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Everyone in the Paxon hierarchy wants to know what Special Agent Levat knows, but first they must wake her from her coma. When a SecurCom agent manages to rouse her enough to access her memories, she reveals a location not in any of their assignments. Perplexed by this, they decide to investigate. Others are watching, however, ready to act to protect the secrets locked in Agent Levat's mind.

When a message is received by the Cartegos requesting Ann's presence at Aurelia Station and suggesting that Seska is alive, Zaer changes their course. Knowing the station is run by a tenuous partnership of criminal organizations that hate Ethalians, a plan is formed to keep Ann safe while meeting with those who have information about Seska...

But nothing ever goes as planned, especially since Paxon Central Command has posted a high bounty for Ann's capture that each of the partners of Aurelia wants for themselves.
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A MULTI-SCANNER arched over the top half of the body lying unconscious on the infirmary bed in the private room. Special Agent Wes Morlek barely ducked beneath it to see blonde hair haloing the sleeping woman's head on the pillow. The loose, light gray shirt left her forearms bare over the blankets for easy access, just what he needed.

The outside of the multi-scanner arch displayed the readings of various biological functions. More importantly, it could display any thoughts passing through the patient's mind. So far, there had been none, which was why he was using his body to block the use of the stim patch from being seen by the young man in the white and red medical uniform who stood outside the multi-scanner.

The medical assistant watching the display gasped. "What did you do?"

It must have worked.

In his gray uniform marked with the insignia of a SecurCom agent, Wes Morlek backed from the arch. He pressed the medical assistant out of the way to take over the controls.

Next to him, the young man stared at the fuzzy shapes on the screen where before there had been none. The stimulant was doing its job.

"Leave us. This is SecurCom business."

"Of course, sir," the medical assistant said, yet continued to watch the display.

Wes couldn't afford anyone seeing what the special agent in the bed might reveal and gave the man a scowl.

The medical assistant must have finally realized he was serious; he hurried away.

After the door's soft scrape closed Wes in the room alone with the woman on the bed, he let out a breath and pulled out a data stick to plug into the scanner arch. "Now, show me what you know, Agent Levat."
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Seska hesitated a step inside the large bay. The man in the gray uniform with his back to her stood between her and the Cartegos. Between him and the ship was another problem.

She couldn't let Commander Simms succeed in stopping the captain's escape. Seska had worked too hard for this. The offspring of Soren Draksten must escape. It was the only way to change things.

For a moment, the bay disappeared and she was somewhere further back in the past, standing in a private room with a man whose face she couldn't remember clearly. "When you reach Bristos, contact me with this cipher. It'll work once before the code scrambles, so be quick once you plug it in," she said, handing the man a small stick. "It'll send the signal to my contact. He goes only by Ghost. He'll then find you and tell you what to do."

She didn't know how many times she had given out the same information. Ghost was good at what he did, and so was she. They had developed a system for disappearing those who sought to escape. For her, being able to read the thoughts of suspected agents investigating made it easy to avoid trouble. She couldn't say that about the man who used the codename Ghost, but he was good at coordinating with her so that no one had caught on to their operation.

He had helped many but couldn't help Captain Draksten. That situation had been more complicated, because of Nik and because of the Draksten name. Seska had taken it on herself, accepting the orders to get close to the Ethalian ruling family; but she had done it for the captain's purposes, not for her superiors who sought to undermine Ethal's strength.

Now, she couldn't let her hard work be for nothing.

In the large docking bay of the Paxon battlecruiser loomed the medium transport, Cartegos, with the cargo ramp down. Figures stood in the open door at the top. At the bottom, positioned between Seska and her escape, black-clad Paxon security forces had parted to let L'Ni and Captain Draksten pass.

Seska had disabled the bay gravnet. They would be free to leave, but she had to get past the commander first. She sensed his ambition, but one didn't need to be a telepath to know Commander Alexander Simms was unfailingly loyal to the Paxon Dominion.  She should have known it wouldn't be easy to escape, but she hadn't expected the man to defy a Draksten and bring in security forces to trap the captain.

"No more lies," the commander sneered at Captain Draksten. Seska saw only his back of gray uniform jacket and a head of short, sandy blonde hair above it. His focus was on the captain, who with L'Ni was halfway between him and the ship. "You are the Black Dragon, Captain Draksten. This blatant disregard for regulations must be punished."

"Because you despise the Draksten name?" The captain caught Seska's eyes with expectation just for a moment before her gaze shifted back to the commander in a glare.

"I've known for some time that you wanted command, Alex. It's not unexpected. I've seen it every step of the way—not respect but, rather, contempt. Your blatant attempt to frame me and tarnish the Draksten name is a clever ploy, but it won't work."

"Then prove yourself. If DNA left on the clothes doesn't match yours, you're innocent."

A flicker of fear only noticeable in the telepathic detection of it passed through the captain.

Seeing the intent in the man's mind, Seska stopped a stride behind and to the right of the commander. The agitation brewing in him was palpable. The situation could explode any second, and she would be sure that Ann left with Nik. The two had waited too long to make this happen, and Seska had worked too hard for this to fail. Andretta Draksten must escape, for all their sakes.

Seska was ready, and so were the captain and L'Ni, even if he didn't show it.

She would only get one chance at surprise.

The buzz of an alarm sounded and a voice announced in the bay, "Captain Draksten. Quadrant Three gravnet systems have been sabotaged—"

Seska jumped for Commander Simms, knocking him down with just a few moves, and immediately jumped for the nearest troops as the deck exploded in activity.

From the corner of her eye, she caught L'Ni and the captain springing into action against the security forces.

After matching one trooper, Seska turned to take on another and saw the weapon aimed her way.

L'Ni acted with the speed and strength she expected, taking on the men and women swiftly and using them as shields against others.

Seska continued her fight to help L'Ni and the captain, two battle arena opponents fighting Paxon forces together.

In the moment of grabbing the weapon of another guard, a thought flicked through her mind that stranger things had happened, although she'd be hard-pressed to come up with something stranger than a Paxon and Issan working together.

Seska continued amid the chaos of the fight. Although not the same level of fighter as the two main targets, she held her own against the security forces, stopping several from firing on the two. Working out with L'Ni and Nya had sharpened her skills.

Several shots flashed past.

Krax!

The melee left black-uniformed bodies groaning or unconscious on the floor. Seska kicked away several weapons to clatter and clink across the metal deck out of reach.

More would be there soon.

The captain whirled and knocked aside a weapon brought up to fire on her.

Seska missed the rest, having turned to defend her back.

But she heard the thumps and clank of hits amid her own battle.

"Drop!" L'Ni's voice rang out.

Seska ducked.

Flashes of energy sprayed the bay.

Black bodies lay across the deck.

No. A gray-uniformed figure scrambled to his feet with one of the weapons she had kicked away.

The weapon came up and the commander's face hardened, his intents clear.

No!

She jumped before the weapon.

In the next instant, pain struck her in the chest.

Seska gasped as the commander sprinted for the door. She put a hand to the pain and blinked at the color. Red?

Oh, no. Seska looked down as the room spun and her legs gave out.

The deck hit hard, silence falling.

So quiet.

Breathing was hard, like something heavy sat on her chest.

Soon, it would be done. All the regrets. All the secrets... no more.

"Ann!"

Nik's voice sounded so distant. She blinked and looked, but her eyes blurred.

"Agent Levat." The gray uniformed figure of the captain started towards her and stopped.

A storm of noise came from the other direction. She knew what it meant.

"Go," Seska gasped, glad for the two finally together and that it would soon be over for her. She had served her purpose. The free Paxons would remain a secret.

And the Starfire would reveal to Nya the discoveries she had made, when the girl was ready. Seska had given the entities everything she knew in multiple messages.

The bay faded away, the black overcoming everything.
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Curse the machine! The cerebral translators were useful but didn't reveal more than visual and auditory experiences. The only thoughts of the event were those clear enough to be heard as words in the voice of the individual connected. Any internal ideas blipped as images over the main scene or blurred the action, depending on how the individual processed them.

"Why did you do it?" Wes asked aloud. The display darkened, and he pulled the data stick. Why had she helped Captain Draksten escape the Predator? Who was the entity called Ghost? What assignment was that? What did that blip mean?

"Did you get anything?" the general's voice said from Wes's earpiece.

"Maybe."

"We need to know what Captain Draksten's purpose is and what is on Bristos. What was Agent Levat working on there?"

What indeed. "You were good at what you did, Agent Levat." And apparently she wouldn't reveal anything more. The display remained black.

"Too good," Shalsky said in his ear. "She was about to be debriefed."

Lucky woman. He abhorred debriefings; they all did. Had she sacrificed herself to hide something?

Scan readings plummeted, setting off alarms.

Krax.

He hurried to peel the stim patch from the back of her arm, then rolled it safely into a fraction of the width of his smallest finger with the micro-needles on the inside and tucked it into a pocket. He'd have to dispose of it elsewhere.

As expected, the door slid open and a team of medical personnel rushed into the room.

The doctor at the head of the trio shoved him back. "Out of the way!"

No need to tell him. Wes stepped back towards the door.

"What were you doing?" the man demanded while pulling up scan details above the arch.

"She's a SecurCom agent. General Shalsky required me to check on her."

The doctor gave him an accusatory look, then motioned to one of the assistants. "Get him out of here!"

The assistant who had been with him upon entering had returned with the doctor. The young man now gave Wes a suspicious look and hurried to the bedside while another approached with the clear intent of removing him.

While they worked to revive Agent Levat, Wes stepped out.

He already had what he wanted, or something of it. If Agent Levat survived, they might learn more details. Supreme Commander Draksten's orders to report to him alone didn't apply in this case. Seska Levat was a SecurCom agent. They had oversight of her, although they ultimately were answerable to the office of Supreme Commander.

For now, he had the start of their investigation. They would analyze the recording for details. If something more was there, the experts would find it.
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NYA dared not lay down from sitting, despite the fatigue, lest she fall asleep. However, the cool floor with the increasingly irritating sound of her own breathing would likely prevent that. And she was forbidden by L'Ni from using her Starfire power, even to warm herself.

They seemed to have agreed with him and said nothing, and if L'Ni saw any increase of her glow, he promised to punish her.

In the silence and the pitch dark with the airlock to the lounge shut, she was cut off from everything. Even L'Ni was almost unnoticeable. Somehow, he had quieted his mind, cutting her off, but she knew he was there. Maddening was the nearly perfect silence over the last six hours—or was it ten? Twelve? No one had dared interrupt, and even life support was imperceptible. With almost no sensory input but whatever she could do to remind herself that she was alive, agitation was setting in.

This wasn't about exercise but discipline. She'd thought it would be easy, but the deprivation was something Nya hadn't been prepared for.

Her mind played tricks on her in the quiet. She imagined the hiss of the creature. Fear swept over her at the memory of the creature and she whirled around onto hands and knees. They had disconnected it from L'Ni, but it was still a threat. Vel had said the barriers between dimensions thinned in many places. Was it there?

Stop it!

Focus... the wedding. She sat again and pushed through the increased beating of her heart from the moment of fear to remember Ethal.

The darkness swept over the world in her imagination, hissing and writhing. Screams echoed in her mind.

Stop!

She put her hands to her face, but it did nothing but remind her that she couldn't remove the darkness.

Those red eyes grew vividly before her.

No... It's not real. She removed her hands and opened her eyes, or they felt open. She could feel herself blink.

Sunlight. Blue sky. Flying... Deep breath... She took a breath and slowed her exhales several times. The anxiety decreased and reason returned. It wasn't real, just another trick of her mind.

Crystal fire! This was harder than she had expected. Even alone in the tug shuttle on Denui, she had at least the soft blowing of air recycling and recorded music to fill the void, along with the glow of her console and displays. It hadn't been pitch dark and silent like this. And she also hadn't experienced the evil of the creature yet; she hadn't known about it.

The visions were growing more vivid and closer since she had started this exercise. Clearing her mind and finding peace was more difficult with time seeming to have fallen still. Her mind played tricks she had never known possible.

Although not perfectly removed from everything, especially with her connection to L'Ni, he had set up the situation to challenge her mind. His proposal had sounded like an easy challenge, but the darkness and silence were unnerving.

A faint hiss nearly stopped her heart, and she gasped. It was there!

No. It couldn't be.

"Sssaa..." That sounded real.

She jumped to her feet, expecting red eyes to appear.

Where was it?

Her breathing quickened, her heart beating hard in her chest as she spun about in complete darkness.

Nothing.

Calm... She took long, slow breaths, but it didn't help.

"Sssaa..."

Her breath caught.

It was there. How?

She needed the Starfire.

No. It was a trick of her mind.

Her chest tightened. The creature was squeezing her. She couldn't fight it.

A loud hiss accompanied a blinding light. She squinted and put a hand up, the vision shattered.

"Nya?" a worried voice said. The clanging of feet on the steps hastened towards her with a shadow in the light.

"It was here. I swear it." She looked about the cargo hold but only saw Vel rushing down the steps, until L'Ni rose from the shadows beneath those steps.

"Nothing was here," that deep, accented voice said.

"I heard it. I felt it." But hearing L'Ni say it made her question herself.

"Anxiety."

A second later, comprehending his steady gaze, she realized what had happened. He could see in pitch black and had seen nothing. Her imagination was tricking her. "I'm not strong enough to face it again."

L'Ni's eyes scolded her, and she felt the disappointment in their bond.

"I know—believe in victory." She wrapped her arms around herself. "It felt so real."

"You can fight the creature, though, with the Starfire?" Vel asked.

L'Ni had needed something else inside himself to break his connection. It hadn't been all the Starfire.

"I'm not so sure."

Vel turned to the shadowy figures that appeared at the top of the stairs behind him, saying, "But you said they turned the creature back once before."

The others descended with the clatter of multiple feet.

"You're not fighting alone this time." Nik stopped on the step behind Vel. "And that connection to L'Ni was a special circumstance of his Initiation. If the Starfire defeated it once, they'll know what to do again. We have to trust that."

He was right, but doubts still haunted her. L'Ni's training had revealed a weakness she couldn't afford.

"How long—"

"Nearly six hours," Ann said with a look past her.

The warmth of L'Ni's body moving close to her had a calming effect. Only six hours of as much sensory deprivation as they could inflict.

The touch of his warm hand on her shoulder and the admiration in his mind radiated support. She leaned back against his body, grateful for that and the warmth in the chilly hold, and ignored the usual cold look from Vel. She hadn't been alone, but in the semi-isolation, it had felt that way.

From the stairs up to the lounge came a voice that gurgled words she didn't understand. No one understood Shen, unless he really tried to be intelligible with his Standard.

"He says he didn't want to interrupt," Zaer translated. "But the comms picked up a message a short while ago." She tipped her head to Ann and added, "For 'Andretta Draksten'."

All eyes went to Ann next to Nik.

In the pause, Nik and Ann locked gazes in what Nya recognized as one of their private exchanges. Nya didn't have to be a telepath to see in their expressions that this revelation wasn't welcomed.

Shen gurgled something more, which Zaer translated: "It was heavily encrypted. Only because of Seska's comm program was it understood."

That got everyone's attention.

"Another SecurCom agent?" Nya asked.

"It was sent specifically to our ship ID," Zaer said.

"They know my location." Ann paused and said, "the ship I'm on."

Zaer crossed her small arms and shrugged. "Or guessing."

"It's the Cartegos or Iludrin, a one-in-two chance," Nik said.

"It's been nine days since leaving the Iludrin. If they stopped anywhere that a special agent may have been or our absence was noticed by someone connected to Central, they figured it out." Ann looked to the short Oolan standing on the third step from the top, his blue-white bald head shimmering under the lounge lights behind him. "What did it say?"

Shen had everyone's attention as he gurgled on. Nya thought she made out some of the words, including the name "Seska" or something similar.

The startled look on Zaer's furry face was one Nya had rarely seen. "You can't be serious."

Shen nodded and replied something simple and waved them on.

"I have to see this myself." Zaer hurried up the steps.

Curious, Nya followed with the others, until L'Ni caught her arm.

When the others had disappeared through the light, Nya turned to face him, curious about the disappointment she sensed. {"What is it?"}

In the light from the top of the steps, his jaw tightened briefly. {"Your bad dreams."}

She frowned, trying to remember. {"What bad dreams?"}

In his pale blue eyes, she saw a hint of sympathy, or maybe she was feeling it through their bond—emotions on his face were almost too subtle sometimes. {"You've been panicking in your sleep and waking me."}

{"I have?"] Why didn't she remember if it was so traumatic?

{"I've talked you back to peace before you woke yourself, but the fear is lurking in your mind. You needed to confront it."}

{"Is that why you did this? To bring it to my conscious mind? Why didn't you just tell me?"}

He stared at her with that knowing look, and she realized the truth—former Inquisitor. He knew how the mind worked.

{"You weren't aware of it. It had to be coaxed out."}

"Nya? L'Ni?" Vel's voice called from above. "You need to see this."

He always interrupted.

She and L'Ni could talk about it later.

She started up the stairs with him and through the cargo hold door to join the others at one of the side consoles with the long, cushioned seating behind it. Shen had accessed the comm system. Next to him, Zaer leaned back on the seat with those small arms crossed. Vel squeezed in on the seat next to Shen. The rest of them stood around the holographic message hovering over the console:


ANDRETTA DRAKSTEN.

SESKA LEVAT LIVES. SECURCOM AND SUPREME COMMANDER DRAKSTEN SEEK HER MEMORIES. SHE IS A RISK TO MANY. WE SEEK YOUR ASSISTANCE.

LOC: BRISTOS.

YOUR SHIP IS KNOWN. SPECIFIC MEETING INSTRUCTIONS PROVIDED ON ARRIVAL.



"I don't believe it," Nya said, staring at the message with L'Ni behind her.

Seska? Alive? Was it possible? Nya had finally been able to accept her death. This was ripping the scab off the wound. It better not be a lie. It was a cruel joke if that was the case.

"It's possible they found a way to revive her." Ann stood with arms crossed, staring at the message hovering over the console. "They could induce memories to scan."

If they scanned Seska's memories...

A chill raced down Nya's spine. "She knows our secrets."

"We have to assume Central now knows," Ann said, looking to each of them.

Nya pressed closer to L'Ni, but not even his warmth could chase out the chill of the reality that Paxon Central Command might know her purpose. Seska had said agent debriefings were like Issan inquisitions to ensure SecurCom obtained all truth from their agents. Even if Seska hadn't intended to share details, the facts about the Starfire shards might have been revealed.

How much did Central know? What might they do with that knowledge?

"It could be a trap," L'Ni said. Nya twined her fingers through his at her waist, needing the support.

"I agree," Vel said from next to Shen on the lounge seat, his eyes on the message.

He agreed with L'Ni?

"They could have revived her, but it doesn't mean her memories would be intact," Nik said. His suggestion lifted some of the weight of the situation, but not by much.

"SecurCom and the supreme commander believe they might find something."

"Or they did find something," Vel said.

They all fell quiet, lost in the implications.

Other questions rose. "What is Bristos?" Nya asked, looking aside to Ann and Nik.

"A former Ethalian outpost," Nik said.

"Former?"

"Mining colony. It's a dead world, but the orbiting station was sold about eighty years ago."

"Aurelia Station," Zaer said.

"Pretty name."

Zaer let out a soft snort. "It's a good place to find trouble."

In other words, she'd been there. "What do you know?"

Zaer shrugged. "It's respectable, for as many beings that pass through or work there."

"What does that mean?"

"It's not Yonder. There's that much."

That wasn't encouraging.

"The new owners don't like Ethalians," Nik said soberly with a look to Ann. "You're sure about this?"

"I don't think we have much of a choice."

"What about the Starfire search?" Vel asked, finally looking up to Nya, then to Nik. "Shouldn't we be finding the Starfire shards and making sure those are ready to do whatever they're supposed to do to stop the creature? We're cutting it close."

Vel's words were like cold water. He was the last one she expected to argue against investigating news about Seska.

Zaer's face hardened, her lips curling along the snout of that light-colored face darkened to tan on the rest of her head and the few areas of her small body not covered by her beige coverall. But most telling was the lowering of those triangle ears on the top of her head. Nya recognized that look. They all did—not good.

"If this is legitimate, whoever sent it might be able to tell us what they know," Ann said. "Seska would be in one of the special medical facilities on Pax Imperi. SecurCom will have her watched from every angle. I would guess there are dissidents watching too, perhaps afraid of what she might reveal about them. We know she helped Paxons disappear who sought to escape. They're in as much danger as any of us. And the message says she's a risk to many, which could mean the Starfire search. Central could destroy all our hard work if they learn of the shards."

"Then you think we should go?" Nya asked.

Ann looked aside to Nik in question.

He shrugged and said, "Aurelia Station shouldn't be too much trouble."

"What's 'too much'?" Vel asked.

That was what concerned Nya, but the there was something else. The voices of the Starfire entities grew in her mind.

LISTEN. MESSAGE FOR YOU...

*
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Nya's friends faded away so that she stood in a darkened room.

No, a faint light came from beside her. She knew that standby light. She laid in her bunk on the Cartegos.

From the darkness, a familiar face appeared, a pretty face of balanced perfection with the definition that always made men stare. Blonde hair not long enough to reach her shoulders fell around the woman's face as she leaned into the source of the view—Nya's Starfire crystal.

Seska looked away briefly, then turned back and said in almost a whisper, "I hope they share this only if it ever becomes necessary, and I hope that is never, but I can't leave it to chance. This is the only way I trust to share what I know. I understand the Starfire records, that they are... eternal watchers and recorders of history."

Seska dropped her eyes for a moment, her lips moving with indecision. After a couple seconds, she looked up again and said, "I have so much to say, but it must not be shared if there's no reason, especially with Nya. Do you understand?" A glow brightened her face briefly and she nodded with a smile. "I take that as an affirmative. Her mind is easy to read, even by me. It's unfortunate that I can't tell her, but I trust your judgment.

"I don't want to wake her, so I'll keep this message short. Ann contacted me after my alias had already gained some notice. Few of our people speak of it—the punishment is severe. Many feel that our way of life is empty and missing something. They want out, but we are created to support a system that owns us... or so those in control of the Paxon Dominion believe and have our people believing."

Seska shook her head with a hint of that wry smile that Nya knew too well. "Some, like myself, break the indoctrination. I worked with contacts on many worlds and many organizations to help our people escape."

Seska startled and looked aside as the scene moved or, rather, the source of it did. "She's waking," Seska whispered. "Keep this—if ever someone needs help and I'm not available, they'll find the answers at Bristos."

When the image moved again, Seska faded into the darkness, her feet padding softly until the sound of her climbing into her bunk could be heard.

*
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"Nya?"

She blinked away the memory and focused on Nik's concerned face while L'Ni held her steady. "I'll be all right. It's just... the Starfire. Seska left messages with them." Apparently more than one.

"Like recordings?"

Nya nodded and looked at the concerned faces around her. "Exactly. She used the Starfire as her personal recorder."

"She was a comms expert," Vel said.

"Because of her, I know what's at Bristos. Seska had contacts there to help Paxons escape. I'd guess they're the ones in danger from Central Command."

How
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