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Nya's worst nightmare has materialized—the Issan have the Ethalian research for creating portals and are working to adapt it to free their god. However, Alric has inspired L'Ni with an idea to create a code to delete all the research. The problem is infecting the Issan computer systems. That can only be done from the inside.

L'Ni has laid out a detailed plan only he fully knows, and the time has come to put it into motion. Nya isn't happy when she discovers too late what that plan entails—he must submit himself to an Inquisitor. Whatever he knows could be exposed, possibly compromising all their work. However, if he doesn't try, the Issan will have all they need to build the ultimate weapon.

Despite his meticulous planning, L'Ni missed one detail, one that could ruin everything...
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IN THE corridor outside the bay of the warship where he had docked the foreign cutlass, L'NI stood at the comm terminal. With the Issa Pralemmar armor fully concealing his identity, he plugged the data stick into the slot.

Readouts linked through the implant from his armor to the inside of the visor where he could view them clearly. They identified the statuses of different items around him. Details shrank when his eyes moved away, unless a fault needed attention. Presently, all systems worked perfectly, as if he had never been out of armor.

Issa Pralemmar in armor passed him without hesitation. No one questioned or tried to stop him. Alric had done too good of a job resetting the armor from Darrumel to L'Ni's implant while identifying him as Lieutenant Lareth Emdaron, one of the prisoners captured on Re'Kam. Alric had changed the armor identification the way Shen changed ship IDs on the Cartegos, with a precision that was undeniable. That would be useful in other circumstances, but in this, he needed the others to doubt his identity.

The terminal acknowledged the message without a problem.

The first phase was done. He hoped the message reached its intended recipients... all of them. What came next required that the Dirnothril not interfere, although they would want to.

He pulled the stick and tucked it back inside the small inner pocket of the forearm bracer.

Too easy.

He didn't want easy, not when he had other plans.

The second phase of the plan wouldn't happen if he succeeded in escaping, but he couldn't look like he wanted to be captured.

After all the planning and testing, he couldn't fail. He needed someone to be suspicious. He hoped the message would do that.

And he needed the doc and the others to keep Nya occupied. Her apprehension was rising, even from light years away. The Inari bonding was often neutral or pleasant, but, at times like that, it was irritating.

Nya worried about his presence on the Issan warship, even if the armor protected his true identity. She suspected he was hiding something from her.

He was.

He looked down the corridor currently empty. They better come for him soon or he'd have to do something else to get their attention.

Slower than he should be moving, he returned to the bay and opened the door. On the other side, the foreign cutlass stood out among the four durindars and several empty spots along one side. Someone should have questioned it, especially since the hunter team whose member's identity he used had been missing for some time, well past when they should have reported back from their mission.

Unless someone had realized where they had been sent and expected them to be lost because of the Re'Kam system's technology-killing radiation. If that was the case, his lone return should have caused even more curiosity, along with the fact that he was far from that system.

L'Ni strode towards the cutlass he had flown there and was several steps away when an alert appeared inside his visor—two Issa Pralemmar with romars drawn hurried towards him through the door he had left behind.

Finally.

With the Dirnothril having become more active since the return of the An'shel, they should have been quicker to respond to any hint of tampering.

{"Halt!"}

He obeyed, his eyes forward and body still, studying the positions revealed on the inside of the visor. One of the pair moved around to his front.

{"Remove your romars, Lieutenant,"} the guard said in Ru'owa.

He had only one chance to make this work.

L'Ni dropped his hands to the thigh compartments and found the releases. They opened in an instant. He grabbed the weapons and swung into action.

The two were good and reacted appropriately, firing on him several times to disable the shields of the armor. He blocked their strikes, ducked, and whirled, and they did the same to him, until the two-on-one made it easy to let down his swift attack into a defeat that left him face down on the ground, his hands pulled behind him. They stopped short of killing him, as expected. They would save him for an Inquisitor.

He was counting on it.

The clinking of metal followed, until a click and release of his arms to rest at his back confirmed his wrists were bound behind him.

Hands twisted his helmet, and the sounds of the release and hiss of air came before it was pulled from his head. The tight overbraids restrained hair from sticking to his face.

He looked up at the helmeted figure standing over him with his helmet.

{"Get him up!"}

Hands grabbed his arms on each side and lifted him to his feet. Another had joined them.

He stood between two soldiers while the one giving orders remained before him with the helmet in his hand.

{"Bring him,"} the figure said, taking the lead.

The others shoved L'Ni forward to follow the leader, their hands on his arms.

{"Sir,"} the lead guard said through the comm in his helmet, {"We caught one of them... Yes, sir... The armor doesn't match his ID. Neck tattoo identifies him as Prime Commander Ihrien Meris."} The man paused speaking for several seconds while marching through the corridor.

After some time, he stopped and turned his reflective visor to L'Ni. {"Confirmed... Yes, sir."} A distinct pride swelled in that voice. They might not have recognized him before, but they knew now the prize they had.

L'Ni had counted on that.

Nya's alarm spiked in their bond. She better not do anything stupid, like try to rescue him.

It's part of the plan, he tried to assure her and hoped the doc fulfilled his promise.

His plan depended on a lot of moving parts. He had known the risks, which was why he had done what he could to keep Nya from learning. He was the only one who could do this, not just because of wearing the armor but also because he was the heretic, the former Inquisitor Ihrien Meris turned Dirnothril traitor and now ally of the An'shel. They wanted him alive. They wanted what was in his head.

He intended to give it to them.

And it was all because of a chance finding and a suggestion he wouldn't have considered...

*
[image: ]


28 Days Ago

L'Ni sat at the workbench with Alric standing next to him, studying the armor laid across the top with lower leg pieces next to the thigh pieces. The whole suit was an empty husk of Issan intimidation and power. The body that had hidden within it could be found in the brig with the other Feri captives from Re'Kam.

Since the Issan cybernetic implants had been disabled by the overwhelming activity of the Re'Kam system's star, the Ethalians had been able to glean some useful information from their thoughts, including the fact that the one who had worn the armor wasn't Dirnothril. Lieutenant Lareth Emdaron was a loyal Issa Pralemmar who hadn't realized that he had been used to carry the message. It was likely that with news that important, the Dirnothril had disseminated the message in as many ways as they could in the hopes that it would reach someone on the outside while being encrypted to avoid detection. This copy happened to reach them, fortunately.

And Alric had found it. The revelation in that message unsettled everyone. However, Alric's idea to create a code worm to seek out and destroy all the data related to the portal calculations and their research had given them a drop of hope. The challenge was that the data would be difficult to reach. The program would have to be hidden and disseminated to every Issan system, a nearly impossible task. L'Ni knew how his people secured important data. As an Inquisitor, he'd had special access.

They couldn't just transmit a malicious program, a code word as Alric called it. They needed a guarantee that it would be inserted into the main systems and disbursed everywhere.

The message from the Dirnothril, if he was right about it being widely spread, was more than the actual text. While they couldn't destroy the data themselves, the Dirnothril had provided a key piece to assist him and the others. Alric only needed to build on that.

After some time, L'Ni realized Alric's silent patience and turned to him. "You're aware of the difficulties?"

"Yes, sir. I understand," the boy said solemnly while staring at the message hovering over the projector. "The program has to be able to distribute itself to all systems to find anything related to calculations of portals and delete them and spread."

"Without detection and completely destroying all data," L'Ni added.

Alric fell silent, his brow furrowed. After a few seconds, he dropped his eyes to the holo-frame on the table and scribbled frantically with a stylus just above the table surface, where the thin holographic display glowed.

L'Ni left him to whatever notes he was making to stare again at the Dirnothril message. In the back of his mind, he was aware of Nya's attention elsewhere.

She was busy with Shen and Zaer, distracted from her concerns of what the Feri people were doing with the development of portals to focus on understanding Oolans and what to expect when they arrived with the Starfire shard.

After some time, Alric dropped the stylus to clatter on the table through the holographic text converted from his scratchy writing. He set his elbows on the table and dropped his head into his hands.

L'Ni watched the boy, letting him process the enormity of the problem.

After shaking his head, Alric lifted it and turned to him. "I'm sorry, Master L'Ni. I didn't realize how complex it was. I don't..." His lips twitched and a look of shame dropped his eyes. "I don't think I can do all that. I can create a program to destroy data on Issan computer systems, but I don't know how we can spread it. These suits have many protections in place to stop malicious code that I don't know how we can overcome those," Alric said.

"Admitting what you don't know is the first step to improvement."

Alric frowned and tilted his head with a look of confusion. The boy was of a higher intelligence in some things, but he still had a lot of maturing to do before he gained wisdom.

"You can write a program to delete data?" L'Ni asked.

"Yes," Alric replied with a furrowed brow.

"But you don't know how to get it past security systems."

"Well... no... sort of." And there was the falling of his confidence. "I created Dirnothril comms encryption, but this is something else. I didn't realize it would be so difficult."

"I may know some people who can help."

"You do?" The boy looked up with a brightening expression.

"Begin creating your program."

Alric looked hopeful, until something made his expression sink again with his shoulders. "But how will you get it into the Issan systems?"

That was part of the problem he had considered. "We'll worry about that later. If the Dirnothril managed this, there must be a way. Create your code worm. Use one of the other suits to test it." L'Ni rose from the chair. "We don't have time to waste."

"Yes, sir, Master L'Ni." The boy grabbed his holo-frame and stylus and hurried to one of the suits on the floor of the room.

The boy was enthusiastic to help but was honest about his abilities. L'Ni appreciated that, but the limitations in skills meant they needed others involved. They might not understand Feri systems or Ru'owa, but L'Ni hoped someone from Ethal or Inar'Ahben had the expertise they needed. Alric's idea had merit, but making it happen would require a team.

To contact Inar'Ahben meant he needed the doc's help. He didn't want to have to explain to Nya, although she was aware of his ideas.

What she didn't know was his thoughts for how they would insert this into the Feri computers. Once it was in was another matter, and the Dirnothril message had provided the means to distribute it. He didn't know if any of it would work, but they had to try something.

Doing nothing was not an option.
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L'NI!

Nya gasped at the vague impression of him being slammed to the ground by Issan and his helmet removed. She blinked and looked to her surroundings to remember where she was.

Her mind cleared enough to recognize Nik in his medical uniform watching her, his expression tight with concern in the glow from the central holographic display in the command center of the Iludrin. They had been reviewing the next Starfire planet to keep her mind off L'Ni's mission when she became aware of him fighting.

In a similar style to Nik's light gray medical uniform with the red side-sections, Ann stood near her at the console for the central display ring in her dark gray Ethalian Defense Forces uniform with the black side sections. Her expression was taut like L'Ni when he focused on a mission. She was on duty while Captain Nebat Rolan was off.

At half Nya's height, Zaer and Shen stood silent on the other side of the holographic central display. Zaer's tan-furred ears were upright on her head, but dark copper eyes above the light-furred, short snout dropped. Shen's blue-white, bald head dropped with the large, dark eyes. The frill around his head hung still over the coverall that looked far too big on his scrawny body.

None of them said a word for several seconds.

"He'll be all right, Nya," Nik finally said from Ann's nearest side, but not in a way that tried to comfort her. He knew something.

"No, he won't. You know what they'll do to him."

Even worse, she felt that L'Ni didn't want her to try anything, but she couldn't let them torture him. She couldn't go through that again in their bond, much less risk losing him, especially now. This would be worse than his torture on Ethal. As if in response, their son stretched across the inside of her belly and followed it by a sudden kick. He was growing, his movements increasingly strong and sometimes uncomfortable. Her belly bulged beneath the loose, long shirt. Their son deserved to know his father, and L'Ni had promised he would.

Nik's deep blue eyes dropped, a hint of guilt on his slim face as a strand of black hair fell over his eyes. She knew that look on him.

"What do you know of this?" she demanded.

He turned to Ann, whose auburn hair in a long tail reminded Nya even more of L'Ni, who usually wore his white hair in a low tail, avoiding any braiding to separate himself from his past as Issa Pralemmar, except for this mission.

He was supposed to deliver the program and return, or so she had thought.

"Tell me! I deserve to know." Her eyes darted back to Nik, who stood only about an inch shorter than L'Ni but with short black hair instead of long white hair. "You're a terrible liar, Nik."

Ann pursed her lips and hesitated before saying, "It was L'Ni's idea."

"What? What was his idea?" She looked from Ann to Nik and back. Someone better explain, or she was going to open a portal to bring him back, whether L'Ni had completed his task or not.

"Don't!" Nik's put a palm up. "He knew you wouldn't approve. That's partly why he didn't tell you."

She huffed, her anger rising, and L'Ni would feel it. "Wouldn't approve of what?" She snapped each word so that Nik's face twitched as if struck.

"L'Ni knew that disseminating the program would require more than accessing a single ship's terminal," Ann explained. "He wanted to be captured."

"He— What?!" She looked from her to Nik and back in disbelief. "How could you let him do something so stupid? Do you know what an Inquisitor will do to him, a former Inquisitor himself? He barely escaped the one on Ethal." An Inquisitor used drugs to get information as quickly as possible and didn't care about the death of their subject. Didn't they understand? She could lose him.

"They'll keep him alive," Nik said.

"Only long enough to get what they want from him."

"Nya—"

Anger welled up with tears in her eyes from their betrayal and L'Ni's. "Don't. You. Dare!" She barely choked out the words.

"It's what he wanted," Nik repeated in a defeated voice, no longer pleading. "He knows what he's doing."

Even worse—L'Ni knew how bad it would be for him but didn't think about her. She looked to each of them through the tears welling in her eyes and shook her head. They were supposed to be her friends.

"Let him work, Nya. We have to destroy the data. This is the only way," Nik pleaded.

"How could you do this to me?" She choked on the bitterness of knowing her friends and even L'Ni had kept this plan from her, a plan that could mean losing the most important person in her life—him. He had promised to protect her. He had promised to be a father to their son. And the others wouldn't tell her what he had planned.

"He knew you would oppose this part."

"Of course, I do! And you agreed behind my back to let him risk his life." She couldn't believe this was real. "I trusted you... and him." How could he hide this from her? How could all of them hide this from her?

They all looked guilty, even Zaer.

"He did it to protect you," Nik said. "He's the only one who could do this. He's the only one who has any chance of succeeding."

"Nya," Ann said, licking her lips. "We couldn't tell you the whole plan because of your part in it. You have to trust him and help him." She put a palm up to stop the objections ready to spew from Nya's lips and added, "Not to rescue him but to keep him focused. He wants to face an Inquisitor. It's the only way it will be believable to them.

"He gave us strict instructions that when the time comes, he needs you to help him guide the interrogation to show them what he wants them to see. He knew you would react this way and couldn't risk what might happen if you knew in advance, which is why..." She looked aside to Zaer and Shen. "He worked out most of the plan while you were busy with the new Oolan Keepers."

That's why he didn't hover over her on Oolar? She thought it was because he was comfortable with the peaceful Oolans and wanted to plan a foolproof escape after uploading the program to destroy the data. He hadn't said it—she had assumed from what he had told her. L'Ni never lied. However, he had neglected to tell her of this part of his plan, and she hadn't been aware of it from their bond. He was more disciplined with his thoughts than she had thought possible to hide that from her.

"He did trust Shen's people," Nik said, confirming what L'Ni was trying to assure her in their bond at the same time, even while being taken to his interrogation with an unusual calm. He was aware of her conversation, which meant he was aware of her anger. "He didn't lie. He wants you to continue your mission."

L'Ni never trusted anyone, but he had trusted the Oolans.

Her lip quivering in her anger, Nya shook her head and put a hand to her belly with the life inside moving around. He hadn't even decided on a name for their son.

She should have known something was up when he excused himself on Oolar, but Shen's people had been so warm and welcoming that it had been obvious that the Starfire would accept them.

Them accepting the responsibility had been another matter that had kept her busy...
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23 days ago

Shen said something that elicited a sigh from Zaer.

"You have to show me the route to your tribe," she said from her captain's seat at the front console of the Cartegos.

From the seat behind Shen's, Nya couldn't see him. She could only see part of Zaer's nearest arm and hand at the console in the high-backed seat next to his, but she could hear the frustration in his voice.

L'Ni sat at what had become his station behind Zaer, while Alric had stayed on the Iludrin in orbit with Nik and Ann. They hadn't wanted to bring the large luxury cruiser, for landing and size reasons. Shen had indicated there wasn't much of a place to land—natural rock.

Shen mumbled something that Nya almost understood.

"And if you hadn't fixed the engines, we couldn't help the mommagirl."

He let out a soft snort.

If Nya was right, he had said that he wished he hadn't fixed the engines, using Standard as a way for them all to know he wasn't happy. The engines were only part of the damage needing repair. The guns were melted. Those and the hyperdrive would have to be replaced. Nik had promised Ethal would cover the repairs and had put in a request for a repair crew and parts to meet them, which would take some time, but Shen had assured them guns wouldn't be necessary on his homeworld.

"You'll be fine. Quit worrying," Zaer said.

Nya couldn't blame Shen for being apprehensive, especially after he'd indicated the number of years since he had left. Returning to Inar'Ahben had been intimidating for her. She expected Shen shared some of the same feelings about returning home.

When he asked a question, Zaer translated, "He's wondering if you really want to teach his people about the Starfire..."

Nya looked down at the two shards hanging at her chest and heard the insistence of them for suitable Keepers. "Yes," she said to Shen. "We don't have time to search. If other Oolans are like you, it'll be in good hands."

Then she could move onto the next Starfire shard and worry about L'Ni getting into and out of an Issan ship to deliver Alric's adaptive program to destroy the calculations for portals. The kid was working on it while they were on Oolar.

A small groan escaped Shen. After a moment of silence, he spoke in a quiet voice.

"Just take the compliment and give me a location."

The two flew the ship down into the atmosphere of a planet rich with flora on what few small continents and clusters of islands dotted the vast oceans. Shen's route took them to the coastline of one of the continents.

Shapes large enough to see from their height moved in the darker ocean waters beyond the shoals, reminding Nya of their recent visit to the Foiwal homeworld of Serus and the leviathan Shen had disabled with a stun grenade. In discussing their plan to take the Starfire to the Oolans, Shen had said they had similar creatures in the oceans, but she wouldn't believe the size if she didn't see for herself.

They approached the point on the HUD marked by Shen as their landing area, flying over the ocean towards the land.

They slowed as they the water's edge, where a large village sprawled among sparse trees and rocks, a city of thousands. The structures connected with walking paths of flat-topped stones set in the ground, and plank bridges among the thicker trees further inland.

Shen's route took them to a clearing inland from the village.

Zaer landed them on an area of leveled rocks that appeared to be a perfect landing pad, and the HUD displayed a cluster of life signs approaching. After shutting down engines and the main systems, she turned and asked, "Ready to greet your family, Shen?"

His groan wasn't encouraging, and his comment was noticeably apprehensive.

"We don't have much choice. We discussed this." Zaer swiveled partly to look back at Nya. "The mommagirl needs someone to work with the shard."

Shen slid from his seat to take the lead. He stopped to look up to Nya with those dark eyes on a flat face of his blue-white bald head with the frill around it.

"Lead the way." Nya said.

He gave a nod that almost looked like bowing his head in defeat and started out. Nya followed with L'Ni behind her. Zaer trailed quietly.

In the walk through the ship, Nya's anxiety arose fresh from the many times on the trip there with the extra shard. By the time they reached the door, L'Ni gave her a frown. He had never liked it when she worried; he said it was a steady irritation on his mind. She had never done anything like they were about to do, however, and they were short on time.

She hoped she was right about Shen's people.

Too late to change her mind. Besides, they couldn't guess where else to take the shard. She had no idea how her ancestors had found the worlds where they had left the shards, but it must have been quite a project. The collection of artwork they had found on J'Rol Four was the result of their work.

"Welcome to Oolar." Zaer opened the door to the ramp down, where a cluster of Oolans, all half Nya's height or less, stood amid the trees and grasses, some wearing tunics with belts at their waists and others with only skirts. The warm breeze was clean but carried a scent of sea on it. Nya descended the ramp to greet them with L'Ni at her side, ready to protect her. However, the Oolans were unarmed.

It was strange to see so many beings like Shen but with their thin limbs exposed and some with their torsos exposed.

The Oolans seemed at ease with visitors, until Shen stepped out from behind her and L'Ni. Their eyes all went to him and a collective gasp erupted from many of them with whispers of Shen's full name.

Nya turned and waited for him to join them.

Shen's frill was pink and quickly waving in his anxiety. He appeared more anxious than Nya felt, which changed to sympathy for him.

One of the individuals at the front of the group with only a sort of skirt of leather and a necklace of teeth and shells approached with a look up to Nya before addressing Shen with a statement she couldn't begin to understand. The individual had the same shimmering scale texture of blue-white skin, but the shading varied slightly through the group. This one appeared to have a rounder middle than others and thick, sagging cheeks that gave her the impression of him being an elder, or at least, she had the impression of it being a male in contrast to the more feminine appearance of other Oolans.

Shen responded in the same language and continued towards the individual, stopping a couple steps away. They exchanged several statements and questions, and the native Oolan nodded with a smile and looked up at Nya and L'Ni and then past them up the ramp. She could only guess Shen was introducing them, confirmed when Zaer came down the ramp and translated, the cargo hold door closed behind her.

The individual who spoke tried to smile while stepping forward, then reached out and embraced Shen, who hesitantly returned the embrace. From that point, others came forward to greet him. Some reached for Nya's and L'Ni's hands.

While L'Ni lifted his hands away, Nya let them lead her after Shen and the others, but not without a look back in question. "Zaer—"

"They're grateful to us bringing Shen home and are inviting us to a banquet."

That should have reassured L'Ni, but he remained annoyed at the crowd of Oolans around him. They were unaffected by his scowl.

They led her and the others to a large building with many open windows whose rolled up coverings appeared to be woven from plants. The opened windows let the warm sea breeze blow through while Shen answered questions.

As guests, they sat at a special low table at the head of the room facing the locals filling the structure. Many crowded around the outside of the structure trying to peer in or hear the stories Shen told. Zaer translated everything initially, but she soon fell into summarizing the many long stories. It was also made clear that not all Oolans understood Standard, requiring Shen to translate to his people, while Zaer translated from Oolanic to Standard.

As the daylight faded, lanterns on pedestals along
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