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	Prologue 1.


	In a rapidly expanding Empire, where longevity was the norm through gene manipulation, backed up by cloned body and organ transplants, it was a place where nobody went hungry.


	There was no actual Emperor, only a society of wealthy, privileged families who governed this vast empire through The Laws of Privilege.


	This meant - amongst other things - that everyone had the right to new organs and body parts, but some “rights” were different to others.


	The highly-privileged and all empire employees received transplants on demand, the lesser-privileged after a certain age, depending on the privilege level - others had to pay, sometimes with their lives, literally speaking.


	A vast army of Imperial Enforcers upheld the law and


	enforced it remorselessly, with honesty and diligence. They meted out justice with total indifference, while following dutifully the letter of the law.


	One of these laws was that every single human being wore a personal digital computer, similar to a normal wristwatch, on the wrist, an indestructible uncomplicated device containing all necessary details of its carrier, worn from the age of seven, until death.


	 


	The Empire contained approximately eight hundred and ninety billion souls with the number increasing by the second.


	 


	This is a tale of a few of them.


	 


	***




	 


	 


	Prelude.


	              The wind caressed her body as she sat by a slowly moving river. Toni Klimsch watched as her husband played with their grandchildren in the shallows. She gazed about her and waved to the youngest of her married daughters walking with her children.


	              She recalled the time when she was single and working as an enforcer with the man who would later father all of her children, including the one kicking gently inside her.


	              So many years, in which she had seen death caused by greed, corruption and deceit. Years in which she and her husband, her partner, had managed to survive service with the navy before joining the Imperial Enforcers, with promotion following promotion, experiencing events that even now seemed impossible, yet…


	              So long ago, and she thought of how it had begun and of the people, relatives, friends and enemies.


	 




 


	 


	Chapter One.


	 


	Terra Firma. AD 2192.


	 


	The Astrogator.


	 


	Resplendent in his black uniform, bearing the insignia of a First Lieutenant Astrogator of the Imperial Navy, a young man waved goodbye to his parents as they stood at the door of their country home, before he entered the waiting navy vehicle, hovering on its retro’s’ by the roadside.


	The door closed behind him and a man wearing a nondescript uniform faced him after he climbed the steps, and asked him, “Good morning, sir, your name please?”


	He stood to attention and said, “Good morning, sir, Bentley, Josiah Moses.”


	The other ran his eyes down his digital notebook, and then he stepped to one side and said, “Stow your gear and be seated, sir.”


	Josiah placed his backpack with the other passenger’s


	luggage, took a vacant seat by the window, and relaxed. From


	now on, he would be receiving orders instead of giving them. No more important decision making for him, and any orders he would be giving would be the ones passed on to him.


	He thought back to his work at his parent’s laboratory, of his cousin who was still bitterly determined to solve the problem of how to combine a healthy kidney, or any other organ or body part, with the body of a recipient whose DNA structure was totally alien to the donor’s. 


	The answer being by altering the organ’s DNA structure, a theory that he believed would remain a theory.


	Convinced it had been the right thing to do, he had put his shares on the open market. 


	Well, it was too late now, in approximately three days he would be on his first journey into outer space, something he had put off for long enough.


	Josiah Moses Bentley, was now a servant of the Empire, albeit, a rich one. He laughed quietly to himself, thinking of his now vacant place on one of the boards of the Imperial Families that governed the known galaxy.


	 


	The visitor. AD 2789.


	Having had years of practice, wandering through the valleys of the southern Welsh mountains, she picked her way down the rocky slope more by instinct than by feeling in order to join her flock that grazed below her on the sparse grass. She stopped, sensing something and peered into the distance. She called out and her contemporaries looked up to her and followed her gaze.


	A youth, aroused by his ward’s curiosity, took out his digital binoculars and raised them to his eyes. His noc’s focused automatically on an approaching red and yellow object that followed the contours of the valley. After a short time he heard the raucous reverberation of atomic-powered engines.


	He looked on with mild curiosity as the object flew past in the distance, its departure, like its emergence, observed in silence by the herbivores. It left as quickly as it came, and the distant racket abated abruptly, bringing tranquillity once more to the idyllic scenery, then he turned to watch the prodigal sheep as she continued on her way towards him.


	*


	The red and yellow cruiser roared in defiance at the gravitational pull of the earth. Racing between ancient rocky structures, its exhausts blasting out several two-meter long tongues of blue flame, it tore down the green valleys; skimming over river torrents.


	On a distant man-made plateau, the multiple antennae of a huge pyramid-shaped building of 300 levels, supported on one massive pillar of plasti-steel, caressed the passing clouds. Gaining height, the forty-meter long cruiser soared high above the building then descended noisily on its downward spiral. 


	Its braking jets raised a cloud of dust, mixed with exhaust fumes as it settled down onto the 400-metre square landing zone, set in the middle of the apartment block’s roof, and joined a dozen other craft.


	The cruiser’s door slid open with a hiss and a gold-painted synthetic cowboy boot placed itself on the roof, followed by a second one. The door slid shut and the boots walked off, supporting a pair of white trouser legs, surrounded by a flowing white robe, along the designated pathway leading to the roof entrance.


	Fingers manipulated the personal computer strapped to the left wrist of the figure as it approached the lift foyer situated on the roof. 


	The lift opened its doors to the sound of a loud beep and the man with waist-long blond hair entered and the door closed behind him.


	On reaching the desired floor, the man left the lift, walked along a wide corridor, and approached an ornate door. A long-fingered hand reached for and pressed the chimer button.


	From within, sounded the tones of a dozen Chinese gongs. A mini-camera situated in a recess above the door observed the whole scene, its red eye unblinking. The apartment door opened slightly and an eye peered through the gap. After a slight pause the door opened wider and revealed a man of similar height, behind him stood a huge Neanderthal in pastel green overalls. 


	The man stared open-mouthed at the newcomer, his pale-blue eyes set in aquiline features blinked forcibly, and he managed to speak in a hoarse whisper, “Who the hell are you and where in space’s name have you come from?”


	The visitor chuckled and then said, “You know who I am; the rest is a long story.” 


	The man in the apartment stared at his visitor, then the newcomer put one foot forward. “Well, aren’t you going to invite me in?”


	The man moved away from the entrance. “I don’t seem to have much choice.”


	The visitor stepped over the threshold and confronted by the giant he stopped, looked up, and said, “May I?”


	In answer to his request, the Neanderthal’s eyes rolled up. He toppled slowly backwards and landed on the corridor floor with crash that shook the apartment walls.


	The man turned to his visitor. “Now look what you’ve done.”


	 




	 


	 


	 


	
Chapter Two. 



	 


	Dakota. AD 4007.


	The air vibrated, filled with the sound of thunder and animals bellowing in panic. Clouds of dust billowed in the morning air as thousands of hooves pounded the earth. 


	On the planet Dakota, Heron White Cloud of the Sioux nation, sat astride her Palomino mustang, she was naked except for the empty quiver, slung over her shoulder. 


	Urging her steed on with the aid of her voice, she pursued an indigenous Bison-like creature as it pounded the earth across the alien prairie on the outer, leading edge of a massive herd while her long black hair, caught up at the back like a horse’s tail, streamed out behind her. She saw her brother, Running Cougar, as sparsely clad as she, on his mustang, several horse-lengths to the rear. 


	She grinned at him before taking the reins between her teeth, and turning to her prey, she notched her last arrow and spanned her recurve bow.  


	She aimed at the beast alongside her and loosed her arrow. It penetrated the beast’s hide, pierced both its lungs and blood clouds sprayed from the animal’s nostrils. She breathed in through her nose and the scent filled her senses. 


	The dying beast faltered in its mad stampede and stumbled to one side and collided with the Indian pony, taking the woman by surprise. She cast her bow aside as her steed fell, vaulted free of the stricken animal, landed on her hands, somersaulted and sprang to her feet. 


	Shaking her head and throwing back her hair, she spun round searching for her brother and froze as another Bison, its eyes wild with fear, charged into her. 


	 


	Ran. AD 4995.


	Floating on warm air, gentle currents caressed her naked skin and pleasant odours assailed her nostrils as she lay there. 


	On hearing voices and footsteps she rose in a daze and gentle hands helped to her feet. She walked unsteadily, aided at first, across a smooth stone floor. 


	She could not remember how she came to be where she was or where she came from. She could not even remember her name. 


	After running her hand over her shaven skull, she discovered a thick length of hair at the back of her head and pulled it round to her. It was quite long, black and plaited like a pigtail and braided with golden threads. 


	Two young women, identical twins, accompanied her, one on either side. They led her from the room and she walked with them along a dimly lit corridor on a cool marble floor. 


	The only light source emitted through small apertures in the white marble walls. 


	Their hair, or what was left of it, as red as the setting sun, was fashioned like her own. 


	She peered intently at their bodies, and apart from a huge sapphire embedded in their navel and a long diaphanous veil, secured across their faces by a thin gold chain, they were both naked. The veil was long, but did not quite reach their pear-shaped breasts that bobbed and quivered with each step.   


	She looked down at her own naked body; her only adornment was a thin gold chain hanging loosely about her waist, above her shaven abdomen.           


	They smiled as she looked at each one in turn. “Where am I?” was all she could utter. 


	Twin number one grinned at her. “You are on the planet Ran and you are about to meet the Emperor, your saviour.” 


	They reached the end of the corridor and stood before two ornate doors. 


	Twin number two pushed them open, and the three of them entered. 


	The guard, a huge Negro, his naked, well-oiled body glistening in the candlelight, approached them and pointed with an ornately carved rod to the floor and growled, “Kneel.”


	The twins took the woman by the arms, pulling her down as they themselves dropped to their knees, joined by the guard and a distant voice rang out, “Bring her to me.” 


	Stepping back the giant bowed deep, and the twins rose up, pulling their captive to her feet. 


	They marched her down the length of the vast hall along a pathway surrounded on both sides by a large murmuring crowd, men and women, youths and young girls lying, or kneeling on divans, all of them were naked; their limbs decorated with gold and assorted jewellery. 


	Their coiffure and their makeup showed a similarity to the ancient Egyptians. 


	The captive woman now stood before an old man, seated on a golden, bejewelled throne. He wore a purple robe, and his face was a mass of wrinkles and he was completely bald except for a thick length of braided, silver hair, hanging over his left shoulder. 


	He beckoned to her and said quietly, “Come forward.” The twins brought their charge to the man. “Closer,” he said quietly, as he ran his eyes over the newcomer’s body.  He looked to the twins. “Turn her.” 


	The twins turned the anxious woman around, each grasping her wrists in a vice-like grip, twisting them, causing her to lean forward. Then they both held her by the back of the neck forcing her to bend over completely. 


	The old man rose from his throne, disrobed, and descended the four steps, he bent his naked body over the woman, and the twins kicked her feet apart, trapping her feet with one of their own. 


	At first he caressed her intimately then he grabbed her by the hips. 


	She cried out in pain as he forced his way inside her. 


	The crowd cried out and applauded, rejoicing at the cries of the woman as she was deflowered, struggling in the twins grip while they too looked on in pleasure. 


	The man reached his climax and eventually stopped; panting as he withdrew from her trembling body. He looked around at the crowd and smiled and watched the woman as she fell slowly to her knees, moaning softly. 


	One of the twins brought the man his robe. 


	He donned it and walked off towards a door behind the podium. At the doorway, he stopped and looked over his shoulder at the twins. He called out in a solemn tone, “A true virgin, clean her, bathe her, and reward her in the high privilege manner.” 


	They hauled her to her feet and regarded her tear-stained features. One of them smoothed her hand over the woman’s cheek saying, “Now you are one of us, you are to be given high privilege, which means you can have anyone of us, male or female. 


	The Emperor likes you. What is your name?” 


	Heron White Cloud of the Sioux nation stumbled as they led her away. She told them weakly, “I have no name; my name means nothing to me. I wish I were dead.” 


	They smiled on hearing her words, but were not privy to her innermost thoughts. ‘My only wish, right now, is to have a knife to cut out your livers.’


	One of the twins called out, drowning Heron’s thoughts, “My name is Cerce and this is my sister Jezebel. From this day on you will be know as Excelsior.”


	Excelsior glanced from one to the other and nodded. ‘And one day, by the grace of Manitou, I will have my revenge on all three of you.’


	 


	Kidnap. AD 5000.


	Excelsior lay naked on her bed, contemplating ways of arranging the Emperor’s demise. She had no weapon; weapons were not allowed inside the palace. All she had were her hands and her strength, but, she was never alone with him, as at least one of the twins and a bodyguard was always present. 


	She looked around at Cerce’s pale body. ‘Oh, how I would love to strangle the bitch and her sister.’ She contented herself with watching Cerce seated before a full-length mirror combing her hair, hoping it would somehow catch fire.


	They turned as one to the bedroom door as it drifted open. On seeing their visitor, they fell to their knees before the Emperor who was dressed in a red, silk kimono with white Chinese dragon designs. 


	He approached them slowly and laid his gnarled hands on their heads. He spoke in a quiet manner, unhurried, his voice old and yet plain to hear, “Excelsior, my sweet lotus, and Cerce my little lamb, you are to accompany me on a journey, dress yourselves.” 


	He turned to the door and called out softly, “Jezebel, you may enter.” 


	The other twin, also naked, entered with three grey, hooded cloaks and distributed them, after which the three women dressed and waited. 


	The old man looked at the blond woman and smiled. He walked out with the twins on either side of him, and Excelsior followed them obediently.


	They moved silently through the palace along a brightly lit corridor until they stood before a massive steel door. The Emperor took out a remote control from inside his robes, pressed one of the 


	buttons and the door rumbled open. 


	They entered into another well-lit corridor and the door closed behind them with a click. They proceeded onwards towards another, wooden door, secured with a number of heavy bolts. Jezebel drew back the bolts and pulled the heavy door open. They entered the dimly lit room, and Jezebel closed the door behind them.       


	Excelsior looked about her curiously. In the centre of the room stood a white object, an altar decorated with gold symbols. After following the old man, the three women stood behind him at the altar. 


	Excelsior watched his fingers intently as he operated the keyboard set in the altar. He turned around to Jezebel and stepped to one side, his voice echoing around the walls of the circular room bare except for a large flat vidi-screen, “Operate the scanner my dear.” 


	Jezebel ran her fingers over the keyboard and Excelsior looked at the moving configurations on the vidi-screen and the picture as it appeared. 


	The large screen depicted a room with soft lighting. A woman appeared. She was naked and she carried a child at her breast. She walked slowly over to a railed cot, laid the child down, and left the room, after which they heard the sound of running water. 


	After three long minutes, the old man turned to Jezebel; he held up his hand and commanded her. “Initiate.” 


	The redhead pressed enter and same scene on the flat screen appeared before the altar, surrounded by a thin iridescent globe. 


	The old man indicated the scene and spoke to Cerce, “Take the child.” 


	The woman obeyed and entered the globe’s confines and returned with the child, which she promptly gave to Excelsior. 


	He turned to Jezebel. “Cancel.” 


	Jezebel ran her fingers over the keyboard with Excelsior still looking on intently, the globe disappeared and the screen turned black. 


	“Split time,” he said, “repeat the procedure.” 


	Jezebel’s fingers raced over the keys once more and the same scene appeared on the screen and inside the globe. 


	The woman entered with the baby, placed it in the empty cot, and left the room. 


	He looked at Cerce once more and said, “Take the child.” 


	Cerce obeyed and returned with the second infant. 


	He said softly, “Excelsior, quickly now, return the first child to the cot.” 


	Excelsior obeyed and returned to the group. 


	They watched as the woman wrapped in a bathrobe returned. She picked up the child and left the room. 


	“Exit!” He called out and the iridescence globe evaporated and the image on the screen on the wall diminished. The Emperor took the infant from Cerce’s arms, Jezebel unbolted the door, and they left the room in silence.


	 


	Son of the Emperor.


	Excelsior, followed by the twins and the Emperor walked into one of the palace rooms, painted a soft pastel blue, with a golden cot standing in the centre. In the cot lay a child. 


	The Emperor turned to the women who quickly knelt before him. He looked down at his subjects, picked up the child and held it above him. “This is my son, who would have died in a meteor storm along with the woman who was caring for him, his mother died in childbirth in my absence. Care for him, he is to be my heir.” 


	He placed the child back in the cot. “Wash him as you wash me and protect him with your lives as you protect me, nobody else is allowed to touch him, on pain of death.”


	 


	Retribution. AD 5020.


	Excelsior, together with Jezebel and Cerce, was second only to the emperor and she was now a trained physician. 


	She fingered the large white diamond embedded firmly in her navel, apart from a heavy gold chain around her hips it was her only adornment. 


	Her blond hair was fashioned in a short Mohican cut, ending in a dozen, gold and pearl braided plaits that hung down her back. She knelt with her depilated thighs spread wide on a rug by the side of the emperor’s throne, she gazed scornfully around the lavishly decorated hall, at the lesser concubines and servants standing there, but nobody dared meet her challenge. 


	She wondered what the emperor had in store for them all; they had been waiting in complete silence for over an hour. 


	She beckoned with her head to a naked half-caste girl of seventeen, kneeling a few dozen metres to her left, the only person allowed to observe Excelsior. 


	She rose immediately and came to her, her tiny delicate breasts bobbing and quivering as she ran. She fell to her knees before her mistress and waited her head close to her lips. 


	Excelsior said, “Aluminae, massage my shoulders.” 


	The girl rose, head bowed and knelt behind Excelsior and kneaded the stiffened muscles. 


	After several minutes the stillness in the huge chamber broke as the huge doors opened. Two well-muscled men dressed in short kilts, cut in the Egyptian style entered leading a shaven-headed youth of around seventeen towards the Emperor followed by the twins who were naked and extensively bejewelled. 


	All those seated or lying, sprang to their feet and fell to their knees, their heads bowed. 


	The youth, bearing a remarkable resemblance to the emperor, clothed in a white robe with a purple border, neared the podium. The Emperor raised his hand. “He shall approach, alone.” 


	The two guards and the twins stopped and knelt down. 


	The young man walked on and halted before the emperor seated on his golden throne. 


	The old man wore his usual purple robe, together with a golden kilt around his lower body. He spoke as he looked down at him, “You are my only son and heir, and you have been raised by my concubines, you have now come of age, and soon you must take my place. But first to my burial place, please follow.” 


	Excelsior sprang to her feet, along with Aluminae who she dismissed with a wave of her hand, startling the young man. She took the emperor’s arm as he rose up, supporting him. 


	The young man followed them out of the room through the door located behind the throne, with the guards and the twins keeping a respectful distance.


	They walked along a brightly-lit corridor until they arrived at the steel door; the old man took out his remote control from inside his robes and pressed down on one of the buttons. The door opened and he entered with his son, Cerce, and Excelsior. 


	The two guards and the other twin, Jezebel, took up their station outside in the corridor. 


	The door closed with its usual click behind them and they walked on towards the next door, Cerce opened the door and the quartet entered. With the door closed securely behind them, they approached the white ornamental altar. 


	The emperor turned to his companions and operated the keyboard. He looked at Excelsior and Cerce, operated the keyboard, and the usual globe appeared. 


	Excelsior took his arm once more and they walked, followed by the youth and Cerce towards the sphere. She experienced the usual tingling sensation as they moved into the iridescent orb, the area expanding immediately and they walked on to another door. 


	After using the remote, the emperor opened the door and they walked out into a high-ceilinged golden shrine with a dozen armed guards dressed in golden armour, in the style of the Egyptians, lining each wall. At the end of the room on a raised platform, was an ornately carved, white marble, sarcophagus embossed with gold. The old man pointed to it. “This will be my final resting place, one billion years into the past, on the planet Hades, it is the most dangerous and uninhabitable planet in my universe.” 


	He turned to the women. “You have helped raise him from baby to man, and you will serve him as you have served me when my time has passed, now let us return.” 


	Excelsior bowed and she held out her arm once more, the old man took it and they returned to the domed room. 


	Standing at the altar, the old man repeated the process, and then they walked towards the door with Excelsior leading. 


	She stopped before the door, turned and punched Cerce in the throat, the redhead dropped like a stone to the floor, croaking, and twitching. She grabbed for the youth, but he slipped out of his gown and ran naked to the door, calling for the guards as he opened it and ran through into the corridor. 


	Excelsior slammed the door shut and bolted it. She turned and knocked the remote out of the old man’s grasp as he looked at her, eyes wide and mouth agape. She turned him round effortlessly, ripping off his robe and kilt; she hooked one muscular arm around his neck and slowly applied pressure. “Now it’s my turn, old man.” 


	The Emperor struggled, his actions growing weaker and he sank into unconsciousness. She let his body slide down hers to the floor. She then sat down behind him and wrapped her thighs around his skinny waist, she waited a while until the old man came to and she whispered, “This is the last time you will find yourself between my thighs, you pathetic bastard.” 


	After circling her arm beneath his chin she leaned back, straining, stretching the old man’s neck. 


	She waited a few seconds, listening to his harsh breathing before slamming the heel of her other hand against his temple, twisting his head to the side, rewarded with the sound of his vertebrae disintegrating.


	She released her hold and his head fell loosely onto his chest. After scrambling to her feet she went to where Cerce lay, staring 


	with lifeless eyes. She looked up to the roof. “Thank you, great Manitou, for allowing me my revenge,” she said aloud. 


	She dashed over to the altar where she ran her fingers over the keyboard, oblivious to the pounding on the door. She smiled as she entered the password and ran her fingers once more over the tabs, after some adjustments, she hesitated, shrugged, then her finger descended onto the enter button. 


	As she walked to the centre of the room a globe appeared, silver and shimmering, casting an eerie glow. Without hesitation she stepped inside and the globe promptly vanished and Excelsior with it.


	 




	



 


	Chapter Three.


	Philipp Danno. AD 2220.


	            It was when she walked out of the shelter of the palm grove with the sun and sea breeze caressing her naked body that Excelsior saw him, wading through the shallows. He was naked too; his muscular thighs carrying him effortlessly through the water, the sun reflecting off his well-formed, sun-tanned body.


	            She assumed she was on a nudist beach on one of Earth’s islands, as a naked, dark-skinned couple raced past, the man chasing after the woman, who giggled loudly as she disappeared into the undergrowth. Her assumption was certified as her gaze wandered down along the seashore where nude young men ran through the shallows, jumping onto their skimming boards, watched by their equally nude female companions.


	            Continuing her way along the sandy beach, she gazed about her. Families, adults and children bathed and played in the azure water. She breathed in the fresh salty air and sighed, and then she heard someone call out behind her. “Hello, you must be new here.”


	            She stopped and faced him. It was the Adonis from the sea. She looked him over as he neared her, his hair was a natural blond, and he was a little taller than she. 


	Her gaze travelled slowly over his youthful body, taking in every detail from his muscular shoulder to his well-formed abdomen. 


	She saw his face close-up and it was then that something happened. She heard his voice once more and her heart missed a beat, “I hope I am not intruding on your privacy.” 


	Her head spun, but she managed to say, “On the contrary, you may approach if you wish.”        


	His gaze ran over her figure and she sensed her own body movements as her stance changed to one of display. As his eyes wandered down, she felt a primeval urge building inside her and her loins burned. His eyes faltered at her adornment and indicating her navel said, “Is that a real diamond, for it lies in the shadow of your beauty?”


	            She covered it at first, then lowered her hand and fingered the thick gold chain around her hips. She looked up and said, “What is this place, what year?”


	            “We are in the early twenty-third century and this is a holiday camp, it’s used mainly by Wheaton Corporate employees, and I’m one-.” He stopped and said abruptly, “What is your name?”


	            Her head swam once more, her knees turned to jelly and she tore her eyes away, then she answered him slowly, “Jean, what’s yours?”


	            Her heart hammered as he held out his hand to her. “Philipp Danno. Are you alone here, as I am.”


	            She took his hand and he gripped hers firmly. She held onto it, chasing away the past as he pulled her to him. She whispered hoarsely, not caring what happened; only wishing it would happen soon, “Yes, I am alone. I’m a little confused after the cryogenic sleep, are we on Earth now?”


	            “Yes, of course we are. Where have you come from, do you have a trade, a profession?”  


	            She gazed into his eyes, and she felt herself drowning. They were not only blue, as tiny, golden flecks flickered around their edges. She managed to whisper, gazing at his full lips, “I’m a doctor of medicine and it’s a long story.”


	            He released his hold on her hand and stepped closer, she edged nearer to him until their bodies almost touched. 


	She breathed in through her nose, she could smell the musky scent of his skin and she felt the animal heat emanating from his body. 


	He placed his arm around her shoulders and they walked on along the sandy beach, close to the trees. 


	She stumbled slightly, several times. She forced herself to relax, unable to take her eyes off his face.


	            He steadied her as she stumbled once again and without thinking, she took his hand and pulled him into the undergrowth.


	            After a few meters she stopped and he embraced her from behind.


	            She turned quickly and knelt down, pulling him down with her. She leaned forward and kissed him on the mouth. He responded and they stayed that way, affixed to one another by their lips alone.


	            They broke off gasping and she fell back. She held out her arms to him and said, “Make love to me, and please be gentle.”


	 


	Departure. AD 2235.


	Jean Danno, her husband Philipp, their two sons William and John and their daughter Annie, stood before the stairway leading to the entrance of a huge glass and metal-framed building.


	They climbed the dozen steps together, holding hands. After they reached the top, they entered through the doorway into a foyer. They stopped and gazed a while, open-mouthed at dozens of artists’ impressions of space travel covering the high walls.


	            They walked over to the reception desk where a young man stood, dressed in the jet-black uniform of the Wheaton Corporate Freight Lines, an exact copy of hers and Philipp’s, except for the insignia. He called out to them as he came out from behind the desk, “Doctors Philipp and Jean Danno and family, I presume?”


	            Philip nodded and he and his family greeted him. The young man indicated the long corridor. “Good morning to you all. Come this way please.”


	            They greeted him in turn and followed him along a marble floor and arrived at another door. They passed through into the sunlight and stopped open-mouthed once more. There before them, some five hundred metres away, lay a lozenge-shaped vessel, some four hundred meters in length, on its rocket sled at the bottom of a kilometre-long starting ramp.


	            William, the youngest at ten years old, pulled at his father’s hand and pointed at the long broad pedway stretching up to the passenger entrance. “Is that our ship, Dad?”


	            The midshipman answered for him, “No, young man, that’s the shuttle, the mother ship is more than a hundred times bigger; she’s up there in orbit awaiting the rest of the passengers.”


	 


	Disaster.


	The colossus moved at a tenth of light-speed across the void after dropping out of hyper-drive its particle disruptor transforming any likely space debris into atoms, keeping the ship’s wards safe inside 


	its metal bowels. 


	Doctor med. Jean Danno left the vast room containing the cryogenic pods where her husband and three children lay in deep sleep, and returned to her place of work in the control cabin.


	She gazed at the huge view screen depicting the space quadrant the gigantic vessel was travelling through at a tenth of light-speed after dropping out of hyper-drive, its particle disruptor transforming any likely space debris into atoms, keeping the ship’s wards safe inside its metal bowels.


	          She studied the charts on the computer screen as she sat in her chair in the control room with four members of the skeleton medical crew from her sector waiting for the next jump. 


	She paused, holding the image before her; the star arrangement didn’t match the one in the log as she made comparisons. “Are we on schedule, Tom,” she said to the assistant navigator.


	              Tom Brand looked at his instruments. “I’m not sure, Jean, the captain may have made some changes. I’ll have to run some checks through the main comp; Franks should know in any case.”


	              She ran her eyes over her section of blinking instruments, all lights were green.


	She thought about her and her family’s future as settlers on a newly-discovered planet, one of many that were Earth’s twin. 


	When her six-month stretch of duty, checking the life support systems of the crew and passengers in cryogenic sleep came to an end in a few days, there would follow for her and her family a three-year cryogenic-sleep, then she, her husband and children and the rest of the passengers and crew would awake shortly before they arrived at their destination, a distant un-named planet near the Rim, called BZ-679.


	            She raised her arms and stretched. 


	She looked forward to waking her husband in order to catch up on some sensual recreation for a few hours before retiring for the long slumber, while he carried out his duties as ship’s doctor. 


	She gazed out at the multitude of stars and wondered if there was life akin to humans out there.


	            Her curiosity was shattered together with the silence as the alarm klaxons sounded, reverberating stridently throughout the entire ship, almost deafening her and her colleagues. 
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