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For Omri, my galactic captain. Because of you, I can dream of the stars.


Chapter One

“DON’T LET HIM get away!” Sallah screamed at the top of her lungs through the chaos of the fiery corridor. Two Ingvar soldiers had her by either arm. They’d dragged her out of the Trades Council plenum-turned-battle zone against her will. Her life was of paramount value to the Ingvar star-state, but she couldn’t care less about that now. Not while this Turo was getting away.

His words, spoken only minutes ago, haunted her mind. I have your son, he’d said, with a swirling sneer. Then everything exploded. Sallah had lost sight of General Morvas and Councilor Nexia in the shooting. Ingvar soldiers had also jumped on them, but the smoke and noise of weapons fire made trying to get back to the ship impossible. Yet it was the last thing Sallah wanted to do—the insurrection in the heart of the Trades Council be damned.

“Get off me.” She struggled against their armor-plated bodies, but they did not relent. Sallah’s feet kept slipping against the smooth marble floor; she couldn’t find a grip. Yelling and the ricochet of weapons banged around the air from every direction, stinging smoke encroaching on their position. Sallah yanked her head around to a din of shots being fired, and the two soldiers pulled her back from the brink of the great hallway where volleys of laser shot fired backward and forward into unknown, unseen sets of troops.

“Get back.” One of the soldiers said and knocked her head back against the wall, trying to avoid edging around the corner into the wide trench of ongoing warfare the great hallway had become. Sallah remembered the way. They had to get across to the other side, through the firing range.

A far-off explosion shook the walls of the building, seeming to strike at the core of the planet itself. The firing ceased, but silence did not return. Instead, the screeching sounds of warplanes entering the Targulian atmosphere filled the once-gilded walkway. Down beyond their position, toward the end of the great hallway, Sallah saw figures moving through the smoke. The shapes could be Turo, or even Ales. The only thing clear was her need to get to them.

Her Ingvar captors looked distracted, scanning the now eerily silent hallway through black visor helmets. One had his hand pointed backward in a halfhearted attempt to keep her still. She edged away from the wall, then glanced into the great hallway. It had the air of some ancient temple; high ceilings reaching up to a glass-domed roof to the hazy orange Targulian air. The heart of the Outer Verge, now consumed in inter-factional war, the Union against the Trades Council, while a foreign power circled the planet like some great mountain vulture. And here she was, the former last Tevian alive. She couldn’t let her life end this way. Not while her son might be right around the corner—hurt, or in danger. Sallah gritted her teeth and launched herself against one of the soldiers. With a swift kick, she booted him in the side, and he tumbled away from her into the space of no man’s land, his footing lost to the smooth-edged floor.

“What are you doing?” the other one cried out through his visor. But it was too late. A volley of weapons fire began again from both sides, riddling the Ingvar soldier’s body from the left and right. Puffs of vaporized blood and brain floated into the air as his lifeless body collapsed in a haze of reddish death.

The living soldier floated in front of her, as if suspended in time, now unsure if she was friend or foe. She wanted to leap toward him, grab the sidearm from his belt, flip, and blast him in the back. The sinews of her body, the echoes of Sallah’s yearning for her son she’d thought lost along with the rest of her home-world, ached for the ability to push him aside and sprint to her destiny. Yet something exploded against her back. It felt as if the walls themselves had collapsed onto her as the polished marble rushed up to meet her face. But she stopped. There was no impact. Something, no, someone grabbed her, saved her from being smashed to the ground.

“I have her,” a metallic voice said through the helmet. Sallah caught the edge of her reflection in the onyx visor. The whites of her eyes enraged and bloodshot against skin the color of a dark and stormy night.

“Let’s go,” said another.

The sound of many more boots smacking against the ground joined with the fire of weapons. Someone held her back, as a stream of Ingvar soldiers rushed from behind, firing their weapons to either side of the great hallway, building a wall of cover fire to cross to the other side. A black-gloved arm pulled her back by the chest, and she struggled to no avail.

“This way, general,” a voice said behind her. “Increase fire, don’t hold back,” it yelled to the soldiers holding the line the breadth of the hallway to the narrower corridor across the other side. General Morvas staggered past, helped by two soldiers. His soft, gray hair and distinguished features were dripping in blood from an open wound across his skull, his robes torn and wrapped around an arm as a makeshift bandage. The volley of fire from the soldiers turned into a crescendo of noise and smoke. Most likely no one was firing back from either side, but they kept the rate up as the half-crouched general crossed the hallway like a child being rescued from a fire.

Councilor Nexia came along next, her frail elderly body slung over the back of a soldier as if she were won as a prize of war.

“Sallah,” the Trades Council leader cried out. “Come with us, now. The Union are starting a war.”

Sallah pushed against her captor’s arm with all her power. “No! I must find Turo. I must—”

“We have him. He’s on the ship.” Nexia said. The soldier carrying her didn’t stop running. “Get her back to the fleet,” Nexia yelled over the rage of battle toward Sallah’s captor. She was a prize they couldn’t lose.

Powerful armored hands grabbed her from behind, squeezing her sides so hard she felt the pain through the adrenaline rush. There was no way to break free. Turo, Ales—she had to find them. Sallah struggled against her captor, legs flying back in a wild storm of trying to find any weak point in the armor and land a kick to skin.

“Let me go.”

He’d had enough. He didn’t think twice. Like Nexia in front of her, the soldier hoisted her body across his shoulder and ran after the others, darting through the protective enclosure. It was terrifying. The world had turned upside down. All she could see was the smoke from the far end of the great hallway rising up to the glass convex ceiling, here and there blocking out the hazy orange above. Yet through the glass, she saw the flashes of war and the trails of missiles and strike ships painting their destructive pattern. The Ingvar invasion had begun.

The bouncing became rhythmic, and she lost all sense of thinking beyond the next few minutes. Get to the ship, get to Turo. She’d beat that man to a pulp to find out where her son was. She’d swear to the Ingvar to never conduct another experiment again if they did not help her track down Ales. She’d gouge the secrets of galinium and STAR drives from her brain and cast them into the black void of nothingness unless the entirety of the fleet of the Ingvar Empire cast every ion toward finding her son. She’d rip apart the Outer Verge to find…

“Hurl her inside. That’s it.”

Sallah was flung upward, then caught by firm hands and dragged into the confines of a compact shuttle. Nexia and Morvas were stretched out alongside her, being tended to by soldiers with their visors up. The women and men in Ingvar uniform and their faces consumed in the rapid swirl of action. They had no time to think, only do.

“That’s all; time to go,” a voice said. She turned her head to the left through a sharp edge of pain to the two pilots in the narrow cockpit. One was gesturing to get the soldiers out of the shuttle.

“Wait,” Sallah screamed. “I need my son. I need Turo.” She pulled herself to her feet, ready to boot everyone else out of the shuttle and fly around the city-world herself to find him.

“No time,” the pilot yelled back, looking ready to meet her fists. “I’m taking you back to the fleet now. Strap in.”

Out of options, Sallah briefly contemplated jumping on one of the soldiers currently assisting the bruised-looking Nexia and Morvas into their shuttle seats against the narrow walls. Something caught her eye at the back of the shuttle, a soldier she now realized had been standing over someone. He moved out of the way, ready to exit the ship, and then she saw him, strapped in against his will and hands frozen in electromagnetic cuffs.

“You piece of flank,” Sallah yelled at Turo in the crowded confines of the ship. The rest of the soldiers ducked outside to the increasingly loud sounds of weapons fire.

“Strap in!” The pilot yelled from behind her as the shuttle door snapped closed.

“I’ll fucking kill you right now unless you tell me where my son is.” Turo’s green eyes looked up at her, his face smoky and bloodied from the fight, but his eyes alive, and a thin, narrow smile across his lips. The look of a man who, even in defeat, would prefer to watch everything he’d worked for go up in noxious flames than surrender. She launched her fist straight down into his stomach, the straps holding him back keeping him from bending over in reaction to the blow as the ship rumbled into action.

He spat out a gob of phlegm and blood onto the polished floor and returned only a smile. She cocked another fist.

“Sallah, stop,” Morvas called from behind, as the ship jerked up from the ground. She grabbed a metal bar above her head as the shuttle rumbled into the hazy sky. The sight through the windows dissolved her anger into terrified wonder. Targuline had descended into full-on war. Fighters dipped and dived behind the great trunks of Shards; missiles from space streaked across the orange sky as billows of black smoke infected the world.

Sallah turned her attention back to Turo. She held on above as the shuttle bounced around the atmosphere, worried it would drop from the sky at any moment—or perhaps be torn in two from heavy weapons fire. Neither was acceptable. She slammed her free hand into Turo’s throat, squeezing the sinews hard.

“Where is my son?”

Spluttered nothings fell from his mouth. Clearly, he hadn’t expected to be choked. As he raised a cuffed arm, where his wrist-tech sat, she released him from her deathly grip.

“I have him,” he coughed. “Tracked, here.”

Sallah twisted the arm with the wrist-tech, causing him to writhe in pain. Arms were not designed to twist in such a way, but she took comfort in his obvious agony.

“Find him.” Her eyes flashed with the power of a supernova. One primed for explosion

“Locate Ales,” he said into the device. The screen built a rudimentary map of the area with a clear green dot showing him less than fifty kilometers away. “Look, he’s still close by.” Sallah tried to make sense of the map, but the shaking shuttle and the moving blocks of images on the wrist-tech made it almost impossible to follow. She kept her eye solely on the distance counter, which steadily ticked upward as the shuttle flew up into the atmosphere toward the void of space.

“He’s on a ship, look.” Turo twisted his wrist-tech farther around, with an edge of humanity in his voice, which took her by surprise. The view of the outside moved around Morvas and Nexia from the hazy, orange battle-scarred sky to the cool blackness of space. Shards poked through the stratosphere, but the normally bustling routes in and out of the planet and its space stations were frozen by the invasion.

She stared past Nexia at the Ingvar fleet assembled in battle formation. She’d flown with them from Aldegar in the odd position she held as both a prisoner and most-valued individual, across their emerging empire. She knew this was every ship the Ingvar had. Battle Cruisers and troop transports, command vessels and fighter carriers; an entire fleet constructed from the scraps of the Crejan occupation force the young star-state liberated themselves from.

They had gambled their empire on this force, throwing everything they had against the Outer Verge, the only power in the galaxy weaker than themselves, in order to seize the STAR drive and power into the unknown universe beyond. Now, with their fifty-ship fleet amassed around the Targulian atmosphere and the Verge descending into civil war, they needed to get their hands on the raw galinium mined in the far edge of the Outer Verge.

Sallah reminded herself she didn’t care for whom she provided the prototypes of the STAR drives or which empire seized on her research. The Union, the Seven Suns, the Ingvar—she cared not for any of them. She had cared only for herself and the chance it may give her to rebuild the world she had lost. Sallah’s hands clasped her stomach as if it was about to explode.

“What’s that?” Nexia called out behind her, pointing to the window and the Ingvar fleet beyond. A single ship with a strange greenish glow around it was racing up from the orange haze toward the mass of ships. Sallah had only ever considered that glow in the theory of her work. It can’t be.

“It’s Ales,” Turo said, shifting his wrist-tech toward her line of sight stuck on the window, staring at the fleet the shuttle jiggered toward. Her throat flicked closed, a lifetime’s worth of tears held back by nothing but a single hope that soon she may be reunited with the son she’d thought lost.

“Tell them to bring him in,” she screamed at the pilot. He looked back with a gasp of worry. Morvas quickly nodded his approval.

“Fleet command, there’s an unidentified small vessel headed right to you from the planet. It’s friendly. Repeat, friendly. High-value cargo,” the pilot said into the comms.

Sallah left Turo in his strapped-down position and pressed her face against the clear window. His ship was getting closer to the fleet, like a single drop edging ever closer to a waiting beast. But the greenish glow around him grew ever bolder. She pressed her hand against the glass as Morvas, and then Nexia, unclipped from their seats and joined her.

“What is it?” Morvas demanded. “Is that a weapon? Is this an attack?”

She couldn’t even whisper a No. Sallah felt as if her mind had been severed from her body. It may as well float in the empty void of nothing. Her mind, her soul, unable to comprehend the things she was seeing. Who had built such a thing? Everything had been theoretical, only experiments. How could her research, her life’s work, sever her son from her once again?

The glow became stronger and ever brighter as the STAR drive ignited its galinium core. The space around his ship warped and swirled in a cloud of green as the horizon point broke free from the ship’s engine, the greenish bubble growing wide enough to encompass the entire Ingvar fleet.

“No. It’s too much. It’s too powerful.” The beat of her heart burst into her skull as the horizon point from Ales’ ship reached its zenith.

“What?” Morvas demanded. “What is? Tell me now.”

The flash forced Nexia and Morvas to turn away. But Sallah did not. Her eyes burned and ached for the briefest moment, but then the darkness returned. The black, blank darkness of space above the hazy orange orb. Now empty except for a long, glowing white streak of nothing where Ales and the entire Ingvar fleet had just been. Whoever had created that STAR drive had grossly miscalculated the proportions of weaponized galinium required.

“Sallah, he’s gone,” Turo said in quiet shock, a note of fear in his voice Sallah would never have thought a man such as he would have.

“Where’s my fleet?” Morvas shrieked. “For infinity’s sake, where is my fleet?”

Sallah said nothing. Her eyes focused on her own reflection as she watched a single tear drip down her cheek. It was too painful to look at the empty space where her son and all the ships of the Ingvar empire had been, now lost in some unknown galaxy.


Chapter Two

MAHNOOR STEPPED OUT of his hut into the hot, heavy air, boots squelching on the thick red grass still wet from the evening rains the night before. The midmorning sky a deep cloudy mauve, the sign of another electric storm on the way. It would probably mean a delay in his ship departing for Eichot Prima. Mahnoor had lost over a hundred flying hours to Jandar’s violent electricity storms already this winter. It wouldn’t look good on his next imperial pilot application—the fifth in less than two years.

Mahnoor had one simple dream, to be an imperial class captain and navigate the slipstreams across Kyleri space. Perhaps to one day visit the Jiwani system, heart of the Empire of a Million Suns. Every application had been rejected by the local pilot training academy office on Maratz, the gray-stoned capital city of Eichot Prima, with the same simple two words: “unproven ability,” no matter how many flying hours he’d accumulated in a season. Joining the imperial army wasn’t such an easy dream to achieve for a Kandian growing up on the moon of a minor system in the far edge of the empire. The minority Kandian people were, and always had been, ostracized by their Kyleri rulers. Hauling deliveries around the dual planets, minor moons, and a smattering of space stations of the Eichot system was about all he could ever achieve.

“Mahnoor,” Asuma, his matriarch, called out from across the compound’s rust-colored grassy courtyard. “Come and eat something before you go.” He stopped trudging toward the gate, a low mud and wood wall surrounding their clan’s patch of land. As a boy, he’d overcome those walls by the age of ten. The cloudy, spark-filled sky of Jandar, he’d escaped by fifteen. Now on the edge of twenty, he would defeat the gravitational borders of his home sun. He was sure of that much. But the tightly bunched silver hair and piercing purple eyes of his matriarch were not to be argued with.

His head slung low, Mahnoor turned and squelched toward the kitchen hut, where the smell of okra porridge drifted through the mud and wattle walls. He couldn’t bear to think about the sour green sludge she’d laid in front of him, not when the taste of the sweet, fried dough balls filled with yellowberry jam he’d eaten last week on Eichot Prima still lingered on his tongue. As did the taste of the man he’d kissed in the dark reaches of a particular type of bar shortly beforehand. The wonder of pleasures spread across the empire, across the galaxy, made his heart pound with coiled excitement, but also made his mind sink with the well-known knowledge he’d never get to see them.

His eyes gradually adjusted to the darkness of the kitchen hut and his three fathers sitting sullenly on benches around the long wooden table, leafing through filmy pages of old horticultural guides or newsprint, as they always were. Asuma presided over the fires of the burning stovetop, stirring one bubbling pot, then another, then another.

“Here,” she said, thrusting a wooden bowl of steaming green sludge into his reluctant hands. “Go sit with your fathers.”

The three men acknowledged their youngest son with a simple nod as he joined them at the table. Men with all the passion and joy life could bring sucked out of them through years of child-rearing, hut-building, and okra-growing. Mahnoor was the youngest of twenty, a relatively small clan by Kandian standards. Mahnoor’s eldest sister boasted forty husbands, and they all lived in a fortress a few kilometers away. Most of his brothers still lived on Jandar, three of them even married to the same woman. Only two of his siblings had moved off the Jandar moon to Eichot Minor. They worked as laborers on a sewage site, sending back half their wages to help the family. It was about as much as any Kandian might ever hope to achieve in life.

The typical Kandian was told apart from the Kyleri by a flatter face, smaller ears and softer-toned skin, more the hue of afternoon light reflecting off a rose petal than the deep golden-sunset color of the Kyleri. The cruel stereotype being Kandians were built for farm work, not high culture. Doubtless a visitor from Thranga or bug-eyed hetero wouldn’t be able to tell them apart. Yet in the far reaches of the empire, these subtle genetic traits defined life, and one’s prospects in it. The Kandians had fought hard to maintain their simple, agricultural way of life and matriarchal clans. Such an identity precluded advancement in imperial society. Which to the Kyleri was unforgivable. For Mahnoor, it made life unbearable.

“I can take you to the spaceport, son,” Ifram said, pushing the farming guides printed on thin woven sheets to one side and stirring his cold porridge. “I’m headed to market anyway.”

“Spaceport, shmase port.” Asuma scolded from the cooker. “Always has his head in the clouds, that one. Gods above and below, I don’t know what we did wrong.”

Mahnoor chewed his cheeks, swallowing the desire to say a single word back. She could sense the slightest bit of backchat, even before he said it. No, he had to sit there and take his matriarch’s disapproving comments about his life, much like his fathers had learned to do. Mahnoor stirred his porridge in silence.

“Oh, that reminds me. There’s a young girl down at the market I wanted to introduce you to. Her matriarch’s the oat grower; you know, Lida, who lives down by the river.” The other fathers murmured in interested agreement. Ifram shot him a wink and a smile. “She’s in the market for a first husband.”

“Pfft, first husband, indeed,” Asuma called over again. “Who’s going to take him? He’s never grown an oat in his life.”

Ifram gave his eye the subtlest of rolls and smiled kindly at his son. “What do you say, Mahnoor?”

Mahnoor strung a few sounds together in a murmur and pretended to blow on a spoonful of porridge.

“What was that?” Asuma yelled.

“I said maybe.” He took a loud slurp, hoping the obvious act of him eating would help the conversation dissolve. He didn’t hear Asuma walk over to him, but he heard the whistle of her great wooden stirring spoon whistle through the air.

“Ow.” The spoon thwacked against the back of his head.

“Don’t mumble to your fathers; it’s rude.”

He watched her waddle back to the cooker as he checked his hair for signs of porridge. He had to get off this moon and stay off. Flying naked through space was preferable to spending another minute here, let alone the rest of his life.

“Okay, I’m out of here.” Mahnoor stood and announced. “Ifram, if you want to take me, let’s go now.”

“You be careful out there,” she said, pointing the spoon at him in an ironically threatening manner. “There’s been nothing but trouble ever since those elections. Omniscients stalking the place for weeks. What they have to go making problems for people like us? I don’t know…”

Her point made, Asuma continued to grumble to herself over the stove top. Mahnoor shared a brief eye roll with Ifram before he stalked out of the kitchen hut. The sky had turned darker. Pastel purple clouds were turning into a threatening-looking electric blue.

“Hurry up, Ifram. There’s a storm coming, and I can’t miss another flight time,” Mahnoor called. His father gave a dismissive wave and sauntered off around the back of the kitchen hut to get the aircar.

Mahnoor trudged across the grassy courtyard and the mud huts which enclosed his life. He gave the stiff woven wood gate a good shove with his shoulder and stepped onto the pathway outside their compound, overgrown with weeds. A line of elderly trees, from the edge of the forest, encroached ever closer, threatening to make the pathway impassable. He sighed, another job for him to do.

His father appeared with the aircar, perched on the driver’s stool with a pair of round goggles and a cap of sewn hides covering his head, reminding Mahnoor of some amphibious swamp creature. Mahnoor hopped into the sidecar, the aircar bouncing slightly as the anti-grav pads adjusted to the additional weight. The rumble of the engines began, and they zoomed off down the path.

They drove along the edge of the town, the pathway skirting the thick forest as they passed walled compound after walled compound. The wind whipped in Mahnoor’s black hair as the wooden walls they flew past turned into concrete barriers, then brown-brick encampments, as the pathway turned into a flat paved surface, ending the vomit-inducing rumble of the aircar.

“Asuma only wants you to find a good wife while you’re still young,” Ifram said to him as they waited at an intersection for another group of aircars to zoom by. “The first man a matriarch takes is important. The first born will be his seed. The time is now, son. I know you have your heart set on this imperial pilot thing, but even if you wait a few years, you’ll be a fifth or a sixth husband. Your matriarch will have no time for you.”

Ifram pulled out of the intersection and onto the main road with a gut-churning spin before Mahnoor formed an answer. Their aircar flowed into a heavy stream of traffic; aircars of all shapes and sizes hovered from the ground. Many with sidecars for one or two passengers as their own had, or others with domed plastic roofs big enough to squeeze a dozen inside. In between the three-lane traffic, darted aircars with single riders, lighter vehicles for those who needed to get around Jandar in a hurry.

Although, where any person needed to rush to on this moon Mahnoor would never know. The road they were on was Jandar’s main, and in fact only, highway. It ringed the moon, almost in a perfect circle. From the viewscreen of Mahnoor’s ship, it always reminded him of a belt squeezing a fat man’s stomach. Veins of minor roads splayed off from the main road, connecting towns and villages dotting the land.

How this life was enough for anyone, Mahnoor couldn’t understand.

“I want to fly, Dad. I want to see the empire. I want to walk on different worlds and see different suns and watch the light hit off the towers of the Crystal City.”

“What did you say, son? I couldn’t hear you properly. Windy.”

The traffic became lighter as they approached town. Aircars pulled off the main road, heading for the storehouses now lining their view. In the distance, the soft white dome of the spaceport became clearer, yet still dwarfed by the corrugated iron roof of the great covered market behind it. People only want to eat and buy. They don’t want to travel anywhere.

“Listen, Mahnoor. You’re an adventurous spirit. You always have been, but I just think…” Ifram trailed off as he saw a clear route open in the road. He revved up the aircar to full speed, forcing Mahnoor to grab the side to keep from flying backward. The wind whipped up a storm around them as Ifram aimed at the fast approaching spaceport like a missile heading for its target.

“What were you going to say?” Mahnoor yelled over the harsh wind and rattle of the aircar. Ifram didn’t seem to hear, or care. The grin on his father’s face said it all. This is what he loved, driving fast on an open road. This was enough for him, for almost everyone he knew. For Mahnoor, it wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. No one he met ever thought or cared about space or the galaxy beyond. Well, apart from Tamnan. But then again, his interest in the off-world was strictly about pleasure. Mahnoor didn’t care which system in the empire had men with the biggest cocks.

Ifram took a sharp turn across multiple lanes to the side road, leaving a trail of yelling and honking behind. Finally, he cut out the speed, and the aircar drifted down the single lane exit ramp toward the spaceport and it’s plain, glass-fronted entrance on an otherwise empty street. No one on Jandar traveled.

“Here we are!” Ifram said, lifting the goggles off his face, which had turned red from the wind rush.

“What were you going to say before, Dad? ‘You just thought…?’”

Ifram stared at him for a blank second. “Oh yes. You’re an adventurous lad, we all know that, son. But remember, life’s not always better over the horizon.” Mahnoor shrugged and added an over-the-top eye roll. He’d heard it all before. “All these things you want to do. All these dreams of being an imperial pilot. Son, they’re not realistic. You’re not even Kyleri. Don’t forget where you came from, eh?” Ifram placed a forgiving hand on Mahnoor’s back, which he shrugged off.

“Bye, Dad,” he said, stepping out of the aircar and not turning back.

“Bye!” Ifram called out, revving the aircar away before Mahnoor could say another word, not that he particularly wanted to. If only something would appear to come and lead him away from this life. A quest, a calling, anything—he would gladly follow it. But no, the closest he would get to adventure in life was wandering around the stone cities on Eichot, in the end, as boring as the gray rock they were built from. If he’d been from any other place in the Empire, he’d look down on Eichot as a system not even worth hosting a prison colony. Rumor had it Lord Arkari, the imperial representative, had been banished to these worlds at the edge of heterosapien systems as punishment after a falling out at court. If that was how bad Eichot was, what did that make Jandar? It wasn’t even the largest moon, and it didn’t even orbit the larger of the two inhabitable Eichot planets.

Mahnoor stared into his own vacant reflection through the glass doorway. He had the time to contemplate the sad individual looking back at him, as no one else came in or out. There wasn’t even anyone hanging around outside who would carry a passenger’s luggage for a tip. I’ll just have to make peace with the fact I’ll live and die here.

Inside the white-domed hangar, soft light beamed down from the rotunda and made the place feel separate from the more breezy air outside. Mahnoor’s boots clipped against the polished floor. The collection of small market stalls and okra stands around the edge of the round spaceport a stark reminder he hadn’t left Jandar. Above, the great crimson banner with its golden thirteen-point star hanging from the ceiling. The image of old Emperor Kantori looking sullen and regal, embroidered into the center of the star. Mahnoor had known only him. Not his matriarch and fathers, and their matriarch and their fathers, only this elderly emperor. But now he was dead. Murdered by an act of war against the empire, from a force yet unknown, but one that would surely be crushed.

Mahnoor wondered what they would do now with the banner, and all the other images of Emperor Kantori that gazed down on their daily lives. Perhaps workers all across the empire were busy stitching the image of young Prince Osvai to new banners, waiting for the moment the lost prince would be found and crowned. But what if he never was? Whose image would be unfurled in spaceports and schools and marketplaces in every inhabited world in a million different systems? How could an empire function without an emperor to lead it?

Mahnoor shivered, the verge of worry threatening to take over his mind. But he caught sight of a holoscreen which provided enough distraction as he waited for the elevator to take him up to the spaceport command center. The imperial palace was shown still burning away on the newscast, a pillar of thick, black smoke rising from its golden turrets into the crystal-clear Jiwani sky. The image never failed to shock Mahnoor, nor did the way his entire family, and every Kandian family, gathered around when the news broke, to toast the murder of the hated Kyleri court and celebrate the missing prince, praying for him never to return.

Out of the corner of his eye, he saw an Omniscient staring at him. The bulky Kyleri secret agent’s thick folded arms, sunset-colored skin, and narrow eyes were a dead giveaway. The terrifying brute of a man stood, unmoving, next to an okrashake stand operated by an elderly Kandian woman dressed in typical khaki-colored overalls. Practicalities trumped aesthetics in traditional Kandian life. Half the day was spent farming, the other half building or repairing compounds, and the rest of it being yelled at by the matriarch, so the saying went.

Mahnoor preferred dark trousers, a plain, black cloth shirt that clung tightly to his naturally toned frame, and the black-leather hide jacket a galactic captain might wear. No wonder he’d attracted a stare from the Omniscient. As much as he hated to admit, his matriarch was right. There had been a much more visible imperial presence on the worlds and moons of the Eichot system since the elections a few months past. Lord Arkari and the other system lords had picked a fight with the imperium by holding an election for the person who would represent the system on Jiwani. Some people had become quite roused by it all, holding demonstrations and burning Kyleri banners in protest at the decree canceling the elections. But that was an Eichot thing, and thankfully, it had died down since the attack on the palace. Those on Jandar had steered clear of such politics, and for good reason. That’s another thing Asuma had been right about. In a political fight, it’s always the minorities who suffer most.

He tried to ignore the man’s eyes boring into him, but it wasn’t easy. Omniscients had their own rules, lived by their own laws. They didn’t answer to planetary or system authority, or the local lord, or the nobles on Jiwani. Only the Emperor himself. The obvious-looking ones, personifying boulders, who had enough strength to crush a skull as easily as cracking their knuckles, weren’t the ones to worry about, however. Those were the unseen ones. The men or women who might be a member of the secret, sprawling institution were truly to be feared. Everyone knew someone who knew someone who had disappeared. Perhaps they’d tried to cheat the imperial purse out of a few percentages of tax or traded in something less than legal on the side. Or, more often than not, they’d just been overheard criticizing, protesting, or sometimes only complaining about the Imperial government. It didn’t matter. The moment a man, woman, or child was considered a threat, they would never come back home again. Some said they were sent to burn the skin off their backs in the mining colonies. Others swore their relatives had been sold to Crejan slavers. Mahnoor vehemently believed, however, the ones the Omniscients took were simply killed—their bodies left to rot in sewers or ejected to freeze in space. Mahnoor wanted nothing more than to get out of his sight. Finally, the elevator doors pinged open.

Most people only needed to go up one floor to the departure gates, but Mahnoor went up farther, all the way to the top floor.

The elevator doors opened out into the cramped control room at the tip of the spaceport. A bank of terminals and holoscreens against the glass looked down onto the atrium below. On the right-hand side, a separate window displayed the deep and darkening sky, with the flashing lights of a boxy transport coming into land. On the left, Tamnan was slumped in a chair, face wrapped in his hands, resting on the desk and softly snoring while the holoscreen above him flashed with the takeoffs and landings of the day.

“Tamnan,” Mahnoor said, “you awake?”

“Huh? What?” his old friend mumbled, sitting up and wiping crusted spit from his lips. “Oh, hey, forgot you were coming today.”

Mahnoor wandered over, flicking through the departure times to make sure Tamnan hadn’t forgotten to schedule him, as well. He found his cargo flight to Maratz, then turned and leaned against the desk, arms folded and glad to be back with his friend.

“Think they’ll change the banner?” Mahnoor said, nodding to the great crimson sigil hanging over the atrium.

Tamnan shrugged. “Think he’s dead, the prince?”

“Don’t know. But I saw on the newscast they think it was a foreign power. Possibly the Ingvarians.”

“Pfft.” Tamnan blew a dismissive burst of air out of his lips. Kicking one foot up onto the desk, he pushed off and swung around in the tattered chair. “It was Viscamon for sure. He’s taking over the empire, plain and simple.”

“Shh!” Mahnoor explained with a fearful whisper, sliding across the control room and stopping short of plastering his hand across Tamnan’s mouth. “Don’t say that. Don’t even think that. There’s Omniscients all over the place.”

“What, that muscle hunk with the chest hair who hangs out by Shanna’s juice stand? Please, I already sucked him off days ago. He’s harmless.”

Mahnoor took half a step back in surprise, which quickly dissipated as he reminded himself who he was friends with. If there had ever been a chance for something more between them, it died a long time ago. Nothing would ever satisfy Tamnan except an unlimited supply of men with twenty minutes to kill. That wasn’t what Mahnoor wanted out of life.

“Did you see this?” Tamnan asked as something appeared on the holoscreen. Mahnoor pulled up a stool, its anti-grav mechanism bouncing slightly as he sat down, their knees in casual contact with each other. Mahnoor leaned in, watching the smile grow across Tamnan’s face.

“I don’t have time for another sex video, Tamnan.”

“Quiet, it’s not that.”

A roughly drawn, scratchy image of squat, concrete buildings and thousands of white-skinned people crowded on snow-covered streets from a cold-looking world wobbled across the holoscreen. It looked as if someone had filmed a crowd of people with an ancient wrist-tech. The camera swept across a never-ending view of people, soldiers. An excited tension rippled through the crowd, their attention trained on the front of a pale-blue tower.

Mahnoor had never seen snow before, but he assumed the swirls of mist coming from the mouths and bodies of the crowd in the video was due to the cold. The camera did another three-hundred-and-sixty-degree sweep, showing a pale-blue sky and an icy cliff edge the city seemed to be nestled inside. A bright-white stripe cut across the sky from horizon to horizon, like a ring around the planet.

“Where is this?”

“Shh.” Tamnan’s grin grew wider. They gathered around the screen as it zoomed to the two figures standing in front of the steps beneath the blue tower. The female had long blonde hair that swept across her pale skin, the color of snow, while the male figure had skin as black as space.

“People of Jansen,” he called out. “I am Commander Ales of the Union of the Outer Verge.”

A rumble as loud as a hundred thousand feet stamping on concrete grew into a deafening cheer that seemed to echo off every building in Jansen City.

“Tamnan, what is this? Where in infinity is Jansen? I’ve got a delivery to make…”
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