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On a remote mining station, Nyalin hides a secret that would make her a hunted woman—she is a Crystal Keeper, a protector of a shard of the powerful Starfire crystal. However, when a strange shuttle falls through a portal near the mining station, she can no longer avoid her responsibilities. The human pilot, Vellin, is part of a research team that has developed gateways for instant travel anywhere in the universe without requiring a Starfire crystal, and he has been followed by an enemy through the portal.

To stop dangerous forces from possessing the gateways to spread destruction, Nya must team up with Vel and risk exposing her secret. In their race to destroy the gateways, they will find allies and enemies... and a new reason to worry.
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This story had been a long time in development—twenty-seven years as of this book's original publication—but sometimes good ideas take a while to mature. I originally conceived of some of the characters and wrote their story in my first ever completed manuscript, titled "Andretta", back in 1992. I imagined the Paxons years before Farscape's Peacekeepers were ever introduced to the world. Although I loved Farscape from the beginning and still rewatch it, I was miffed initially when I thought someone had copied my idea from my queries years before, except for one basic tenet—my Paxons eschew sexual contact as a weakness and use technology to grow babies, leaving the women free to fight.

However, I never got anywhere with "Andretta" and its sequel, "Draksten". Those were my first finished novels, written around my college coursework as part of my relaxation. I wrote them long hand and used the dorm's computer lab to type them. They were never published, but as I improved in writing, I came to understand why.

Jump ahead to 2009, when I published my first Starfire Angels novel, which took off better than I expected in the new world of indie publishing. That spawned a whole series of young adult novels, the Dark Angel Chronicles books. When my readers asked for more, I couldn't continue with the same characters and expanded the series to Starfire Angels: Revelations to wrap up the stories of the Shirukan of the Shirat Empire.

I've written other series in between but always come back to this world, partly because there's something about it that keeps luring me back, and partly because it has great potential for expansion. I even wrote a non-Inari book in my Starfire-verse with "The Lereni Trade", a fun little novella. That opened the door to really expand the series with new characters, new aliens, and new settings.

Since that first Starfire Angels book, I've had an idea that I thought would make a fun television series with the potential for some amazing adventures. I just didn't want to do it myself. I wanted someone else to inject fresh ideas into this world I had created.

No one did.

Skip ahead a few years and we're into 2019.

In the last year, I realized that I could make this idea that had rattled around in my brain work. I recovered from some health issues, and my imagination woke up to endless possibilities. And then I realized that those characters that I had written back in 1992 and had abandoned might have a new home. Granted, the setting and storylines would be different, but they could have new lives. In the years since I first imagined them, I've gained experience and grown as a writer, so those characters now have more complicated lives and a richer setting.

While editing The Luriel Cycle trilogy, I started making notes for what would become Starfire Angels: Forgotten Worlds, resurrecting my first ever set of characters with new lives in one of my most popular series.

Starfire Angels: Forgotten Worlds combines a lot of inspirations. First and foremost, it is in written form what I loved about the science fiction television series of the 1990's—fresh, fun, and adventurous. It's not intended to be grim or graphic like so much of more current TV and writing. There will be some romantic subplots down the line, but my plan is to explore other planets through the eyes of non-Earth aliens. A mesh of different cultures and physiologies (think Farscape, Star Trek, Babylon 5, Star Wars, etc.) and some high-flying adventures in long novella to short novel lengths, or about the span of an episode or two.

Consider this first book, "A New Beginning", to be the pilot episode with more to come. Even the title is a double meaning—a new beginning, a rebirth for the meshing of my two worlds, both old and new, and a new beginning for the characters introduced in this series and thrown together by the circumstances of their situations.

It's been ten years, a full decade, since I published Starfire Angels, and a lot has happened since that beginning.

If you've been with me for any length of time reading my various works, consider this a gift to your loyalty. For those new to my worlds, I welcome you to this adventure and hope that this is the start of a beautiful friendship!

~ Melanie Nilles

(writing as M.A. Nilles)
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A note about dialogue format:

Because multiple "alien" languages are referenced throughout the series, dialogue needed some sort of indicators. Where the translation is revealed but is meant to be in another language, either [ ] or { } or even | | is used to encapsulate that dialogue. If any of these brackets are used in a book, they indicate different alien languages. In some of the books, all three are used. Where those brackets are, the character is speaking in a language other than Standard.
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A note about the series:

This series has been planned as 24-25 books, each being its own complete adventure (beginning-middle-end). However, each book is a chapter of a larger "book" (the series) with growth and changes of characters and cultural/political situations over the course of the series, which will end in a series climax. For best enjoyment of the series arc, it is recommended to read every book in the numbered order.

* * * * *
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A note about naming formats:

I realized that some of the naming conveniences may be a little confusing to those who think personal-name familial-name (aka first-name last-name) format (such as John Smith) is the only order for names. However, when I created the Inari in the first Starfire Angels book, I was entrenched in anime and decided to use the Asian order of familial-name personal-name for them. Some of the fictional cultures influenced by the Inari culture in this series also use that naming order. However, since this is science fiction and touches on a variety of different fictional cultures, the series has names in a few different structures when referencing full names.
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ALMOST there...

Energy flashed and swirled around the black portal. It was the best escape. He only hoped he could find help on the other side and warn Lennick Station.

"Oxygen at fifty percent of normal." The ship's automated female voice was too nice in the face of the energy spears flashing outside the canopy. It almost calmed him.

Almost. The deadly reality of those blasts didn't allow rest, but it wasn't just the Issan. He was trying to avoid friendly fire from the station defense systems also.

Vel clutched the data stick in his left hand while his right managed the controls to guide the cargo shuttle through the maelstrom of enemy and friendly fire. In a brief break from dodging blasts, he tucked the stick into an inner pocket.

Senior Research Lead Pevik Alleen was using their success to let him escape from the Issan cruisers that had found their research station when she and the others should have been fleeing in the transport.

It should have been Dorvan in the shuttle playing bait so the others could set the self-destruct and escape in the transport. However, the lead researcher had switched places at the last minute to stay with the others and had ordered Vel through the portal instead to find help against the Issan while they made sure the station was destroyed. The shuttle wouldn't have gotten far on the short-range hyperdrive, and the Issan would easily find them. They hadn't thought the plan through very well.

Fortunately, they had succeeded in creating a portal not long ago and it had worked again. He just had to reach it before the station was destroyed and the portal disappeared.

The station self-destruct already counted down to avoid having all their research fall into the hands of the warrior Issan. Vel didn't have much time to get through the portal before he would be trapped.

Like their sister station, they had carefully hidden Sinquist Station in a cloud of particles that absorbed scan signals to make them look invisible on long-range scans but also distorted long-range comm signals. They couldn't call for help, but it wouldn't matter if no one was close enough. They were on their own.

Despite all their meticulous planning and precautions, the Issan had found them. It should have been impossible.

Vel blinked away the questions amid the beeping from one of the controls. He slapped off the sound—too distracting.

Five cemille to the event horizon of what he hoped was a gateway glowing in the display before him. This better work.

A warning flashed from his ship—target acquired. He spun the craft in the hopes of escaping the Issan targeting, but the move took him out of his path to the gateway. He rerouted toward the black disk with energy crackling around it.

The station defenses continued to fire, keeping the two large warships occupied as they moved to block his escape and disable but not destroy him. With the auto-destruct set, they didn't need to worry about defending the station. They could get home with the transport, yet they remained.

Three cemille to go.

"Life support systems damaged. Oxygen at forty percent of normal."

Yes. He knew. The displays showed him the warning. At least before he died, he would realize their dream—the ability to travel across the universe in an instant.

One cem.

The blocky cruiser spat fire at him while heading for the gateway.

"Shields at fourteen percent."

The countdown he had set for the detonation of the station showed less than a minute. The others would have no chance to escape death.

He switched on the comm and refocused on skirting the massive ship trying to block his escape route. "Peace be on you," he said in consolation to those left behind.

"Safe passage, Vel." Alleen's voice came from the speaker with too much calm for the dire situation. She had resigned to her death, as had the others, to keep the discovery out of the hands of the Issan, who would use such gateways to conquer and enslave even more worlds.

The team knew it had been a risk, which was why they had been so careful to keep the station and their research hidden.

"Oxygen at thirty percent of normal."

"May the grace of angels carry you to safety," Alleen added in a subdued voice.

Almost there... The event horizon of the gateway loomed as a giant black maw with energy flashing around it.

Please work.

His transport shook with a hit.

"Shields failing." Lights flashed on his controls.

The stars tumbled around him and vanished.
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Nya bolted upright from her bunk, gasping and sweaty. The light from the aquamarine Starburst marks on the backs and palms of her hands faded, leaving the room once again dark but for the black glow of the control panel near her bunk. The warmth cooled from her body as the resonance of the Starfire energy in her cells faded, leaving her chilled in the contrast.

Her silvery white wings ruffled in the relative quiet of the constant soft blowing of the fans circulating air throughout the station.

What had set off the resonance? She had been sleeping and hadn't initiated it.

One hand went to the pendant hanging at her chest, the cabochon hiding the shard that her father had defended and kept hidden. It had only passed to her upon his untimely demise from an accident that should not have happened. It should have been a minor replacement of one of the couplers in the station's power relays, but it hadn't been shut down properly for repairs. Had she not been hauling ore, she might have been there in time to heal him, despite the severity of his burns. That's when Keeper healing abilities could make a difference. By the time she had reached him, it was too late. His death had hurt even more after losing her mother four years earlier. Although she was more than old enough to be on her own, they had always been together in hiding.

["Never give up the Starfire. Never tell anyone, not even other Keepers. And always trust the Starfire."] Those had been his words many times, drilled into her thoroughly. Always trust the Starfire, the intelligent entities of the shard, beings of pure energy from another dimension that could only exist as crystal since they entered that universe long, long ago.

Had they done something? Had the Starfire entities done this? It wouldn't surprise her.

NO. The answer from them rang through her in clarity, which only happened when they wanted to be understood.

That eliminated one possibility, but it still left her with many questions. If it wasn't her shard, then what had caused the resonance to flare in her with the power? Why had she been awakened by the Starfire that was blended with her cells?

PORTAL.

That explained it, but why had there been a portal? Where? And who would have opened it? Only a Starfire shard could open a portal, which touched their dimension to instantly connect any points in her universe and connect them. Her connection to them gave her a sensitivity to their energy.

UNKNOWN. The meaning from them was clear.

Had someone come for her? Her father had warned her to tell no one about the shard, that others knowing about it could even have put her mother in trouble, when she was alive. There were factions on the homeworld, he had warned, who wanted to collect all shards in a machine known as Heffin's Gate, a machine that allowed them to open portals across the universe. The machine had been destroyed ten years ago, but the crystal shards were in no less danger. Some still wanted the power for themselves, despite the warnings that the Starfire chose their Keepers. Not anyone could touch the shards. If the Starfire entities didn't approve, they had been known to kill those too ambitious for their power.

If someone had gained that ability and had come for her shard, she'd have to open a portal to leave. But where to go?

Crystal fire. The machine was gone; she was in no threat from it, and she still had three hours to sleep and needed it.

Nya let out a huff and rolled over.

Someone had opened a portal, though.

Maybe it wasn't for her. Maybe she wasn't discovered yet. Maybe it was one of the other Keepers. Only a Crystal Keeper, a Keeper with a shard, could open a portal without Heffin's Gate. Another Crystal Keeper wouldn't threaten her. Would they?

No. They couldn't. The Starfire entities wouldn't allow their power to be misused.

Then why would they open a portal there?

There was only one way to settle her mind now. She had to know who had opened a portal and why another Crystal Keeper would come to Denui, a remote planetoid drifting through interstellar space, now at the edge of a nebula. Their coordinates shifted with the slow drift.

Because it was difficult to find, her father had brought her there soon after her mother's death.

Because it was difficult to find, Denui rarely had visitors unless they were suppliers, and never Crystal Keepers.

It couldn't be a coincidence.

Nya groaned softly and threw off her blanket. So much for sleep. This was too important to wait.

After slipping her shoes on, she grabbed a comb and ran it through her shoulder-length silver-white hair to tie it back in a tail, then grabbed her jacket and exited her tiny sleep cabin. Her father had drilled into her to always sleep in the next day's clothes in preparation for emergencies. She was especially glad now that she had listened to him.

On the way out the door, she slipped her wings through the flap in the back of her jacket and slid her arms in the sleeves. She pulled on the fingerless gloves from her pockets, while making her way down the dim, narrow corridor linking the four small sleeping rooms of the small apartment she shared with several other women.

She stepped into the darkened, empty common room of their apartment. The bar at one side with the individual food drawers glowed with a faint light to prevent stumbling in the dark. On the other side of the common area was another hall to a washroom with two wash stalls

At the moment, she was alone in the early hours of the morning. Considering that there was never a true sunlit morning on Denui in the cold of deep space, it was morning for her.

In the central floor of the lounge area was the holographic projector. She sat on one section of the steps around the sunken section of floor and waved her hand over the small black knob set just below the level of the floor in its center.

The air within the circle of the sunken section glowed a faint yellow, adjusted in brightness automatically to the ambient room lighting. At the bottom of that glowing sphere, several symbols appeared.

She touched the holographic symbols to pull up a view of the outside of the planetoid.

The portal was long gone, but there was something interesting descending to the surface of Denui. She almost didn't see it but for the sensors tagging it on the display—a single small ship.

She moved her hands apart over the image and increased the size of the ship, revealing details. It had a configuration that she didn't recognize but looked to be a small transport or a supply shuttle.

One life-sign, although weak, the display indicated in flashing green. Engines were dead. Its slow tumbling towards the surface gave no indication that anyone was in control.

Whoever it was wouldn't be living long, based on its trajectory and lack of control. That one life-sign would be none soon, even at the rate it fell in Denui's low gravity towards the surface.

Luckily, another ship appeared on the display, one of the station tug-shuttles.

With questions swirling through her head, Nya watched the shuttle approach and match the rotation and descent of the other craft. With delicate care, it attached a clamp and gently guided the ship around to one of the bays of the city.

It headed towards a bay near her position.

Nya could have her answers.

She waved the display off and sprang for the door.

["Nya?"]

She halted  at the tired, croaking voice. Her silver wings ruffled, and she turned. One of her suitemates stretched in the faint yellow light from the baseboards.

["Where you headed at this hour? First shift doesn't start for..."] She squinted at the display on the wall. ["...Four hours."]

["Go back to bed, Jer."]

["Yeah. I'll do that."] Jer turned, her dark green wings sinking like her head with the same color hair. ["You should too."]

["I'll be there soon."] After she had some answers about the portal.

Jer lifted a hand in a tired wave of acknowledgment while disappearing into her sleep room.

Nya let out a breath and, after a quick visit to the toilet room, stepped out the sliding door of their apartment. Now to satisfy her curiosity about the strange ship and its connection to her Starfire.

Lit by the baseboard lights turned down to mimic night, dim residential corridors echoed her soft steps back to her. For all intents, the lighting outside the individual apartments was designed to mimic natural daylight from a sun, along with its cycle of day and night. The overhead lights would brighten as a natural morning would with what might be considered overhead sunlight. In this case, days were slightly longer than Inari were accustomed, but they adapted.

Nya hurried from the residence section to the bright lighting of work areas, which were always bright to accommodate those who worked third shift, or any shift, for that matter. Third was quietest, however. She passed only a couple of Inari in orange technician flightsuits in the brighter, wider corridors on her way to the shuttle bay.

The corridors crisscrossed with other sections and passed tall chambers. She hurried through the trading mall, where the ceiling was high enough for her to gain brief flight and wide enough for a passenger transport if not for the stores. Kiosks and stores were shielded closed for security in the off hours, the faint blue glow of energy around them the only light at that hour.

She hurried across a short section of the trading mall and entered a different section of corridors leading to the bays. She reached the main corridor of plain walls and brighter overhead lights, passing a few technicians in their orange flightsuits and at least one security officer in the dark blue uniform on her way to the loading door of the bay.

As she neared the door, a team of medics in red uniforms entered her corridor from a transport tube, their
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