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PROLOGUE

 


Thurwin walked along the breezeway under the
red evening sky. The sound of children playing in the courtyard was
echoing in his ears. But as he passed a set of stairs that led down
to the palace playground, he saw the young lady Kymberli sobbing.
She was from House Eva on the old colony planet, Beta Silica. It
was one of the first colonized planets over ten thousand years ago
before proper investigations of planets took place prior to people
moving in permanently. It was the space rush days and by the time
the effects of the local radiation was known, the colony had been
in place 20 years and numbered over twenty million people spread
over eleven continents. Lady Kym was the result of thousands of
generations living on a planet with mild radiation humans were not
used to. Her skin was purple tinted, her eyes likewise violet in
color with slightly larger pupils than a normal human. Her hair was
below the shoulder, a soft silvery white mane of flowing silky
texture more like cat fur than hair went half way down her back. As
the elderly master at arms approached her, she tried to hide her
tears. He sat down on the steps beside her and watched the other
teens playing in the courtyard kicking a ball around.

 


“Lady, Kymberli.” He said finally. “Why are
you not playing with the others?”

 


She was still looking down at her feet.
“Because I'm a freak!” She finally sobbed.

 


“Oh, that.” Thurwin said amused and sat down
on the steps beside her.

 


“So you think I'm a freak too?” She
whined.

 


The elderly gentleman smiled briefly. “What I
think does not matter. I don't define who you are.” He then pointed
to the teenagers kicking the ball in the courtyard. “What they
think matters even less because they sure as hell don't define who
you are. You and you alone get to define who you are.” He paused
and put on a straight face then lifted her chin so she looked him
in the eye. “Now. Are you a freak?”

 


“No!” She said defiantly.

 


“Quite right.” Said the elderly gentleman and
then he went back to watching the teens playing. Lady Kym starred
at the side of his head for a long moment and then hugged him
suddenly. He put one arm around her and held her for a minute. “Are
you hungry?” He asked out of the blue.

 


Lady Kym nodded.

 


“Okay.” He said standing up. “I am heading to
the dining hall to grab something to eat. Would you care to join
me?”

 


The young lady Kym stood and nodded her
head.

 


“Okay. You can come along.” Said Thurwin.
“But walk on the other side of the breezeway. I don't want people
to think I'm being nice to the freak.” He said and started walking
away toward the main palace buildings.

 


Lady Kym hurried to catch up and took
Thuwin's arm in her own walking next to him in lock step.

 


“You are most definitely a Lady of the
realms.” He said to her as they walked along the uncovered path.
And then Thurwin stopped in his tracks. Lady Kymberli followed his
gaze into they sky. Several contrails extended behind spherical
objects falling out of the clouds. They were landing vessels.
Dozens of them.

 


“What are they?” Lady Kymberli asked.

 


“Nothing to be concerned about.” The elderly
man lied and continued walking to the main buildings, a little
faster now. Then he heard the palace alarms. He was right. The
ships incoming are slaver ships on a raid. He had to hurry now.

 



CHAPTER 1

The Tau Epsilon Flight

 


It was so exciting. It was going to be the
first time she had ever left her planet. And it was to attend the
Imperial University's Division of Law on Tau Epsilon. The news that
she had been accepted came last month and she was hardly able to
sleep since. She wanted to think about the move. She wanted to
experience every moment of this exhilarating time of her life. Pre
Law was fun, but it was still on her home planet. It's not that
Spokax Five was not an exciting planet full of opportunities... and
farms. It had three cities, on the whole planet... most of their
space dedicated to industrial buildings processing the stuff coming
in from the farms. It also had major star ports on both
continents...to ship off planet the products from the farms. And it
had rain...which made it perfect for farms. She was tired of farms.
She was born on a farm, raised on a farm, worked on a farm and was
thankful to escape to the city when her grades were good enough to
land her scholarships for Pre Law.

 


Now she was finally doing it. Leaving this
rock for the cement, steel and plastic cities of Tau Epsilon. The
fifty foot display screens on the sides of buildings selling
products to the masses. The open all day and night industries like
gambling and dance clubs. Structures that blocked out the horizon
and stretched into the sky. She wanted to stay up all night in a
room with five hundred other people instead of laying on the hood
of her boyfriends wheeler in the middle of a field gazing at the
stars wishing you were on any one of planets around them as long as
it wasn't this one. As She looked at the Transport, her mouth
dropped open. She had seen them in pictures, but never on the pad
like this one was. It was an enormous sphere almost a kilometer
across. It sat on legs that extended around the lower base. She
could not believe the sheer size of the thing. It was actually a
smaller transport than most interplanetaries. And it would be her
home for the next eleven days. She got out of the taxi and got her
suitcase from it's storage compartment. After she tipped the
driver, she walked up to the checkpoint and handed her papers over
to the man there.

 


The man took her credentials and mulled them
over for a few seconds and then stamped them and handed them to the
young lady. “Sarah Walker, welcome to the Jovian Wanderer. Please
proceed to the next counter for your room assignment.” He smiled at
her as she walked starry eyed across the concrete pad to the
behemoth of a ship's boarding ramp. She had forgotten something,
she turned around at the man and waved. “Thank you!” She shouted
back. He smiled and waved her fare well.

 


It was almost a minute walk just from the
edge of the landing pad to the base of the ramp. She had been
walking underneath the towering ship for the last half of that
minute. And she was a fast walker. There was a couple in front of
her in line, but that was it. There were not many people getting on
at this stop, she figured. The city was almost entirely
manufacturing and residential. Not a lot to get off the boat and
take a look at that isn't better viewed out the window. Lot's of
people probably want to escape this planet, but few ever manage to.
Sarah was one of the lucky ones. The ship was still likely to be
full up with passengers from other stops, she figured. Spokax Five
was the last stop on a five jump trip. She could not imagine what
it would be like to be on the first part of the trip and live on a
ship for a month and a half. She imagined you got to know the other
passengers pretty well. She was looking forward to meeting people
from other worlds on this flight herself. She had only met a few in
her life and they were all from human standard planets of the
Empire. No one from the early worlds, the independents or any of
the Realms in the broken part of space. She longed to see a mutated
human in person. Most of them came from planets with the same
standard mutation like changed eyes or new skin pigments, but the
really extreme cases existed where mutations on a planet were not
limited to a few species wide mutations, but an ever changing see
of mutations that vary from family to family and vary as much in
appearance as they do function. She didn't expect to see any of
those on the flight tho. Most mutant worlds were banned by the
Empire and any non standard human crossing into Imperial space was
often detained and expelled. The Empire safeguarded the human
genome. It was the law. Which she was going to get to practice.

 


The attendant took her papers and assigned
her a cabin. She was then directed to the bank of lifts that would
take her to her floor. She got into the spacious lift car and was
zoomed up to her floor. One forty one. The car stopped and the
doors slid open. Sarah was disappointed. The hallway looked liked
the hallway of a cheap hotel. She pulled her suitcase down the hall
a little dejected. When she arrived at her door she slid the card
into the key slot and got rewarded with a click and a green dot on
the handle. She turned the handle and opened the door to a room
barely four meters across with a small shower in a recess barely
big enough for one person. The bed was basic, but clean. There was
a small dresser by a large window. Outside she could see the sun
baking a hundred farms. She had never been so high up before. The
clouds looked so close.

 


After the moment of awe, Sarah got to putting
her things away. A pre launch video came up on the cabin display
showing all the procedures for passengers. She watched it all the
way through. Then it started again from the beginning. Sarah
figured most people didn't watch it full way through the first
show. So she went back to packing her clothes into the dresser
drawers. The video looped again. Sarah wondered if it would
continue to do that until they were ready to launch. She finished
putting her things away and looked out the window until she got
bored. She decided to flip through the menu and select what she
would have for dinner once they were in orbit. The dining room for
her floor held two hundred people. She was going to chat some
people up soon. She looked down the long list of provided meal
combinations and decided she would have to decide later.

 


Orange rotating lights came on in the room
and the loud speaker broke with the good news. “Ladies an gentlemen
if you would please take you launch positions, we are about ready
to get underway in two minutes.” Her heart skipped a beat. This was
it. She laid down on the bed and strapped in. Her heart was
pounding. The speakers cracked again. “Ladies and Gentlemen. We are
about to lift of in thirty seconds.” Sarah lifted her head up and
looked out the window one last time at the planet she had known her
whole life. She then smirked. Good riddance, she thought. Greener
pastures here I come. The roar of the thrusters was loud even a
hundred and forty stories up. She was shaking as she saw the window
view fill up with steam plumes from the massive pools of water
under the launch pad designed to keep it from melting during a
takeoff or landing. She was pressed back into her bed like she had
just tripled in weight. The sensation was familiar to her though,
this was like one of her favorite carnival rides as a kid. A large
spinning cylinder that pressed the riders against the outside wall.
She loved this. The steam cleared in the window and Sarah saw the
sky turn blue again. She was having one of the most exciting
moments of her life and it was lasting forever. She knew it would.
It was fifteen minutes just to to get to where they would reduce
thrust to about one and a half times gravity. People will be still
cautioned against moving at that point, but will be more
comfortable as the ship continues to get as far away from the
planetary gravity well as the need to in order to be able to safely
jump into quick space. As she lay there watching the sky darken
faster and faster, Sarah tried to soak up every passing second. The
sky went black almost with a flash, she thought. Then there was
nothing but black sky. And then a moment later she saw them. Stars.
Only a very few at first, but as they got away from the glow of
Sporax Five, the stars started to shine. There were so many of
them. By the time the captain reduced them to 1.5gs of thrust, the
window was more littered with stars than Sarah had ever seen even
on the clearest winter night. And none of them twinkled. They were
more crisp and clear than she ever imagined they would be. She knew
the twinkle was the result of atmospheric distortion, but she never
knew what a clear sky actually looked like until now. She had three
more hours until they jumped to quick space and then the stars
would be gone. And they would not be replaced by new ones until
they reached Tau Epsilon's star system in three and a half days.
The ship was making subtle adjustments she noticed. They have to be
pointed just right to a matter of fractions of degrees. The jump
drive took eighty eight hours to charge. So that meant they jumped
once now, Spent eighty eight hours in quick space going at a
specific speed in a specific direction. Then a jump back into
normal space inside the tau Epsilon star system for eighty eight
hours of course correction and then back into quick space for
eighty eight more hours on the new heading at the correct speed
until they finally jumped out in Tau Epsilon's immediate vicinity
eleven days from now. They would still have about ten hours of
deceleration and landing. Then her new life would be upon her.

 


When the ship had finally reduced to 1g
acceleration and the orange lights went off, Sarah knew they were
about to jump and watched out the window carefully. The carpet of
stars bright in the background. The in an instant, they were gone.
Sarah was disappointed again. She expected something a little more
flashy. She frowned and then stared at the empty blackness out the
window. There was nothing. It looked two dimensional. Like someone
had just painted the window black. She decided this was boring
already, got her chit book out of her luggage and went out the door
to find some company.

 


The hall had started to fill with people
coming out of their rooms. The first person Sarah encountered was
am older woman coming out from across the hall. She said hello and
the woman smiled and returned the greeting, but seemed more
interested in going to the dining hall. Sarah figured they had been
in their rooms longer than she had and probably very hungry so she
made her way to the dining hall just following the crowd of people.
There was a line about a hundred people long when she got to the
start and took her place behind a guy about her age.

 


“Hi.” She said, “My name's Sarah”

 


The guy turned and, when he saw her, he
straightened up and smiled. “Strovin.” He said and shook her hand.
“Most people call me Stro.” He added as if he was hinting that he
would like to include Sarah in “most people”

 


“Pleased to meet you, Stro.” She said looking
at the line. “Is the line always this long at meal times?” She
asked.

 


He looked at the line then back at Sarah.
“Oh, you must be one of the people that just got on.” He said and
then realized he didn't answer her question. “Um, yeah they are
pretty long when they first open up after a long lock down, but
they move pretty quick. We'll be thru this in five minutes.”

 


“How many long lock downs are there?” She
asked.

 


“Um, lessee, there is whenever we land and
pick up new passengers, the last three hours loading are lock down
for security, any time a maneuver in space will cause us to lose
too much gravity like turning around for breaking and then any time
there is a security problem that the captain wants people in their
cabins for.” He took a breath. “Should only be at the breaking
before we jump back and course correct, then again when we break to
enter Tau Epsilon's upper atmosphere.”

 


Sarah smiled. She was very curious about
space travel. “How long have you been on board?” She asked him.

 


“Since the second leg at Baeniss.” He said.
“A whole month for me now.”

 


Sarah grinned at that. “A month of standing
in long lines for food, sleeping in small rooms and starring out at
the black. What do you do for fun around here?”

 


Stro smiled. “Well there are places on the
ship where a few dozen people can gather and hang out as long as
they are quiet. The social decks from one fifty on down to level
thirty are open to economy class passengers. Above one fifty is the
people willing to pay more than us for their trip. Bet they have
shorter lines or no lines at all.”

 


Sarah noticed the line was moving pretty
fast. She saw that it was a cafeteria style set up. They moved up
in line, grabbed trays and picked out the dishes we wanted to eat.
The selection was surprisingly good by Sara's standards. She was
twenty years old, she ate ninety percent junk food, but this stuff
was all real food. She wanted to try it all, but settled for
picking out four dishes that looked good and were different from
what Stro had. She was pretty sure at this point that she was
sitting at his table and that meant she could try his dishes if she
smiled sweetly and made him think he had a shot with her. Then she
looked over at him while he was explaining what some of the dishes
were that Sarah found unfamiliar. She
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