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A (tiny) sampling of claimed territories in 2428 CE.
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ESS AVENTURA — TOPQUEI SYSTEM — FEBRUARY 2428

The pallid milkiness of slipstream bled away like pabulum
being sucked out of a bottle. Aventura was back in slo-space
now — the universe of the living — and Naya was up with a
belly full of butterflies. Bellyflies, she told the wthers.

“Hey Dixon,” she comm’d, “how long ’til we’re down?”

#Morning, Kat. ETA three minutes, give 'r take.#

Stepping out of the owner’s suite, Naya noticed Enya
playing over the speakers. It couldn’t be helped. After three
weeks locked in an 80-meter luxury coffin, the crew was all
out of ‘party’. Crossing the vacuum of space grew eerier every
day, and Enya seemed to match it best.

Naya didn’t have the heart to veto them. Better just to
queue up tunes over her earBabel. Martial drums...clinking
toy piano...the cool, freakish bagpipe-guitars of Big Country.
She rocked her way to the topside airlock with sass in her hip
and a kick in her step. Her family yacht would make a water
landing today, and Naya had every intention of watching
planetfall from the flydeck. Pretty little Palisade, her new
home base, was at its charming best from above.

The modest moon orbited a gas giant, and Naya watched
with hungry eyes as Aventura swept into the giant’s system at
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.2c. The yacht didn’t slow until Pouridhan’s bulk owned the
whole sky ahead. Naya’s heart leapt like a dolphin when she
spotted Pouridhan’s two twinkling moons.

Getting off the boat! Getting off the boat!

One would think a megayacht with five decks offered
plenty of space, but after such a long slipstream, everyone
aboard was certifiable — socialite Naya worst of all.

The ship throttled back to a sedate 350,000 kph and Naya’s
crazed eyes hoovered up the vision of glimmering Palisade as
it grew from a dot of light into a lush planet. Aventura orbit-
braked drastically to breach the atmosphere and started
drifting downward in a stately descent that befitted a noble’s
yacht. Nobility never rushed, and that custom allowed Naya
to go out the starboard airlock as soon as they reached a
breathable altitude.

“Ohmigod...real air!” She sucked in lungfuls of it. The feel
of sky all around her was life itself. It reminded her of
skydiving...wind buffeting past, clouds bringing the over-
powering bouquet of moisture, the distant ground rushing up
toward her. Life aboard starships sounded all kindsa sexy, but
the real world was what charged Naya’s batteries.

Misty, jungled mountains greeted her from beneath a deep
periwinkle ceiling, and steamy pastel fog gave way just
enough at the horizon to hint at Pouridhan’s looming outline.
Without the fog, Palisade’s regal ruler would’ve taken up an
entire hemisphere of sky.

Out on the flydeck, the headwind played in Naya’s hair and
tugged at her blouse, matching her own excitement. It didn’t
matter that she’d been to Palisade plenty of times. Anyone
from a prominent family had. Earth’s farthest outpost was at
the very edge of the Orion Alliance. And from here, the ever-
present view of the galaxy took on wild colors — colors that
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called to every adventurer’s wanderlust. Out in that forbidden
beyond, unimaginably vast empires laid claim to entire
galactic arms, both inward to the uninhabitable core and out
toward the wispy, mythic rim.

Beyond the borders of the supremely advanced Alliance
lurked unknown wastelands ravaged by warring hordes of
barbarians who looked to magic and sorcery the way the
Alliance looked to technology. All alone, the Orion Spur stood
as an oasis of science, technology, peace and civility surround-
ed by wilderness.

At least, that was how people described the rest of the
galaxy if they hadn’t been there, but Naya had. Much of it,
anyway. More than anybody else except her nana. The thirst
for exploration was a Thierry trait, even something of a
birthmark, and she knew firsthand that those wide-eyed
galactic fables were exaggerations.

Mostly.

Back in the now, Palisade’s waterlogged air was already
beading on Naya’s skin well before her yacht reached the
surface, but she didn’t notice. All her attention was on the
fairyland view.

Even veiled by mist, the moon’s only city was dazzling. The
tips of half-kilometer-tall skyscrapers shaped from gleaming
metal and sparkling crystal pierced the surface clouds like
syringes and glinted in the system’s bluish starlight. Their
spires drifted by almost near enough for Naya to reach out and
touch as her ship warped down to the enormous caldera lake
that Palisade City was built on.

For the moment at least, Aventura was the largest yacht
here. And in keeping with her auspicious arrival, dozens of
paparazzi drones zoomed all around her. Several came to
hover in front of Naya, and she greeted them with a dutiful



