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CHAPTER ONE
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The Escape

The night air had an odor that Tilmath wouldn’t even call foul, it was something far beyond that, and the sky was a dirty orange, almost brown. She’d never noticed that in the compound before. Obviously the shield kept out most of the bad smelling air, and she’d rarely seen the sky. Most of the thirteen years since her birth, she’d been locked inside of the interior buildings of the compound, only being outside for occasional gardening assignments, or walking between buildings at night, and then the powerful lights of the compound had kept her from seeing anything of the sky.

She’d read about stars, and she wanted to see them so badly, but the choking air was obviously going to keep her from doing that. The adults had always said that Ventho Minor was a horrible planet, but she’d always thought they were talking about their slave masters, but now that she was away from those horrible masters, it was clear the adults were talking about much more than just the slavers.

The clothes she’d stolen from the backroom of a shop were a little too big for her, but they were definitely more comfortable than her slave uniform. The pants were a light brown, and the baggy blouse was white, but she really liked the dark brown jacket that she’d also grabbed. Of everything, it seemed to fit the best. She’d obviously never dressed for fashion before, having been a slave her whole life, but she thought she’d put together a decent ensemble, especially considering it was all stolen.

A smile crossed her face as she realized she was actually free, but then Tilmath stepped out of the way of a man that was obviously drunk, or high, or something. He almost stumbled into her, a grimy hand reaching out to grab her. With a startled gasp, she quickly stepped away, cringing at the feeling of his mind. Some of the slavers had had the same emotions towards her. She was just glad that none of them had acted on those feelings, and she wasn’t about to let this guy do anything to her, even though he obviously wanted to.

She dodged out of the way, and the man fell to the ground, smacking his face against the plasticrete with a loud thud. He didn’t move after that. She could sense from him that he was still alive, but obviously he was no longer a threat. As if to reiterate that point to her, the man let out a sudden snorting snore.

She kept walking. She had to. There was no way she could let the slavers find her, and she had no idea who, in this mass of creatures, she could trust...probably none of them.

A prickle at the back of her brain told her that someone was watching her. She’d felt lust in other’s minds before, but this was a different kind of lust. She turned a corner on the street and allowed her gaze to fall in the direction the feeling had come from, and she saw a cloaked figure that might have been human facing her. An emblem on his cloak told her all she needed to know about him. He was a harvester for Clan Enthal, not the slavers that had held her, but a different clan that would be more than happy to have her “working” for them, and that feeling she was getting from him was obviously the idea that he could sell her for a lot of money...a very different kind of lust.

Once around the corner, she started to run, ducking into the third doorway on the right that she came to, a tavern, not exactly what she was hoping for, but at least there were a lot of sentients there, just hopefully none from Clan Trest. She wasn’t going back. She’d die before she’d live as a slave again.

She let all of her senses take in the place, as she heard the hunter run past the doorway. The smell was one of alcohol, smoke, and sweat, and of course the disgusting smell that was Ventho Minor. She could see that there were at least thirty in the bar, most of them were human, but there were some non-humans as well. Some of them turned to face her, but none of them really seemed interested. As far as the emotions she could sense, they ran the gamut, and they were quite overwhelming. For just a moment, she regretted being an Espari, but she couldn’t help who she was. She tightened down on the emotions of the others so that they wouldn’t overwhelm her. She only needed a taste of each of them. Hopefully that would be enough to keep her safe.

She walked to a corner table that was hidden in shadow. Sitting down, she let her senses open a bit more, but there was so much emotion, she had to try to limit what she was taking in again. She was used to feeling a lot of emotion. Her fellow slaves were very emotional, but their feelings were usually limited to just a couple of emotions. This place was filled with so many different emotions, she couldn’t sort all of them out. Hell, she wasn’t even sure she could identify all of them. Sadness, happiness, grief, drunken elation, and other emotions that she didn’t want any part of. She was just a kid, and she knew if she hadn’t been born a slave, she’d be better trained to use her senses, but Espar was a long way from Ventho Minor. At least she assumed it was. Truth be told, she really didn’t know where Espar was. She didn’t even know where Ventho Minor was. She realized that she didn’t know anything about anything, and she was really hoping to get off the planet somehow? She didn’t know if she should laugh or cry.

“You in some kind of trouble, kid?” a voice said, jerking her from her thoughts. She’d been so caught up, she hadn’t even felt the approach of the stranger.

She studied the man from her shadowed corner. He was a tall and muscular human with dark skin and what she assumed was a handsome face, although she didn’t really know what handsome was. No matter what his looks, his accent placed him as a Ventho Minor native, and she assumed that had to make him a threat.

“No, sir,” she answered, letting her defenses down so she might be able to read him better. “I was just looking for my parents.”

“Parents, eh?” She didn’t need to be able to sense emotions to be able to tell that the man didn’t believe her. “Do you always hide in the dark when you’re looking for someone?”

She sat in silence for a few seconds, trying to figure out what to say. Finally, she went with the only thing she could come up with. “My parents have always told me to stay away from others, so that’s what I’m doing.”

“Except you’re talking to me?” he said with a smile.

“I didn’t want to be rude, sir,” she answered, looking towards the door. She knew she couldn’t make it without him grabbing her. She looked over his wardrobe quickly. He wasn’t wearing any clan crests, so he must be a commoner. That still didn’t make him safe, however. She assumed most commoners would be happy to sell her for a few extra credits. She knew that slaves were the main resource that Ventho Minor had to offer to the rest of the galaxy.

“Do you mind if I join you?” he asked. “I can help you wait for your parents.”

His emotions were hard to read. She sensed some kind of deception, but she didn’t sense much else. He at least didn’t seem to want that. Too many boys and men wanted that, and she really didn’t even know what that was.

“I don’t think that would be appropriate, sir.” She let more of her blocks down to try to get as good of a read of the man as she could. She knew her talent wasn’t actual mind reading. The people of Espar had evolved the ability to sense emotions, and sometimes intentions, but sensing wasn’t the same thing as reading, and they could be wrong, and since she hadn’t had any real training, she found that she was wrong more often than she’d like to admit.

His emotions were slippery, but she could sense some kind of hopefulness, and she quickly realized that the feeling was similar to what she felt from the other slaves when they were expecting the end of their work shifts, an anticipation of waiting for something.

“I think I’d better be going,” she said, and she suddenly sensed anger from the man.

The man shook his head. “If this is where your parents expect to find you, then I think you’d better wait here.”

She stared at the man for a few seconds, and then said, “I never said anything about them expecting to find me here.” Her voice was starting to rise some, and she sensed a sudden nervousness from him. She tried to avoid smiling. She suddenly said, very loudly, “I said, leave me alone, sir.”

She knew drawing attention to herself was dangerous. If there was anyone from Clan Trest here, or anyone that knew someone from the Clan, she might have just enslaved herself again, but she was pretty sure that this man intended to sell her to one of the Clans, and no matter how bad Clan Trest was, they at least were better than most of the others, from what she’d heard.

The man looked around nervously and then backed away as a few men, larger than him, stood up.

“Sorry,” the man said. “I thought you were someone else. My fault. I’ll just leave you alone. Again, my apologies.”

He headed towards the bar, but she could still feel his emotions focused on her. Without thinking about it, she walked quickly towards the door, trying to look determined without looking like she was fleeing.

Once outside, she saw a cruiser slowly dropping through the atmosphere. It seemed to be headed towards a spot that couldn’t be more than a few kilometers from where she was.

“The spaceport,” she suddenly said with awe in her voice.
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Getting into the spaceport wasn’t as much of a problem as she thought it was going to be. She’d expected all kinds of security, but she’d seen more security personnel on the streets than she saw at the port. Obviously the officials weren’t really expecting slaves to escape, and she understood that. In all the time she could remember, there had only been three escapes, and the heads of Clan Trest said that all three had been killed. Sensing their emotions, she thought that that had been true of one of the escapers, but not the other two, but she’d been very young, so her senses weren’t as sharp as she might have liked. Even now, she knew they weren’t sharp enough for her to count on them all the time.

Her own escape made her think that more slaves should be able to escape, but not everyone was gifted with her sixth sense, but then some of the non-humans had gifts that she didn’t, but still, very few chose to escape, or to even try.

The guards were just changing shifts when she snuck out of her bungalow, which had housed her and five other girls around her age. The two guards that stood outside the door, because Clan Trest believed they could keep their slaves happy enough that locks weren’t necessary, had been in the middle of a rather heated debate with one another, and she waited until their anger reached a peak, and then she slipped out of the door. After just a couple of steps, she could tell that they were still arguing, so she knew they hadn’t sensed her. For a moment, she felt sorry for the guards, because she knew they would be punished harshly for letting her escape, but she let the feeling quickly fade. They were slavers, after all, and she couldn’t let pity deter her from her escape.

Letting her mind explore the minds of the other guards as she tried to make her way across the brightly lit courtyard was difficult. She could sense those that were close, but she had no idea if anyone on the walls might see her, but she had to keep going. She knew this was the weakest part of her plan, but she couldn’t stay a slave any longer. It was escape or die.

A snarl from a few meters away made her think that it was going to be death. Freezing under the bright light, she took several deep breaths and then looked cautiously towards where the snarl had come from. At first, she couldn’t see anything, but she finally saw a Kreng crossing the courtyard. He, or maybe it was she, was a massive eight foot tall alien with large feathers. She couldn’t sense the emotions of the Kreng, but she knew this one was a slave that must have been on a late night chore for their masters. The Kreng didn’t seem to notice her, so she kept going towards the wall.

Her friend, Anilia, had been able to hack into the Clan Trest files, and found out that there was a drainage tunnel that ran under the wall here, and since the water had to get away from the compound, the shield didn’t go down that far, so she wouldn’t have to worry about bypassing that. All Tilmath would have to do is dig two feet down, and she’d be in the tunnel. She pulled out the small shovel that she’d liberated during her gardening duties earlier in the day, and she began to dig. The Trest didn’t allow the slaves to use electronic tools because they thought they might be able to turn them against their masters somehow. They never thought about what a desperate slave might do with just an ordinary tool, and Tilmath had found herself to be beyond desperate.

As the ground broke through to the tunnel, Tilmath breathed a deep sigh of relief, thankful that the Trest were so arrogant in their superiority over their slaves that they didn’t take all of the precautions they should. She knew her plan shouldn’t have worked, and probably wouldn’t have worked in some of the other Clan’s enclosures, but the Trest were known for having one of the lowest escape rates among the Clans, and they attributed that to the fact that they were known for being one of the “kindest” of the slaver Clans.

Tilmath laughed at that last thought. Slavers were slavers no matter how “kind” they might be. And she also figured the whole kindness thing was just some kind of propaganda that Clan Trest put out. She didn’t know if it was just with the slaves, or if they spread these kinds of lies out among the general population. But, for the moment, none of that matter, she’d escaped, and that was all that was important.

Of course, her plan hadn’t actually worked yet. She still had to get off the planet in order for it to be truly successful.

Now, here she was at the spaceport. What was she supposed to do next?
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Pirate

The spaceport wasn’t quite what she’d expected. First of all, there weren’t any guards. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. There were guards, but they were just wandering among the other people and non-humans. Nobody stopped her from trying to get into the spaceport, which she had seen as her first hurdle. Disguised in her stolen clothes made it easier she was sure, but nobody was really even looking at her, which seemed strange, but since this was the first time she’d ever been at the spaceport, or anywhere else, she didn’t know if it really was strange or not. Maybe this is just how non-slaves act, she thought, desperately trying to slow her heart because she was sure someone would be able to hear it.

The second thing she noticed was that although it was crowded, it wasn’t as crowded as she’d expected. From stories she’d heard, she’d assumed that all spaceports were bustling with people and non-humans, and while there were a lot of sentients, she wouldn’t exactly call it bustling.

The third thing she noticed was the non-humans. Some of the other slaves had been non-human, so she knew of some species, and she’d heard talk of others, but she was seeing non-humans that she never could have imagined. There were feathered aliens, scaled aliens, tall aliens, short aliens, and aliens of all kinds of colors. She was fascinated by the variety, but aliens were harder for her to read than humans were, so she had to be careful with them. Still, she wished that she could learn more about them.

Her father used to joke that he needed to get out more whenever he learned something he didn’t expect, which she always thought was funny since they were slaves. She laughed to herself as she thought that she too needed to get out more.

The laugh quickly passed as she thought about the fact that he’d been beaten to death six months earlier for collapsing while laboring in the gardens. Again, Clan Trest claimed to be kind slavers, but they were still slavers.

Now, where to start, she thought. She knew she had to get off of the planet, but she didn’t have any money, and she knew that many of the sentients around her would turn her in for a finder’s fee, even if they didn’t know that she was actually a slave. No, she suddenly thought. She used to be a slave, but she wasn’t anymore.

So again, where to start?

She casually walked along the gates, still trying to gaze up to see the stars, but the spaceport was flooded with lights, so that wasn’t possible. She could see some of the ships back behind the gates. There were massive cargo carriers, small personal transports, and ships of more shapes and sizes than she thought possible. Not knowing anything about ships, she didn’t know which type would be the best to try to escape on, but then she realized that it really didn’t matter. She just needed to escape.

Many of the gates had holos in front of them with the name of whatever planet the ship was going to, or coming from, but she didn’t know the names of other planets. Sure, she’d heard a few names, but that’s all they were to her, names. To make things worse, none of the holos she saw were of names that she even recognized. So again she was stuck with the question, where to start?

“You lost, little lady?” a voice said from behind her. She turned and saw a man, a very tall man. She was guessing that he had to be at least seven feet tall, and he was wearing a uniform of some kind, but again she didn’t have any experience with, well, with anything, so she had no idea what his uniform might mean.

“No, sir,” she answered. “Just waiting for my parents.”

“They left you alone?” And his face twisted up in a strange expression that she had never seen before. She sensed concern and confusion from him. She’d sensed those before in others, but they hadn’t made a face like that, she thought.

“They left you alone?” he asked again.

“Just for a minute,” she said, casually trying to look for an opportunity to get away from the man. “They’ll be right back. Thanks for checking on me.”

He just nodded, but he didn’t seem convinced.

She decided to try to distract him, hoping she wouldn’t be making a fatal mistake. “I’ve never seen a uniform like yours before, sir.”

He straightened up with pride and smiled. “New Eridanian Space Force,” he said. “Lt. Eckerson at your service.”

“Wow!” she answered, hoping that she was actually showing awe because in reality, she had no idea what the New Eridanian Space Force was, and why it should evoke such confidence. “I’ve never met someone like you before.”

The man smiled at her, and she could feel the pride. It wasn’t an arrogant pride, and she thought it was kind of endearing, but what good would it do her?

“Do you...do you carry a gun, sir?” she asked, trying to keep the appropriate level of awe in her voice. His emotions quickly showed her that she was playing things perfectly.

“Of course,” he said, moving his jacket back so she could see the gun in its holster. Personally, she hated guns, but she’d been told that many men loved their guns, and were very proud of them for some strange reason, so she looked at the gun with the awe that she thought would be appropriate.

With a chuckle, the man said, “Well, if your parents will be right back, I guess I’ll leave you be. Pleasant travels, little lady.”

“Thank you, Lieutenant,” she said, still trying to show the proper level of awe towards him.

He walked away and she breathed a sigh of relief. This was going to be even harder than she’d expected, and she was pretty much expecting it to be impossible.

She let her mind stretch out into the crowd as much as she dared. There were more emotions than she’d ever felt before, and she didn’t want to be overwhelmed. Plus the non-human minds were very odd to her, and she found that she couldn’t sense emotions very well from some of them, although a few were almost as easy to pick up on as a human’s mind.

She stopped in mid-thought. She felt immense confidence, almost arrogance coming from her left. It was like nothing she’d ever felt before. Not even the slave masters were as confident as this man seemed to be, but was it a man? Something felt slightly different.

She quickly made up her mind and started walking in the direction of the man. As the crowd cleared, she didn’t see a man. Instead she saw a Venzi. He was tall, almost seven feet like Lt. Eckerson, and he was vaguely humanoid, but he had four muscular arms.

The feeling of wanting to approach him was strong, but he wasn’t human, and she knew that it was entirely possible that she was misreading his emotions. It had happened a few times before. In fact, it had even happened with a Venzi slave she had known, a man whose name she couldn’t remember now.

A sudden laugh brought her out of her reverie.

“That’s a good one,” the Venzi was saying, “But I’m still not paying ten thousand credits, no matter how funny you might be.”

He was talking to a human, a rather short man, especially next to the towering Venzi. The human was wearing a uniform that Tilmath now recognized as the spaceport staff. She couldn’t tell if the Venzi was wearing any kind of uniform. His clothes were like nothing she’d seen before, dark brown pants, a burgundy jacket, and a large hat with a feather of some kind. Even though the clothes were dark in color, they were flamboyant in every other way.

“It’s a deal on any planet,” the human was saying, “But it’s a really good deal on Ventho Minor.”

The Venzi laughed again. “I don’t think there’s such a thing as a good deal on Ventho Minor.”

“What about our slaves?”

The Venzi tsk tsked and shook his finger at the human. “You know I love profit, but I don’t deal in slavery.”

Tilmath could feel the disgust from the Venzi, and she decided she liked him even more, and the fact that his words seemed to be corresponding with the emotions she was sensing from him, made her hope even more that she was reading him right.

“To each his own,” the human said, as he walked away.

“Disgusting man,” the Venzi mumbled under his breath before he turned and almost ran into Tilmath.

“Well, hello...young...creature,” he said, taking a step back. She could feel the same disgust coming from him, and she feared it wasn’t still about the slavery.

“Hello, sir,” Tilmath said. “Are you a freighter captain?”

“Um, yes,” he said, trying to walk around her. “But I really must get back to my ship. Nice talking to you.” He reached out a hand like he was going to pat her on the head, and then pulled it back quickly.

“Can I get a tour of your ship?” she asked.

He looked alarmed. “Um, no, little creature. That wouldn’t do. I have a lot of work to do.”

She thought as quickly as she could. It was obvious that he didn’t like kids, but she had to do something to get into his good graces. There was just something about him.

“I’m doing a research project for my class, and it would really help.”

The Venzi frowned. “Like I said, I’m too busy. Now, run along.”

“But, sir,” she said. “I could really use your help.”

He was backing away quicker than she thought anyone should be able to. “No, can’t help. Sorry.”

He ran into another human. This one was much shorter than him, but what he lacked in height, he made up for in muscle, and ugliness.

“Hey, what the hell?” the ugly man said.

“Sorry,” the Venzi said. “I wasn’t paying attention. Won’t happen again.”

“Damn right it won’t,” the man said. “I don’t like you alien types. I think I’ll teach you a lesson.”

The Venzi was looking everywhere, and she could sense his panic, but she could also sense panic in the ugly man. Why would he be worried, she thought, and then she realized that the man might not really want to fight, and he was actually scared of the Venzi. She stepped up next to the freighter captain. “Don’t be afraid of him, Captain,” she said.

“Who me? Afraid,” the Venzi said. “No, never.”

She looked calmly at the Captain and said, “He’s more afraid of you than you are of him.”

“I don’t see fear,” the Venzi said.

Tilmath turned her eyes towards the human and stared at him. “Trust me, I can tell,” she said.

She felt the Venzi staring at her, and she turned to face him, a look of confidence on her face, and a slight smile appeared on his face as he turned towards the short man.

“I am carrying a pistol,” he told the man with sudden seriousness. He pulled his long coat aside to show the man his gun, and the man’s eyes widened.

“Sorry,” the man suddenly said, backing away quickly and almost tripping over his own feet. “Big misunderstanding.” As soon as he
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