nya let the resonance fade and shivered at the chill that came from the contrast of the vanishing warmth.

"If you say so. I can't detect anything."

"It's there. Trust me... Trust them." The Starfire entities touched their own brethren, even if ship sensors couldn't detect the shard, which was for the best.

As they descended to a clearing at the foot of the mountain, a handful of flying creatures rose from a cluster of trees, brown mottled feathers matching the color of the branches in which they had hidden. Smaller flying creature fluttered about but remained in the area.

Zaer landed among the grasses and brush of the clearing. The slight jarring of the landing on uneven ground made Nya wobble where she stood, but it settled quickly.

Through the canopy, the land outside appeared pleasant. The HUD displayed conditions indicating a light wind but a chilly temperature, at least for what she was accustomed on the ship.

The small hands of pilot and copilot moved over the controls, powering down engines and other systems. Outside, the blues and browns and vivid reds and other colors of flora settled after the ship's landing thrusters powered down. The disturbance should have chased any threats away for a while.

After shutting it all down, Zaer swiveled around in her seat and unbuckled. Her dark copper eyes lifted to Nya with an expectant look. "Time to get to work, before anyone notices our little portal."

Right. Nya stepped back but hesitated when Shen said something.

To Vel, Zaer said, "He says you need to shut down everything."

"I'll get to it," Vel said. "Once the engines cool, we can get started outside."

Shen said something that Zaer again translated, "He said that shouldn't take long. The air is cool here."

Vel gave a nod and disappeared through the door.

Zaer dropped from her chair to the deck and waited. Her eyes regarded Nya with impatience.

Nya took the point and departed. The others followed her out and down the stairs in a noisy clatter.

At the bottom, she let Nik and Ann pass and caught L'Ni's eyes. He stepped aside with her. "I could get there faster if I flew."

"No." His deep voice with the firmness of his tone hit her hard with that cold expression.

Although part of her was relieved by his dedication to protect her, the sky of an uninhabited world beckoned strongly. "I'll take a weapon."

"Yes, you will. But you won't go alone."

His hard stare combined with her own hesitations after seeing the animal life in their pass over part of that world couldn't overrule her desire to fly. Although she wanted to be safe, she couldn't deny what she was. Instead of arguing, however, she simply dropped her eyes and nodded.

"All right. Let me just grab a few supplies."

L'Ni said nothing more, and Nya left him to enter her room.

She didn't know what to expect in the cave, but it would be dark at the least. And since they didn't know how long it might take, she should also take a bottle of water for the trek and some ration bars, among whatever else she could think of.

Seska would have had some good ideas about what to take with them and would have what they needed in her belongings. Nya could think of nothing better, although it felt weird to just take them, even if Seska would no longer use them herself.

In her quarters, Nya opened one of the four drawers under the higher bunk, which was now Ann's. Seska's bag that she had packed for their trek into Nepur'din was there.

Nepur'din... Memories flooded back to Nya




























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
REOTTEN
LISRLESS

~ Sometimes, to see the truth,
one must search in darkness.
In Nya’s search for the Starfi
shards, the darkness revea
unexpected secrets.





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image000.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





