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When a distress call is caught by the Iludrin, the team can't ignore it, but no one is prepared for what they find. The signal leads them to an unstable star system, where a slaver vessel drifts aimlessly. Despite multiple life-signs, no one answers their inquiries.

Saving the prisoners is a priority, but when rescue teams board the derelict vessel, they soon discover why no one has answered. Something deadly is lurking in the grim corridors, killing crew and prisoners alike. The rescue teams from the Iludrin could be next. However, when a secret is discovered on the ship, they can't leave it for the Issan to claim, or the mysterious threat on the ship will be the least of their concerns.
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NYA hesitated at the double doors of frosted glass with the two jagged bars of white metal through their middle. Muffled sounds of activity came from the other side.

She looked up to L'Ni in question. His calm expression on his faintly blue-tinted face loomed over the top of her head. He was the tallest person on the ship, although barely taller than Nik, towering over her by head and shoulders. And with that blue tint to his skin against the stark white of his hair pulled back in a tail exposing the points on the tops of his ears, he stood out even more. His not-quite-human appearance made it easy for the others to hate him.

Over the last two days since returning to the Iludrin, the two of them had tried to stay away from the Ethalian crew and Altorin as much as possible, mostly because of their dislike of L'Ni. Because of that, she had sworn to stay with him, hoping her status as their angel would deter them from causing trouble. He didn't care, but he understood the implications of defending himself against any aggression. Nik feared, as she did, that they would look for any reason to punish him for what he had been.

She and L'Ni couldn't avoid the other Ethalians forever, though. She needed exercise and training, and L'Ni was like a coiled spring in his tension. He was disciplined, but she didn't want to risk him unleashing his frustrations in the wrong way. He needed to burn off that frustration.

She and L'Ni had lucked out the first two days back on the Iludrin, when the workout room had been empty on their arrival, but Nya suspected that the crew always vacated before their arrival to avoid him. They respected Nik's orders to leave him alone and completely stayed away, which was fine with L'Ni.

Nya dreaded their arrival on Ethal and was glad to delay that as long as possible. The Ethalian crew was enough trouble.

Now, confronting the Ethalians appeared to be unavoidable.

{"No hesitation,"} L'Ni said.

He was right, maybe. {"What if they start a fight?"}

{"Finish it."} Without waiting for her reply, he stepped forward.

The doors parted, revealing three of the Altorin dressed in loose white shirts and pants on the blue training mat that covered the floor of most of the room. The other four were with Nik and Ann, on duty.

A young man of average height and a woman whose golden blonde hair was tied back in a tail continued their sparring while the third, a man with a judgmental gaze, observed. When the lone man turned to her and L'Ni with disgust, Nya recognized him as Prioris Pomolpos Daran. His short, dark hair was combed neatly, and the well-defined facial points with brows that peaked near the outer edges gave him a dangerous, cunning appearance. He was Primos Detheron Kelden's second in command of their unit for Nik's protection. The other Prioris, Ranits Poul, had helped rescue her and L'Ni on Karam Three, but he was no better in his disdain for L'Ni.

The animosity from the Altorin was palpable. She didn't have to be a telepath to perceive it.

Nya ignored them to take one of the two benches, where she slipped off her shoes. L'Ni joined her to unstrap his boots and pull them off in quietude.

While waiting on him, Nya observed the hand combat of the two sparring on the blue mat, away from the area with the weight machines and the corner with the virtual training simulator. She recalled her encounter with L'Ni after he had finished breaking the record on the game, which tested reflexes and reaction skills. She'd bet the Altorin had noticed the scores stored in the system and hadn't been able to match it.

The Altorin woman was able to trip up the man and slam him onto the mat, where she pinned him to his front with an arm twisted behind his back. Daran gave a nod to the woman, and she released the arm and stepped back without any of them saying a word aloud.

When the three stood together, Daran turned with a look so cold that Nya stood in defiance with her arms crossed. They could read her mind. They knew she wasn't happy and she wasn't intimidated. She had stood up to L'Ni when he hated her, and he was far more dangerous if he chose to be.

"You don't look so threatening without that armor," Daran sneered at L'Ni.

Nya tensed, expecting L'Ni to do something they would regret, which was why she stood between him and the Altorin. Those words had sounded like a challenge, and he never backed down from a challenge.

When L'Ni didn't react, she twisted around at the stoic face. He still sat calmly on the bench, his boots off, waiting for something.

"Nik doesn't want you risking that leg right now," she reminded him. After he broke it in the caves of Karam Three, she had healed him, but it wasn't enough. Even a second healing session since then hadn't been enough, according to the scan Nik had taken in the Cartegos infirmary. He didn't trust using the Iludrin infirmary with the extra crew having access to any Feri medical information.

Nik had also said that bones took longer to heal and that L'Ni's bones were denser than human or Inari.

L'Ni moved his boots aside and said casually, "He's not worth the trouble."

Crystal fire. He had to insult them.

Daran scowled, and the others dropped their arms, a threatening air about them. Apparently, all formality was gone when it came to a former Issan.

They would be in for a rude awakening if they attacked L'Ni. They didn't understand the significance of the Feri long hair or heed the scores on the game.

Or maybe they did and that was why all three stood together in threat.

The air shifted with the faint sound of movement behind her. Their eyes lifted aside and up over her shoulder to the tall Feri now standing so close behind her that she could feel the warmth radiating from him. Even in only a fitted short-sleeved shirt and pants and the bracers—no coat, no gunbelt—he might have been just as intimidating as if dressed for combat. However, he stood with that calm confidence that deceived many into complacency when he was always ready to react.

Please don't. Starting a fight would only prove them right about him being dangerous and give them every reason to incarcerate him.

"You're afraid," Daran said.

"No. I have no need to prove myself." L'Ni took a step aside in a clear move to circumvent their group.

"You're weak."

L'Ni halted, his shoulders tense.

Crystal fire. She stood between the two men, hoping the Altorin would leave peacefully but doubting that would happen. Daran wanted a fight. {"Don't give him what he wants."}

L'Ni looked from her to the Altorin and back to her with a calm menace but made no move towards them.

She should have known he wouldn't give in. L'Ni was disciplined and restrained, even in the face of insult. That Feri pride lifted him above the necessity to prove himself.

When he started away, Nya moved to follow.

At the grasp of her arm and attempt to pull her away, she reacted by spinning and twisting so that she used the leverage to land a jab to the Altor's gut. She followed with several moves that took him by surprise and then stepped back to L'Ni, facing Daran, who now held his gut with a face contorted in rage and pain.

"The mark of a master is the success of his student," L'Ni said, a note of pride in that deep, accented voice.

While appreciating the compliment, Nya dared not take her eyes off the three Altorin.

"You let the angel fight for you?" Daran snarled as he straightened.

"I would break you. She will not."

His compliment lifted her confidence.

The human sneered in rage and jumped towards her and L'Ni.

Nya was ready for his attack and reacted to block him. Letting L'Ni injure them would only make things worse.

Daran grabbed her, or attempted to. She saw it coming and reacted with trained instincts and countered.

He moved to attack more viciously, but when she thought he would be one place, she found herself flipped.

It wasn't training. The Altor was fierce and determined to destroy her to get to L'Ni, and she was just as determined to stop them.

Nya twisted and landed with one foot under her and balanced with her hands. He was close yet. She kicked back and swept her leg into his, catching him with her foot and yanking.

In the moment it took him to rebalance, she was on her feet attacking.

Now, she knew what she was up against, and he wasn't as good as she had feared. She could do this.

She was doing it. She was fighting one of the Altorin. She should have started by remembering L'Ni's earliest lesson—win in the mind.

Movement and the sound of other feet on the mat caught her attention. She ducked and jumped away from another, then whirled as Daran took advantage of it.

She was reacting with a speed that surprised her, but she barely kept up with the triple attack now on her. She couldn't think or plan, only react.

Her mistake happened fast. Nya felt the blow to her side and winced and staggered back when a hit to her back sent her falling onto hands and knees. Her heart raced to catch up with her breath. She remained down for a couple of seconds.

The Altorin backed away from her as another figure moved in the corner of her eye.

To her dismay, Primos Detheron entered in his basic uniform of gray with side patches of green-blue that matched the Starfire crystal. The sharp features of his face with the short brown hair and keen eyes exuded control and authority. At the moment, his expression was one of stinging reprimand.

But it wasn't directed at her.

The three pairs of legs around her backed away. She could have taken them.

Nya set a foot beneath her when a hand attached to a gray sleeve opened to her. She put her hand in his and rose as he lifted her.

"Your skills are impressive, Crystal Keeper Nya. Holding up against one Altor is quite a feat, but to stand any ground against three is remarkable."

Once on her feet, she released his hand and caught the approving nod from L'Ni. "I had a good teacher... several actually, but one in particular."

Primos Detheron glanced aside with a hint of disapproval. "Yes. I imagine. But you should not have had to prove yourself."

"I didn't intend to. I was trying to avoid something worse."

At that, his eyes scolded the three standing before him at attention. "We are to defend the Custo Geni and respect their wishes, no matter our personal feelings. It is unbecoming of the Altorin to dishonor those we serve. Those who cannot obey without question should not be serving."

"Yes, Primos," the three said in unison.

"I will issue discipline later. Dismissed."

"Yes, Primos," they repeated and went to the bench and grabbed their shoes and gear.

After the door closed behind the last one, Primos Detheron frowned. "Please accept my humble apologies, Crystal Keeper Nya. This will not happen again."

She winced at the use of her full title and said, "Thank you, Primos."

He frowned and his eyes went unfocused. Nya had seen that look before, on Nik and the others. He heard something telepathically, and she waited for him to refocus.

"What is it?" she asked.

His eyes shifted from her to over her shoulder. She had felt L'Ni's approach.

"I must tend to something. Excuse me." He rushed out through the door, leaving the workout room to her and L'Ni.

{"You made mistakes."}

Yes, she had. {"It won't happen again."}

A hint of approval passed over his face and he moved to the center of the mat.

Nya followed, ready for the lesson to help her keep the Altorin from winning the next time they caused trouble.
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"Can you track the location?" Ann asked.

Nik waited with her at the comm station for the officer to pull up the details of the distress beacon they had detected.

"Attempting to locate the source," the officer said from his seat before the console.

Nik peered aside at the bald Commander Jalishel, who stood with his arms crossed and a disgruntled scowl on his face near the central display. For a moment, Nik thought of the Tashim and realized how their own ships were modeled after the Inari vessels of long ago.

A second later, he wondered what Jalishel might do since Ann had taken over, jumping into her command mode when he didn't immediately react. Old habits were hard for her to break, despite her best attempts to stay away from the command center.

Zaer must have preferred to remain with the Cartegos to avoid any conflicts. Their Jiksian friend was smart. He wished he could hide from the spotlight, but he wasn't allowed that luxury.

And there were the Altorin, one on the outside of the open command center doors and two inside watching him or, rather, watching those around him.

Ann glanced aside. "Do we get any privacy?"

Not really.

She rolled her eyes. "Not too different from my old life."

He supposed not, since she was a Draksten, except for her ability to sneak away for the combat games.

A sly smile crooked up her lips as she watched the display arched around the station console. A playful intent from her mind reached him, along with her hand, which grabbed his jacket and pulled him closer. She wanted to give the Altorin something to think about.

It wouldn't work. They would ignore the public displays of affection. Her being close to him, on the other hand, was a strain on their beliefs. He was expected to be matched with a suitable Ethalian of the Highborn class. Her being a Paxon, and a Draksten at that, was even worse than a choice of any woman to be his wife. That had them disgusted, and in that, the little shows of affection might cause some irritation. He understood why her former first officer was so difficult.

You like provoking people.

Again, that sly smile, and a hint of mischief from her mind.

"I have a source, ma'am," the comm officer stated. "Sending to central display."

They turned to the large holographic display ring in the center of the room. It changed to show a star map slowly rotating with a flashing red dot, along with a line passing near that dot. The line was their hyperspace travel path. They would pass close and were nearly upon it.

"Play the message again," Ann said.

From the speakers, a hyperspace-garbled, heavily-accented voice said in Standard, "... Is... -tain Leir Krad er'Pisorl of... Shal'tun. We...stra-... in. Need of. Help. Please... -ond." The inflection was jarring and the voice sounded to be inhaling while speaking at times. Alien, he guessed.

The message played again.

"Captain Leir Krad er'Pisorl of the Shal'tun." The young man known as Lieutenant Torlanos entered something at his console at the central display ring, but nothing appeared. "No record."

"None at all?" Ann stepped around the display to study the image.

"No, ma'am."

"That's odd." Ann's frown was nothing compared to the confusion in her mind. "Nothing more about the situation? We don't know what happened to strand them?"

"No, ma'am," the officer repeated. "I can't make out anything more."

"No record could mean anything—pirates, smugglers, mercenaries," Ann mumbled and looked to him in question. "I don't like it."

"We have the ability to assist them. We could at least investigate," Nik said. At the unspoken pressure to refuse, he turned.

Primos Detheron marched through the wide doorway into the command center, his boots clapping across the floor. The hard lines of his face condemned the images in the holographic display. When he reached their group, he stopped and looked from Nik to Ann and back. "I strongly recommend you leave them, Lord Nikkolas."

"We're near. If I knew another ship was in the area to assist them, I would leave; but I see no indications of that," Nik argued calmly. "If it looks like trouble, we'll leave, but we should at least answer since we're close."

"We'll be at our closest point soon," Lieutenant Torlanos said.

They had to make a decision quickly, and Nik wasn't about to leave someone stranded—criminal or not. His conscience wouldn't allow it.

"My lord—"

"Change course," Nik interrupted the Primos's objection with a stern determination. "It's mandated by our tradition to help those in need. It's only right to provide aid to others, especially when we have the resources to do so. A short delay arriving home won't hurt us."

Primos Detheron's cheeks tightened and relaxed. He wouldn't argue with the Custo Fos, which was both a relief and troublesome. Sometimes Nik needed to hear other opinions. He didn't want to completely deter the Primos from speaking his mind, just as his friends had never been afraid to speak up; but he couldn't turn his back on someone in need.

"It could be a trap, my lord."

To alleviate his concerns, Nik added in a calm voice, "I'll stay aboard the Iludrin, Primos. We have staff who can attend to any needs they may have." His mother had sent medical staff along with the engineering technicians and other specialists. They should be more than adequate for whatever assistance the crew of the Shal'tun might need.

That hardly changed the expression of Primos Detheron. Nevertheless, the man gave a small nod and looked to the display as the familiar moment of lightness from the hyperspace transition came and passed. The helmsman had taken them from hyperspace and was making the course changes.

Ann's hand slid into his, her fingers twining through his. "You're doing the right thing."

I hope so. We seem to find trouble more often than not. He couldn't help wondering if Primos Detheron was right, which was why they would take precautions.

"We'll be prepared."

I trust you'll make certain of that.

She squeezed his hand.
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"NO REACTION to our presence," Lieutenant Torlanos said.

In the display ring, the arrow-shaped ship had an awe-inspiring lethal elegance, but it also made Primos Detheron Kelden cautious. It hadn't taken long to reach the location of the distress beacon, which continued to play the same message.

Now, the task would be keeping Lord Nikkolas from doing something they would all regret, but Altorin were forbidden from telling the Highborn what to do. Despite Lord Nikkolas's propensity to get into trouble, even as Primos, Kelden could only advise. He served the Highborn, and they in turn ruled Ethal based on the wisdom of the Light of Ethal. Kelden was sworn to respect that.

"Beautiful," the Paxon woman said, her eyes admiring the ship slowly rotating in the central display. Lord Nikkolas watched in silence next to her. "I've never seen a Urishan ship myself, but I've seen reports. This is definitely one of theirs."

"Urishan?" Commander Jalishel asked. "I haven't heard of them."

"I'm not surprised," she said as scan data appeared next to the semi-transparent holographic image that matched the ship outside the front viewport. "The Urish don't like to mingle with humans; they despise humans. The Paxon Dominion has tried many times to arrange summits with their leaders, but they consistently refuse. They're very distrusting and good at evading contact.

"Our operatives have chanced to encounter the Urish while working with other species and learned what they could, which wasn't much. The Urish are very secretive and wear special armor all the time."

Like the Issan. Kelden was liking these Urish and this situation less with each fact.

A sense of coyness teased on her face. "It makes me all the more curious to know what happened to this vessel and why they would send out a distress beacon." She looked aside at him and added, "Or to know if this is a trap."

That didn't sound good, but at least she was aware of the risks.

"Ma'am, shields are down on the ship," Lieutenant Torlanos said.

"Curious..." After a pause, she said, "Open the comms."

After a questioning look from the officer at the comm controls, Jalishel gave a nod with a wary look to Lord Nikkolas and the woman.

Kelden understood the man's sentiment, although he disagreed with the commander's show of disrespect. The woman had proven her skill as a captain and should be respected for her effort against the Paxon ship over Karam Three. However, they both had a hard time believing a Paxon would accept marriage, even if her attraction to Lord Nikkolas was thick in such close proximity. He would be interested to know how that had happened. For now, as long as she kept the prince out of trouble, they would humor her.

The former Issan was another matter, a complex one. Lord Nikkolas trusted these people who should be enemies but who worked together with him to fulfill the angel's mission. That was another mystery—while the former Issan hated the angels for destroying their homeworld, this one owed his life to the woman working with Lord Nikkolas and he worked to train her against his own people. L'Ni couldn't be the enemy if he was working with them and had even protected the life of Lord Nikkolas on more than one occasion. Despite all the inconsistencies or maybe because of them, Kelden was cautious, as was his team.

If anyone did anything that could be regarded as a threat to the life of the Custo Fos, it was a capital offense. The Altorin wouldn't hesitate.

The thoughts passed in the second or two it took the technician to motion that the comm was live.

Lady Ann stared into the image of the ship, the glow highlighting the femininity of her face. She was attractive, not at all what he would imagine of a Paxon, least of all one enamored with hand combat exercises such as the battle games. "Shal'tun crew. This is Captain... of the Iludrin. We received your distress call and are here to assist. Please respond."

The pause after her saying "captain" sounded as if she stopped herself from full identification. She left off the Draksten name that was well-known throughout the galaxy. Using the title alone was enough to annoy Jalishel. His mood simmered with the same contempt he had expressed with the woman at other times, but he wouldn't likely say anything more about his feelings since Lord Nikkolas had admonished him.

After several seconds, she said, "Shal'tun. This is the captain of the Iludrin. You requested help. Please let us know how we may assist."

Again, they waited. Anticipation and curiosity percolated from the others. Kelden could only wonder why the Urish didn't answer when their comm was broadcasting and likely open to receive.

After a longer wait than the first, Lady Ann said again, "Shal'tun. Do you need assistance? Please respond."

They waited for what felt like minutes, the tension building.

"Ma'am," one of the women said from a side station, then looked to Jalishel. "Sir. We have another problem. This system's star is especially active."

On the side station display of the star, a spray of plasma erupted from the far side in real time, spewing an arc into space from the rotation of the star but not near them. Kelden didn't see the details, but by the unease of her mind, it wasn't good.

"That radiation could disable our shields or even destroy the ship," the officer said.

We should leave now, Kelden sent to Lord Nikkolas.

"How much time do we have until the next flare?" the prince asked, ignoring his suggestion.

After a few seconds, the officer said, "Flares are all over. If you mean a major event like a coronal mass ejection, that's hard to say." She worked on the console and finally said, "Based on readings of the star, the closest estimate is a little over four hours in this region." The display added a dot on the star, the projected activity growing and spreading outward in a conical shape that passed through the ships in a bending line from the rotation of the star. They would be hit if the forecast was correct.

Lady Ann's jaw shifted with a contemplative look. "Life-signs on that ship?"

After a pause, a series of dots appeared on the ship in the display, some with identification of known species matched in the bioscan and others unidentified. At the console for the central display, Lieutenant Torlanos said, "Fifty-six of over a dozen species."

"Slaves," Lady Ann muttered with a note of disgust. "No ship has that many different species unless they're slave dealers or leisure cruises. That is not a leisure ship... Now we know why the Urish are secretive."

"We can't leave them like this," Lord Nikkolas said. "Not when we have the means to help them."

Kelden had to agree with the prince. However, as Primos, he couldn't let the Custo Fos put his life in danger.

"We have the room on the Iludrin," Lord Nikkolas said.

"We only have three shuttles," Jalishel argued.

"Then we better get started," Lady Ann said in that authoritative demeanor. "Those shuttles can easily carry eight each. That's seven—no, nine trips, subtracting the pilots and copilots and overloading a few trips. Three trips each shuttle. The transport of everyone on board should take less than two hours without trouble. Even less if their bays can accommodate more than one shuttle at a
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