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Despite their narrow escape from the Issan, Zaer's starship, the Da'Nelgur, was severely damaged. Vel and Shen have tried to fix the hyperdrive, and Nya is sound asleep. Their only chance to repair the ship to continue their journey to Ethal is a crime-syndicate-run remote city in interstellar space.

Yonder Station is not a place where anyone with sense wants to stay long, but it has its advantages. A home to salvagers, dealers, hustlers, and assassins, it is also a valuable trading post for the fringe of the galaxy, especially for information. The latest news is the Da'Nelgur's involvement with the Issan and the mysterious portals.

When Zaer is taken by one of the crimelords seeking what she knows about the portals, it's up to Nik and Nya to rescue her. But that same crimelord wants them too. To rescue Zaer, they'll need to avoid being captured while tracking where she might have been taken. What they discover could get them killed, or it could gain them powerful new allies. What could go wrong?
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"AT THIS rate, we'll never reach Ethal!" The voice came over the nearest speaker.

Didn't Zaer have the least patience? Not that Vel didn't agree with her, but he had his hands full racing to fix the hyperdrive to a semblance of functionality while under attack by the Issan ship, which had followed them in their escape from Lennick Station.

He could turn off the comm—that would give him some peace in which to work—but he needed the direct line with Zaer to know what their status was.

"How long will that girl be out?"

"I hope not long." Nik's tense voice came over the comm in response to Zaer's question. He was in the control center with her. While she flew the ship, he operated the weapons.

Vel winced as another shot against their weakening shields strained the engine power. The pitch change was subtle, but he could hear it. He'd barely rerouted power to the shields before the Issan had found them. He and Shen had been working nonstop for four hours in the emptiness of space since the hyperdrive had failed. They'd taken a beating from the Issan Lancers the first time. That second round would ruin them.

They really could use Nya's portal now to escape, but expending the power had worn her out, especially to form the portal for the escaping research team from Lennick Station. The last thing she had said before passing out had been that she knew her purpose for being there. Before she could say anything else, her eyes had rolled back and she'd lost consciousness. Nik had surmised that the stress of using her power had stolen her last ounce of strength and only the shock of her revelation had awakened her briefly.

He was the doctor and would know best about such things, even if her biology was new.

But Nik was also the prince of Ethal and a Custo Fos, a guardian of the Light of Ethal. He was Lord Ivandru Nikkolas, not simply Nik, or Nikky as Zaer called him. He wanted to be a commoner, not the heir to their hopes.

Too weird. This was all too weird.

Vel shook off the thoughts plaguing him. He could contemplate it when they reached Ethal. 

Focus, he told himself. They depended on him saving them.

In the control center, Nik was busy fighting the Issan cruiser with the ship's weapons, while the Jiksian smuggler, Zaer, had her hands full evading the cruiser that had found them. Luckily, the Issan hadn't yet sent out fighters.

That the giant battleship had taken four hours to find them had been a miracle.

There. The circuit linked to the reroute. "Shen."

The little Oolan peeked out from a service hatch near the auxiliary systems. Dark eyes blinked semi-transparent second lids while the frill that wrapped around his pearlescent head and tapered around into the front of his neck waved briefly. He was perfect for fitting into tight spaces on a ship. Zaer was smart to partner with him.

"Can we reroute to the tertiary dampers?" There was a reason for redundancies.

That small bald head tilted and, after a moment, the Oolan said something and disappeared.

"I'll take that as a 'yes'." If only he could read that alien mind. He could sense it, but reading it was like finding a disharmony in a Tevlos symphony, which was all disharmonic and screechy to human ears.

A hand whose fingers had small sections of webbing between them poked out with a thumb and index finger spread open, a positive sign on most worlds. He assumed it meant the same to Oolans and wasn't an insult from Shen.

Vel returned to the central control station and its various array of control modules, both crystalline and metallic, and the connectors. Something had come loose, something that would have been a non-issue if it hadn't also taken out the adjoining systems. While Shen worked to reroute systems around the damage, Vel needed to adjust the control interface to accept the changes.

He didn't know how they would get out of this, but the thought of being captured by the Issan was a good motivation to find a solution. They might try to wake up Nya, but he doubted she would be strong enough to create another portal so soon. 

They were on their own without her special talents.

And the Issan were determined.

Something rose at the fringe of his awareness, a collection of other minds, clearer in their determination.

Human minds, and lots of them. That was why he felt them so strongly.

Vel froze in the middle of switching metal and crystalline circuits.

"Zaer!"

"Paxons." A second later, surprise carried in her voice from the speaker to say, "They're engaging the Issan."

"Good. It might give us the time we need." He looked to where the Oolan was working. "Shen, we need to hurry."

A tart reply came from the hatch. Combined with the clear emotion behind it, Vel got the message—let him work.

He slid the last module into the last open slot. Now, he only had to wait on the little mechanic.

While waiting for Shen to finish, he reached out to the human minds, hundreds—no, a few thousand. It wasn't a small ship. There was more, either a large one—he didn't know their classifications—or several smaller warships, like those that had orbited Tyol perhaps. They were still fairly large, but not several-thousand-personnel large.

"Three." The thought came to him from elsewhere, from Nik. He'd opened his mind, making it easy for the prince to know his thoughts and to answer his questions. A little shiver raced down Vel's spine from the awe of being in the presence of the Custo Fos.

He shook off that thought to focus on their predicament.

"We could really use the hyperdrive!"

In response to Zaer's pressure, Shen snapped back in his own language.

"All right! Don't hurry. We'll just wait for one of them to determine our fate."

Shen snorted and muttered in a low voice.

At least Vel wasn't the only one to receive the Oolan's curse.

Not half a minute later, the alien slid from the hatch and closed it with a shout that Vel didn't need interpreted.

At the panel he had reconfigured, Vel touched a set of controls to initiate the new command route.

"Issan are leaving," Nik's mind reached him. Vel got a brief glimpse of three Paxon ships overpowering the single Issan vessel, even though it was larger. The fighters were outnumbered and returning to their bays as the Issan ship turned in preparation to leave.

In the second it took to receive the message and interpret it, nothing happened in the engines from his input. Vel looked down at the controls and over at the engines. He tried the hyperdrive initiation sequence again. "Not good, Shen."

The little alien looked back at the hatch.

Vel tried a different order of system commands with no result, then opened the panel again. If he had mis-aligned... There!

After a quick rearrangement, he closed the panel and initiated the sequence.

A new hum rose from the engines.

Shen burbled something that sounded positive in tone.

"Hold onto something," Zaer ordered over the comm as the glow from the power core brightened.

Not good. The shielding was damaged.

Vel caught Shen's eyes. Both of them raced for the exit. Shen slapped the control panel that shut the door just in time.

Leave it to Zaer. Shen shook his head, the frill flowing around his head with a slightly redder appearance than the usually pearly blue-white. Was that agreement in the Oolan's face?

If it wasn't, then Vel imagined the string of words from his mouth to be complaints.

"I gave you a warning," Zaer argued over a nearby comm speaker.

Shen huffed.

Yeah, Vel wasn't buying it either. That was hardly a warning.

The engines behind them whined, the increasing pitch muted through the heavy door.

From behind came a volume of full power, followed by the familiar odd sensation of momentary lightness that indicated the transition into hyperspace. His weight returned a moment later.

Relieved, Vel slid to the cold floor. It had worked, surprisingly. "Good work, Shen."

The Oolan's frill ruffled gently around his head, but he pushed up to his feet while muttering sharp statements.

Vel had the distinct impression that Zaer wasn't going to like what Shen had to say. Theirs was a strange relationship, but it worked.

After a moment of rest, Vel rose and passed through the cargo hold and the large, magnetically-locked crates and the netted lighter pieces and climbed the rungs to the upper level and through the open hatch. There, he passed two doors to crew quarters. There were two more on the lower level.

He didn't expect to make the Da'Nelgur a permanent home, though.

While passing through the lounge, he noted Nya still asleep on the booth seat. A familiar face that set off an instinct to bow passed him.

Lord Ivandru Nikkolas—

Nik. Vel really was having a hard time adjusting to the prince's preference of familiarity rather than formality.

Nik revealed his thoughts just enough to let Vel know of his intended retreat to one of the two spare quarters on the lower deck, where he intended to sleep for as long as possible now that they were safely in hyperspace

Vel envied him.

He should probably move Nya to the other spare room, but to move her might disturb her, and she needed her rest. Besides, he was far too tired to carry anyone.

The floor would suffice and was probably better. It was close to Nya and any news of trouble that might require his expertise.

Relieved by their escape, Vel stretched out on the cold, hard floor of the lounge and laid with his arm for a pillow under his head. The day had been long and exhausting. After escaping from the Issan attack on Sinquist Station, he had awakened in the Proximal Center infirmary on Denui only to return with Nya to destroy Sinquist and the Issan stealing its secrets; and then, he had set the shuttle on course to Tyol. He had allowed a short nap then but hadn't deeply slept. Then it was the race to escape the Paxons and destroy Lennick Station and escape the Issan.

Only the excitement had kept him going.

Now that he and Shen had the hyperdrive functional, he could lay down for a much-needed rest.

The hard floor would prevent him from sleeping too deeply, he hoped. He was so tired, though. His eyelids sank heavily. His mind drifted. He needed to rest.

Zaer and Shen would wake him when the time came...

In the midst of a strange dream mix-up of the homeworld with the angels warning them about a threat, something attacked.

Vel startled awake to the alien face hovering close over him, a flat face with pearly, light blue scaly skin. Second eyelids blinked.

"Gah!" Vel pushed away. A second later, his mind caught up to calm him with recognition. "Curse it, Shen! You scared me. I didn't..." He rubbed the blurriness from his eyes and steadied his temper. "Did you want something?"

What had he been dreaming about? It was lost already but had seemed important.

The small alien stood back and said something in his language. Vel wasn't sure what he said, but the tone sounded urgent. Both hands motioned for Vel to arise.

How long had he slept?

Krax, his head was heavy. He hadn't slept long enough, but Shen needed him for something. Please don't let it be the hyperdrive.

He pushed off the floor, his muscles stiff. "Are we there yet?"

Shen shook his head, the frill around it waving like a fish's fin in the water faster than it had a second ago. That's what the mechanic made him think of—a fish. He didn't know anything about Oolans, but he would guess they preferred water.

Wonder later. Fix something now. Stretching didn't do much to remove the kinks aching through his back and shoulders. "What needs fixing?"

Shen stepped back and waved him towards the aft compartment. Again?

Vel envied Nya being allowed to sleep. Nik too. This was probably penance for his part in developing the gateways.

Shen gave a short command and continued to motion with a curious urgency.

"Shen!" Zaer's voice came from the little alien's comm unit. "Is he coming?"

Shen answered and grabbed Vel's hand, his unexpected action pulling Vel off balance for a moment before he followed of his own volition.

"I'm coming." Vel yawned and stretched while following the little alien through the corridor to the rear of the ship.

Except they didn't make it that far. Rather, they stopped at a panel in the wall near the floor where Zaer was studying a bundle of fibers. She looked up with a hopeful expression in her eyes and upright ears on the tan-furred head. "Can you fix it? We had to cut hyperspace because navigation and life support were fluctuating. I think we found the source."

Vel knelt down, a sickening feeling in the pit of his stomach before even seeing the damage of melted fibers and the power regulator box blackened and burnt. "I could, if I had the right parts and tools."

Zaer's small shoulders sank with her ears. "I was afraid you'd say that. I have tools, but no spare parts. At this rate, we'll never reach Ethal, unless you can wake up that girl." She looked up with pleading eyes.

Vel shook his head. "I don't know when she'll be strong enough."

"Krax!"

He couldn't have said it better.

Something clanged against the hull. Now what?

Zaer's ears popped upright in full alertness. "No. No no no no no..." She jumped into a run towards her control center while repeating the word and a string of others.

Shen called after her, then looked to Vel with what he thought was a question.

"Go," Vel said. "There's nothing to be done here without parts." Not a damn thing.

Like a projectile, the little Oolan sprang after his friend.

Two more distant clangs resounded through the ship. That could not be good.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 2


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


THE scene on the heads-up display and outside the forward view knotted his gut. Vel sank into the weapons seat in dismay, using the console for balance. Ribs. Metal ribs. That's what appeared to be around the ship.

But there was something beyond.

Through them, he saw an ugly amalgamation of mismatched station pieces clumped together in what looked like it was supposed to be a city in space. He'd never seen anything like it. Where were they?

The main area of the station was made of two concentric rings out of alignment, inside which were incomplete ships floating in gravnet beams. Smaller ships darted in and out among them.

He reached out telepathically—minds. Lots of minds. Different minds. Too many to number and overwhelming. This was a thriving community of various aliens, but it wasn't a peaceful one. The greed and negativity he sensed made him physically nauseous. A scrapyard city could only mean pirates, thieves, scoundrels, and salvagers.

"This is bad."

Zaer turned back at him with flattened ears and a snarl.

He felt better when she directed that at the HUD display showing the massive vessel with the underside cage in which they were trapped.

"You filthy salvagers! Release my ship at once!"

"You are een no condiseohn to fight, Zaer Lurg Denowian." The stiff, gravelly voice with a strange accent made her stiffen.

"Who are you? How do you know me?"

An insidious chuckle came from the speaker. "Yoor sheep ees the Da'Nelgur. Your reputaseohn ees known well."

"I'm glad to see someone appreciates my work," she grumbled.

The other voice scoffed. "Eef yoor games are hard work."

"You're right—it's not all hard work. Some players are too stupid to see they've been duped."

The touch of arrogance was something Vel hadn't expected from her, but he barely knew her. Maybe that was normal. What he knew was what he sensed from her—frustration with such clarity that it startled him. Given how fuzzy her mind was to him, her feelings in this matter must have been strong.

"Eet's not those games!" The bark of the deep voice startled him.

Zaer growled, her small fingers balled into tight fists.

"Eessan have plans for you. You treecked them, Zaer. They have no mercy for cheats or smugglers." The statement came out with a rumble of satisfaction in that coarse voice.

Issan. Vel shuddered. He'd take the Paxons over the Issan any day. At least they didn't decimate economies and enslave worlds to serve their demands. Compared to the Issan, the Paxons were valued trading partners, even if they enforced strict laws. They only came when wanted, but they were unreasonable in their terms, as he understood.

Zaer slapped off the comms and sat back with her arms crossed, an air of rage building like the pressure behind a stuck valve. When it exploded, he didn't want to be near.

Shen muttered something that loosened the valve on her anger.

Zaer made a few adjustments to the HUD display and perked up. "You're right!"

"Right?" Vel stared at the display highlighting the movements of various ships. 

She was too happy suddenly, almost devilishly gleeful.

"You have a plan." He liked plans.

"Better. Allies." She touched a section of the HUD, and three ships flying together grew larger.

Allies. He didn't expect a smuggler to have allies, especially from what had happened on Tyol.

"While I was arguing with the salvagers, Shen hid a message to the general frequency. There are informal alliances where we swear to stand together in times like this... They answered."

Indeed, they had, or a few had.

"They'll have to be careful, though," she said in a more tempered voice. "The salvagers likely have alliances of their own."

A comm signal flashed as a dot on the HUD, and Zaer touched it.

A humanoid face of maroon skin with darker bony plates in a pattern framing the face stared back. Vel had seen lirei before. The Canno Confederacy was a trading partner with Ethal. They were a strange species, not as close to human as they appeared. From what he understood, the Inari were more like humans than lirei were.

It might have put him at ease to see such a face, if this was not a place for criminals.

"We received your signal," the man said. His dark maroon-brown hair started at the edge of the bony plates curving around what should have been ears but were barely there. "Sit tight." He reached across somewhere, and the image blinked off the HUD.

Zaer and Shen made a few adjustments of their own.

"Ready weapons," she called over her shoulder.

Right. Vel adjusted the console and switched it on. This would have been a lot easier with Nik in the other chair or even Nya—she'd figure it out or use her own special talent—but he was on his own with the weapons station. He made the adjustments for full control at his console. "Weapons ready."

They waited, their captors stopping while the three other ships spread around them.

He needed so much more sleep. Heavy eyelids were not helping.

When they reached Ethal, he would get his chance.

Weapons on the three ships targeted the salvagers.

He imagined a very heated argument taking place, based on the tension from the alien minds. They were hard to read, but he could sense their emotions.

After several minutes, the ribs around them slowly split. A bang reverberated throughout the ship, and the indicators showed them released from the clamps of the scavenger ship.

Zaer watched the HUD display with a sense of anxiety that was like a frayed wire sparking. The readings showed the ribs opening wider, nearly enough to fly free.

It didn't come fast enough for Zaer. Before they were fully open, she expertly maneuvered her ship from the salvager's and past the line of the three allies.

"Keep weapons hot," she warned. "This isn't over."

"Yes, ma'am." They were
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