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Chapter 1: The Food Expo


[image: ]




Beryl didn’t expect much when she came to the Star Point Space Station, but she should have known better than to trust the word of her new employer, Lee Astor. She had found that she couldn’t trust his words about anything, and the rest of the employees at Agristar were in the same position as she was.

Yet she and the rest of the advance scouts had to squash any alternatives to Agristar so that people didn’t have anyone to turn to when the food shortages came. It would soften them up for the upcoming invasion of their galaxy.

The outside of the space station was quaint and humble by the empire’s reckoning. The size of Star Point Space Station was laughable compared to the Praedaito’s great orbises. This space station isn’t even the size of a small moon, she noted. It’s only slightly bigger than our birds of prey.

Yet Lee Astor wanted her to get rid of his competition. She almost laughed at the prospect and wanted to shout, The fool’s given me the chance to be as ruthless as I need to be, and it’ll be nothing more than my job for his corporation.

As soon as Beryl entered the airlock, her nose was assailed by many enticing scents. The lobby had lush greenery in containers that perfumed the air naturally without those annoying and artificial air fresheners she hated. Most of the space stations and the ships in the empire were strictly mechanical. Nothing like the bio-organic ships that her people used. She didn’t expect Imperials to embrace greenery in their hallways. The potted plants were tended to by bots. The sight of them made her scowl. So they have bots doing their farm labor, she thought. That’s the only thing that stops this place from being perfect. She would include this in her report to her superior officer in the Fleet.

A hanging basket of a runner plant caught her attention. It bore fragrant red berries. She could smell the juices within them. Her mouth watered, and she drooled before she even tasted them. None of the Imperials’ foodstuffs had done this to her before. She had resigned herself to bland, prepackaged victuals in imperial space, but these berries were edible red gems.

I didn’t know that the Imperials could do better than Agristar, she thought as she ate the berries. No wonder Lee feels threatened by the Freetraders and their Seedkeeper. And he should be.

She registered for the food expo. They handed her a complimentary food basket full of Terran delicacies. She couldn’t help but gasp in delight as the aroma of fresh, organic food hit her nose and taste buds. Agristar’s products never smelled or tasted this good.

The attendant who took her registration looked on in amusement when she reached inside the basket and ate one of the pieces of fruit. Its juices exploded on her tongue in a burst of flavor.

“That’s a sample of the Terrans’ wares from their heirloom seed collection,” he said. “There’s more in the Green Room.” He projected a map so that she could see the pathway to the aforementioned Green Room.

The thought of getting more food of this quality made Beryl want to go as soon as possible to see what they had to offer. She was here to scout out Agristar’s competition, but now she wanted to see what the Freetraders had to offer her for her own sustenance.

I have to maintain my cover as a citizen of this galaxy, she thought, but if I have a chance to eat more palatable food, I’ll take it. She almost shouted at the top of her lungs.

The farther she went into the space station, the more enticing aromas assailed her. This was a marvel because most imperial facilities appalled her with the scent of harsh cleaning products. The fruit trees and containers were just the beginning of the wonders inside the station. She could swear that she smelled a forest here. Following the scent led her to the entrance of the Green Room.

Furred people came and went through the doors of an indoor atrium. She gasped at the sight of a veritable forest inside it. She stepped across the threshold, and her feet sank into a forest floor. The springy sod made the perfect cushioning for her feet.

They can’t grow their own orbises like we do, she thought, but they’ve used their technology in service of vegetation, so it’s not as metallic and cold as the other imperial installations. They had done a good job of simulating a wetland. There was even water nearby that was being processed naturally or as naturally as possible. Instead of a mechanical process with chemicals, they were using a wetland moss as a water filter.

She smelled the plants. “There are gardener bots, but none of those awful chemicals Agristar uses, she noted. I’d almost call it organic otherwise. The dissonance would have given most of her people a meltdown. Agristar used bots as field hands, and the food they produced tasted like heavy metal.

So not every Imperial is impressed by mecha, she mused. They don’t have bio-organics like my people do, but the Freetraders make the mecha serve the organic instead of the other way around.

She wondered if the mecha would turn on the Imperials in time. She didn’t like the thought of gardener bots, but the plants flourished under their care.

A new scent warmed her nose. Her heart raced; her skin flushed. All before she reached out and plucked a cluster of cone-like fruits.

They exploded in her mouth when she tasted them. Her first impression was liquid heat: agony followed by ecstasy. She swallowed, and the sensation spread like fire in her belly. “Ooh.”

“Careful,” the gardener bot said. “Those are jalapeño peppers. They can be overwhelming at first and are best used as a garnish.”

“Garnish?” she almost spat. “What do you think I am, a weakling?” Those fools were so used to sanitized, bland, and lifeless food they couldn’t stand anything too bracing.

“Ah, you like the heat,” the bot observed. It dispensed a voucher to her. “Use this to get a free food basket of our hot spices and peppers. It’s got a collection of fresh peppers and some that are in pickle and jelly jars. The pickled jalapeño rings are even more intense.”

She grabbed the voucher and went to claim her prize. That meant going farther into this cultivated forest of delights.

There were scents in the forest. A stream ran through it. She bent down, cupped some water into her hands, and drank. “Oh.” The water was clean and living. She hadn’t known how much she missed the water back home until she tasted this manufactured stream inside an atrium in Imperial space.

She looked and indeed saw fish swimming in the pool. She lashed out and grabbed a flash of silver. Her hand came back with a fish. Chuckling, she bit into it and, for once, tasted fresh flesh for her protein needs instead of those awful manufactured protein packs that Agristar sold.

She had filled her pockets with fresh jalapeño peppers before she left the gardener bot and alternated between nibbling at a pepper and biting into the fresh fish. This increased her pleasure in both delicacies and they were delicacies. The first and only true instance of fine dining she had experienced in Imperial space to date.

Once her hunger was satisfied, the forest found new ways to enthrall her senses. She may have been full, but she still wanted to claim her hot food basket. This led her to a cluster of vendor booths. For once, the imperial vendors let her take free samples without asking for imperial credits before she committed to buying anything. A state of affairs that should always have been the case, but this was a food expo to entice people to become regular customers.

One booth exhaled pleasant odors, as if she’d encountered a patch of flowers planted to delight both visual and olfactory senses. She followed her nose and found a feline biped with extra-fluffy fur next to bottles of liquid essence.

She couldn’t help but “ooh” over her discovery. It’s perfume done right, she thought. An artful blending of aromatics, not synthesized crud with a base of harsh chemicals.

The feline unstoppered a vial. “Would you like to sample my essential oils?”

Beryl could only nod. She used her credits to buy the package of the boldest scents in the end.

“The Seedkeeper supplies me the seeds I need for my essential oils, not just food,” the feline explained. “Humans have aromatherapy, even if their noses are too dull to fully experience the wonders of their own aromatics. Luckily, he welcomes customer feedback to refine his products and figure out what to stock.”

Beryl wasn’t supposed to be impressed, but in that moment, her purpose changed. I want the Freetraders to stay in business long enough for my people to claim the Seedkeeper’s products as spoils of war when we conquer this galaxy, she resolved. I will recommend this to the rest of the scouting party and take them on a tour of this space station to convince them of the wisdom of my plan.

She wasn’t supposed to be impressed, but the Freetraders’ headquarters and wares were impressive. Star Point Space Station was the true jewel of the empire. She vowed to herself that she would convince the rest of her people of that.
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Chapter 2: The Royal Tour
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Hermione glanced at the latest invites arriving in her feed with a sigh. This is supposed to be a vacation, not a royal visit. Not her vacation, of course, but the Imperial First Family’s, yet the people of Voth were excited by the presence of the Scion of House Xerxes. The invitations came in as soon as they arrived on the planet.

When the first one, to the Vothan Botanical Gardens, arrived, the Imperial Princess accepted it. “Voth is my birth planet, and Thane should learn of his heritage in imperial space.”

The Royal Guard Hermione spoke to said, “I told the princess she should only accept the invitations that have proper security in place for the event. We can only do so much if the location is insecure.”

Hermione gratefully typed that in as a response: “I will tell them they have to transmit an acceptable security plan before we can accept the invitation. I’m not averse to the Imperial First Family learning how to conduct a royal tour, but the first thing they need to learn is that it needs to be planned in advance. Imperial VIPs can’t accept invitations at such short notice.”

Hopefully, the condition could be a way to politely reject their offer without appearing rude. The Imperial Prince was still a minor, and it was only natural they take extra precautions with his security. She wanted to add that to her response but didn’t.

She winced when the security plan arrived within half an hour.

“They must’ve had it prepared beforehand,” the Royal Guard noted as he looked it over.

“True preparation would have been informing us of their plans with at least a month’s notice,” Hermione sniffed.

“I know extra care needs to be taken now that Thane is a VIP, but it’ll be good for him to get out of the house. Even if the Xerxes ancestral estate is much larger than where we lived when we were on Earth,” the princess muttered when Hermione informed her of their proposed itinerary.

Hermione blanched at this admission. House Xerxes had started as a minor noble house in an obscure system. Its ancestral estate was considered modest. How much smaller could the Imperial First Family’s domicile have been on Terra? She didn’t dare ask.

So they left on the tour, and the princess and her son referred to the outing as a “daycation.”

“I would’ve wanted Thane to check out Voth’s Botanical Gardens even if we were regular tourists. This way, we get a private tour,” the princess said.

The Imperial First Family opted for this vacation when there’d been problems at the Axis Prime Imperial Academy the prince attended, and they’d been let out early to deal with an insect infestation that many suspected was a vector of disease in the student body. So far, no definitive proof could be traced to the insurgents for causing the infestation, even if they were suspects. But the princess’s groom had been called away from their honeymoon because of an upsurge in insurgent activity concerning food-processing centers. She wouldn’t put that insect infestation past them.

Then again, it could be a convenient excuse to explain away the incompetence of the academy’s maintenance department. Hermione’s family suspected as much and resented paying a premium for virtual classes for her niece as if they were from the Galactic Fringe. The Axis Prime Imperial Academy had high tuition under normal circumstances, and now they charged more because of the Imperial Prince’s presence.

Much to her relief, she could say, At least the Royal Guards talked the princess into drawing up an itinerary instead of accepting every invitation she received. She might consider it best for her son to get out of the estate to socialize with people, but she heeds the Royal Guards’ advice that they have to consider his security detail for each outing.

Once it was known that the princess was accepting invitations, more came to her feed. She only accepted invitations where she could take her son and declined anything that was for adults only. Though no one on Voth had the bad taste to proffer invitations that were for “mature company,” as might have happened on Axis Prime.

The princess sent a statement that she’d be open to invitations in the first week of her vacation in Voth, but neither she nor her son left the Xerxes ancestral estates during that time. This drove the local paparazzi mad and had them convinced she was determined to “bore” their readers. But Hermione knew the Imperial First Family was busy enough coming up with their travel plans. Most of their travel would be on-planet, and each venue they accepted an invitation for had to be vetted by their security team.

They would visit the Queen of Voth in her throne room on the first day because she had precedence over all the other dignitaries in the system. This meant that Hermione had to commission proper court costumes for the event. She alerted the imperial palace on Axis Prime to this because that would mean they’d have to secure extra funds to pay a couturier to do a rush job on the outfits.

She’d been shocked to get a response from the emperor himself.

“By all rights, Voth’s throne would’ve stayed with House Xerxes if they hadn’t voted for a democratic form of government in that referendum, but it inspired me to get a higher throne than anything Voth could offer,” he mused.

“We weren’t expecting to conduct a royal tour on Voth, but the princess thinks this is the only way that the prince can experience his heritage in imperial space. She knows that they can’t go to Voth’s major tourist sites on their own as if they’re regular tourists.”

Xerxes laughed. “At least she has that much sense.”

Hermione held her breath. Hoping he’d refuse to endorse the visit, and that would be the end of it. She added, “The princess wants a new court costume for the prince that is sized to fit him at his current height, or she would’ve recycled the one they already have. She wanted me to send over one of her court costumes by express.”

The emperor’s nose wrinkled in distaste. “I’ll have a template of imperial court costumes transmitted to the best couturier on Voth for my daughter and grandson. That’s the best that can be done on this occasion. Voth’s dignitaries won’t know the difference.”

The template arrived within an hour, and they sent it to the couturier. The princess still preferred a simplified style, though she’d come to accept the need for wearing costumes suited to her station. She refused to wear anything that required hours of preparation, and her style was reminiscent of imperial military dress uniforms, honoring occasions with polished and crisp lines but still allowing its wearer to be mobile. The best fabrics procurable were used, and the House Xerxes and imperial insignias were included in the costume. Thank the Source the princess didn’t insist on wearing the drab gray color prevalent in most imperial military uniforms but opted for white with the emblems embroidered in bright colors.

The princess was pleased but said, “We need to send for the prince’s torc. There’s going to be a lot of cambots taking holos of Thane, and I didn’t pack it with us.”

Hermione had to send for the torc to be sent by express courier. Luckily, the princess stuck to her budget, and the unexpected shipment didn’t strain it. Now that she and Lord Ruyn were married, she kept two separate accounts: one for herself and one for her son. Now that the princess was Lady Ruyn, her accounts were through her new husband, while the prince’s needs were met by the Imperial Exchequer.

Most of the imperial elite would’ve thought it unbecoming, but the princess had a middle-class approach to money management and kept within a modest budget. Though her father and her husband could’ve spent more money on her and her son if needed, she didn’t neglect their needs but saw most of the expected expenses of her royal station as unnecessary.

Hermione had worked with budget-conscious elite women before, but most scrimped on their servants’ salaries and quarters. Though they might have some “pets” they indulged. The princess saw that her servants got fair compensation. Hermione’s own rate of pay was top-tier and paid on time without any delays because of cash-flow issues. This made her suspect the rumors that the Royal Guard were the princess’s “pets” were spurious. There might be performance bonuses, but no one got extra pay for extra services. And any employee could earn a performance bonus. The princess didn’t have any particular favorites.

Of course, the pay was less than that of those who served the emperor directly, but the employee and health benefits more than made up for it. She knew the emperor’s current public-relations spokesperson resented her paid leaves and health benefits. Those could add up to be worth more than the higher pay of the emperor’s household, depending on the needs and circumstances of the employee in question. Anyone who had dependents also got access to a health-benefit package whose value was akin to the greater salary they would’ve earned for the emperor. Otherwise, they would’ve been stuck having to underwrite the healthcare costs themselves.

Much to Hermione’s relief, everything arrived on time. The palace included a special cambot to take official holos of the Imperial First Family during their tour of Voth. It recorded and transmitted its recordings back to Axis Prime to be streamed on their networks.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter 3: Civic-Minded
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Thane scratched at his torc as the official imperial and Vothan cambots took yet another holo of him. "We’ll need to get the torc extended again. It’s almost a choker on you," Mom muttered to him in English once the holos were taken.

Thane tugged at his uniform’s top. “I’d feel silly in this outfit if everyone else’s costume didn’t make me feel underdressed. Even Voth’s soldiers wear stuffy uniforms. Is it just because of this ceremony or is that how they always dress?”

The simplest costume among the crowd was flowing robes, but most were downright bouffant in their exuberance and color.

“Voth has a love of ornate ceremony. This affected your grandfather’s sense of what was appropriate dress, even if he favors a more streamlined and practical style than other Vothans do. His top-ranking officers have dress uniforms for state occasions, but he didn’t want it to hamper their effectiveness.”

The Royal Guards led them into the throne room in a procession, and heralds trumpeted their approach in the streets. People crowded their walkway, and the balconies on nearby buildings made efficient use of vertical space so all of Arcadia’s citizens could watch the imperial procession. Large holoscreens were placed throughout their progress to project the Imperial First Family’s procession for those who weren’t close enough to make out fine details. A cambot hovered overhead to film the two.

“You said your father was a minor noble, but the newsfeeds say that House Xerxes would be the royal house of Voth if they didn’t change to an elected system. So it sounds like we’d be galactic royalty no matter what in imperial space,” Thane muttered.

“Your grandfather considered his great-grandfather a fool for allowing Voth’s citizens to vote for democracy as their preferred system of government,” Linda murmured.

Thane frowned. “But they have a queen? Did they change their mind later?”

“The Queen and all Voth’s sovereigns are democratically elected. Voth uses the system to balance their love of traditional pomp and their desire for a more progressive government.”

She paused. “Your grandma told me that your grandfather’s original plan, before he met his Seti Master, was to run for King of Voth, then manipulate things so he’d be the king for life.”

“So Grandpa was always ambitious?”

She nodded. “Becoming a Seti Lord made him even more so. Though that Seti Master got more than he bargained for with my father.”

Thane laughed. “I can believe that.”

***
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LINDA HAD ALREADY VISITED the throne room of Voth’s sovereign once in her life. She’d been younger than Thane at the time, but her father wanted his children to undergo the traditional Vothan civic training. As Voth’s ambassador, he could access more advanced educational tools and tours than other Vothan parents could.

Of course, Victor’s training was of the most concern to Father at the time. As far as he knew, she was manaless, so he left her in the care of her mother in most matters. He knew Victor was talented and also the heir apparent to House Xerxes, so Father was more active in training him for this role.

She would’ve envied Vincent if Vincent hadn’t been overwhelmed by his father’s attentions and expectations. However, this was the one excursion Father wanted both of his children to go on. Even back then, Father intended her for an alliance marriage. She might not be destined to wield much power, as far as he knew, but he didn’t want her to embarrass House Xerxes with her ignorance when it came time to make a match for her.

As a Vothan father, he had a sense of style he wouldn’t have had if he’d come from another planet, even if he preferred a streamlined aesthetic rather than the typical Vothan flamboyance. Yet he was aware of the symbolism and had sent a specially made crest for both her and Thane’s court costume. It combined the House Xerxes coat of arms and the imperial insignia, with the house crest being more prominent. The recommended fabric for them was a white silk treated to repel dust and dirt, so it’d stay clean throughout their procession, with gold braid and the embroidered crest patch acting as the only source of color.

She was given a design for a court dress. It had flowing lines but not the bouffant skirts of the ladies in the Vothan Queen’s court.

They both were told to wear white gloves with the same anti-stain treatment. “Does Grandpa want us to inspect the court?” Thane asked her in English.

“No, the gloves are treated so as not to pick up dust and stains.”

“Well, I’ll get to use the court protocol Madame Pelles has been teaching me,” Thane muttered.

So all the preparations and care were taken with their presentation, yet she felt positively underdressed when she saw the queen with her painted face, elaborate hairstyle, ornate jewelry and costume, and expensive signature perfume. She’d spent too much time on Earth and preferred simpler and more mobile styles of dress. A dress uniform suited her needs well enough. She preferred soap and water over perfume, which could be as offensive as body odor if applied too thickly.

Ladies-in-waiting wore robes similar to the Royal Guards but were of brighter colors, and their faces were unmasked. They stood ready to carry out their queen’s orders, silent as furniture now but called upon to use their memories as storage devices for her whenever the need arose.

Valtor announced their presence in the court. “His Highness the Imperial Prince, Heir Apparent to the Emperor of the Star Empire, Thane Sullivan, and Her Highness, the Imperial Princess, Lady Ruyn, Linnet Xerxes, send you greetings.”

“We were pleased to hear of the end of the Imperial Succession Crisis and are honored by the presence of the Heir Apparent and the Mother of the Next in Line,” the queen intoned. Her voice was full of dramatic inflection. Vothan nobles often studied oratory as part of their education for public service. If they couldn’t become good orators themselves, they hired one to be their spokesperson.

“You honor us with your presence,” the queen continued. “Please accept my hospitality before we talk about some matters we wish to discuss.”

The queen gestured to a round table that had seats for both her and Thane. I can’t remember the imagery of this, but it could imply that the queen of Voth doesn’t outrank a prince and princess of an intergalactic empire. At least Axis Prime won’t think so, but I didn’t know Voth would agree with them.

The fact the table is round must mean she won’t defer to a member of the Imperial First Family in her own court. Father wouldn’t stand for it, but I have no wish to make her acknowledge imperial supremacy.

Servers appeared and brought various dishes on platters. Human servers instead of servobots were a display of wealth in the empire. The servants set the mood by wearing liveries made of expensive fabric and tailoring, though they were less ornate than the queen and her courtiers in deference to their lesser status and the demands of manual labor.

Thane’s nose wrinkled for one forgetful moment when the cover was taken off a dish to reveal what looked like uncooked calamari. He used to eat the deep-fried version at seafood restaurants back on Earth, but uncooked calamari didn’t appeal to him. Indeed, it didn’t look appetizing to Linda, but they had to look politely interested so as not to insult their hostess.

Fortunately, protocol meant they only had to eat a sample. There was simply too much food to eat full portions, though each must be tasted, so only samples of each were eaten.

Valtor stepped forward to run the analyzer over the selection placed on their plates and to taste-test them. A role that was more than ceremonial when outside the imperial palace, though Linda trusted the Vothans’ intentions to be friendly toward her and her son.

Once Valtor gave the signal that the food wasn’t poisoned, Thane bit into each delicacy. The poor boy had to work hard not to wrinkle his nose, but Madame Pelles’s training in protocol paid off.

Linda’s own lessons came back to her in a rush of internal commentary. Vothan cuisine isn’t bad, but sometimes its subtlety makes it tend to blandness. They’d consider me uncouth if I was honest, but I prefer Earth’s peach juice coolers over the flos wine they serve. When dinner was over, the servers whisked away the dishes so the leftover food could be served to food banks in the city.

The queen smiled. “Now that we have broken bread, there’s a matter I’d like to discuss with you. We’ve already brought it to the attention of Imperial High Command, but having a direct channel to the emperor may be a way to bypass the bottleneck in communications we’ve been experiencing.”

Thane’s eyes widened. He clutched her hand, and she squeezed it as a signal she’d take care of this.
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Chapter 4: Missing Astrominers
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“We’re concerned about the way miners at the asteroid mines in our system are going missing. Solaris Mining Co. denies this, but the miners’ families have reached out to us, asking us to advocate for them.”

Linda frowned. “How long has this been going on?”

“It’s happened within the last six months,” Queen Astra said.

“Hmm. Are the missing miners an event that happened six months ago, or have the disappearances been happening over the past six months?” Linda asked. For all she knew, the mining corporation might have had some sort of accident they wanted to cover up.

“These disappearances started six months ago and have been escalating since then. So far, the only pressure we’ve been able to exert is to discourage Vothan citizens from signing on as workers. The corporation has increased their bonuses, and this method has met with limited success.”

Linda sipped her tea. Vothans loved subtlety, which meant the tea was little better than Earth’s decaf to her Terran-trained sensibilities. Trust them to think “discouragement” was enough rather than to make a definitive statement against the mining company. “Have you thought to do an inspection of the mines? Perhaps they need to be condemned?”

“They’ve passed all inspections,” she said.

“Has there been any inspection by an objective third party? Surely these disappearances would warrant that?” Linda said after some deliberation.

“We’ve been advocating for that, but our requests have been lost in the bureaucracy,” the queen stated.

“I doubt they’d ignore a request from the Imperial First Family,” Linda said. She could do that much for them at least. Though she wondered if that would be enough. Linda didn’t consider herself an idiot, but she was out of touch with imperial politics after being on Earth for twenty years.

#
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THANE SPOKE TO HIS mother in English in the transport back to the ancestral estates after the luncheon. “What do they think we can do? These disappearances will keep continuing if we wait until I’m the emperor to do something about it. I don’t have the power to do anything yet.”

Linda grinned. “They don’t know that yet.”

“Which ‘they’? The poor Vothans?” Thane asked her.

“I’m thinking more of Solaris Mining Co. We may not be known for our political stances on anything, but they have no idea how much influence we have over your grandfather. I’ll bluff if I have to.”

Thane bit his lip and glanced down. “Do you think we’ll have to?”

“Your grandpa’s complicated. I wouldn’t put it past him to want to cover up a secret project and scheme if this were some other system. But he usually kept his hands off Voth as much as possible. Other than to use it to give him his ambassadorial career when he was starting out. I know he’s kept Voth’s resources from being exploited too badly when he was an ambassador. It’s his form of patriotism, not just a public stance to look good to his constituents. He did this even if he would’ve won more influence on Axis Prime by letting his loyalties be bought out by resource-extraction corporations.”

Thane paused, and she knew he wanted to say something else. “If that’s not enough to get the Vothans the info they need, I can always see if there are any ghosts hanging out where the miners disappeared.”

Linda frowned. “This situation will be even more serious than I thought if the missing miners are dead. And I don’t want to make the guards more worried than they already are. You’re the heir apparent, not the emperor; you don’t have the authority to override their orders.”

Thane bit his lip. “What if they recovered stuff from where the miners were taken? Or if there are personal items they were attached to? I don’t need to do it anymore, but I used to summon Victor to talk to me by holding his favorite shirt and concentrating on his aura.”

“That might work, but Victor was a family member,” Linda said.

“So, it’d be rude to do that to a ghost I wasn’t related to in life?”

“It’s not about rudeness, but would you be able to do it if you didn’t have an emotional bond to the ghost?” Linda asked.

“I could do it. I did it before by accident. Remember that one time we went to a rummage sale on Earth? They had clothes my size, but they belonged to a kid who’d died recently?”

Linda groaned at the memory. Thane had been a rapidly growing toddler, and she’d hoped to save money and not have to buy a new outfit that would only fit him for a month. Except that the outfit ended up being haunted.

“What if I did it on purpose? Not wear their stuff, but see if there are any ghosts attached to their personal objects? If there is, I can ask them how they disappeared and died. See if anyone’s responsible. If there’s no ghost, I can confirm they’re still alive.”

“It might work, but explaining why we want to do this will be awkward. Your grandpa may not want people to know you’re talented, much less a necromancer.”

Thane held up his hand. “What’s the use of having a talent like this if it isn’t useful once in a while?”

“What if they were brutally murdered? We just got you treated for psychic shock from the imagery of ghosts’ fatal injuries. You’d undo Dr. Corvid’s work on you.” She murmured, “He’s made it so I don’t need to see their damage unless I absolutely need to. I could just ask the miners’ ghosts questions. If the miners have ghosts.”

“Still sounds intense for an eleven-year-old,” Linda said.

“I’m second-generation setispawn, Mom. I’m going to have an intense life no matter what I do. But at least my talent will be good for something if I do this.”

“If we do this, I’d want to have Dr. Corvid on hand to monitor you. It’s one thing if an accident happened. They’ll be shaken up, but questioning a possible murder victim would be intense. Maybe he can think of some sort of safety protocol you can use while you’re doing this.”

#
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THE FIRST THING LINDA could think to do when she got back to the ancestral estate was to use her position to press levers. These imperials had no idea what kind of political clout she had. They were aware that she might not hold an official position of command, but for all they knew, she might have influence over her father.

Linda composed a request for an inquest into the miners’ disappearances by the Imperial Health and Safety Bureau. She suspected the queen had done that too, but they were less likely to ignore the imperial princess if it meant displeasing her father and the future emperor.

She felt duty-bound to tell Queen Astra her plans. The Vothans had more respect for due process and political solutions than other planetary systems had. Father thought their faith was naive and either exploited it mercilessly or used more proactive methods on their behalf, depending on what sort of scheme he was furthering at the moment.

When Queen Astra found out she was doing this, she transmitted a petition to add to her letter. “We already sent this to them, but adding your seal on an updated copy may get results.”

#
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“I HAVE A SEAL TOO, don’t I?” Thane asked his mother when she told him what was happening.

Linda smiled. “Yes, your grandpa thought you’d only use it to send out invitations. Your role won’t be completely decorative and ceremonial. Your responsibilities will increase as you get older, but that’s as much power as you wield at this point in time.”

“Well, this could be the start of me taking a political stance on something. It’s a worthwhile cause to get started on,” Thane said with a shrug.

He affixed the seal next to hers on the petition and on the letter.

Linda suspected that this added the necessary weight to the letter. There might be no consequences for ignoring her, but the heir apparent might have a long memory when he came to power. They couldn’t afford for him to get a bad impression of them if they wanted to continue operating during his reign.

An answer came back within half an hour.

Would you be willing to discuss this matter at our headquarters in the next five days? The coordinates for the headquarters were for a location well away from the mines.

Linda looked over the letter. “It isn’t a promise for an inquest yet, but we may be able to apply pressure on them if we see them in person. A visit to Solaris Mining Co. headquarters shouldn’t be too bad. It’s where their executives are. They aren’t at the front line of the disappearances like the miners were.
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Chapter 5: Debriefing


[image: ]




Demagog pondered over what he should say in his report to Commander Argam Shea. No matter how I frame it, I’ll look ridiculous following that spymaster around. I’m supposed to be fomenting civil unrest in this empire. Not taking orders from a human who does a credible job on his own without my guidance.

Lucius had a network full of informants that would be invaluable for the Praedatio invasion force when it arrived. Demagog wondered how he should handle Lucius when the Praedatio revealed themselves. I don’t know if I could convince this man to be our collaborator when the time comes, but it’s worth plugging into his network during the preparation phase. There’s no telling how he’ll respond once I reveal my true identity. However, it’s likely that he’s so radical that he’ll embrace any opportunity to break the power of the emperor, even if it means betraying the citizens of his home galaxy.

For one thing, he broke the story of the emperor’s new defense budget on his feed: “It’s getting an uptick in funding.” If Demagog had simply listened to it like everyone else in the empire did, he would have assumed Lucius was engaging in fearmongering. But he knew that Lucius had done a thorough fact-check of his sources. So far, only paranoid people listened to him, but that didn’t mean their paranoia was baseless.

Indeed, Demagog had tested the accuracy of Lucius’s sources. He gave Commander Argam Shea the heads-up about a force sent to investigate an upsurge in insurgent activity close to his location. The commander used this information to plant an ambush on the scouting party and take them to their interrogation camps.

Since this proved successful, the rumors of increased defense spending were worth investigating. The simplest way was to keep close to Lucius and follow his orders as if Demagog were a faithful recruit while relaying the information he gathered to Commander Shea.

The Praedatio had sent a large party of scout ships into the empire, though the bulk of their fleet was still in transit. No doubt Kriger Ratnik had sent his number-one rival ahead so he could maintain control of the invasion force.

Commander Shea summoned Demagog to an in-person debriefing when he discovered he was in the area, and Demagog dared not refuse the summons.

He was here because the heir apparent and his mother had decided to visit this sector of space. The Vothan system was a quaint sector, notable only because it had produced the emperor despite being populated by credulous rustics.

I would have thought the Core would devour any bumpkin who came from here, Demagog mused. Instead, Xerxes declared himself emperor and crushed his opposition. Though he has yet to get rid of the pesky insurgents. Perhaps I could help Lucius forge them into a more potent force.

Lucius needed no help from Demagog to foment unrest within the empire. His latest broadcast on his feed showed his skill at subversion:

"The prince and princess bided their time but are positioning themselves to take an active role in politics. They added their seal to a petition for an inquiry into missing Vothan astraminers, and who knows what they’ll do next or how it’ll escalate? Maybe even to a coup?"

The tidbit about the heir apparent’s presence in this sector should be enough to appease Commander Argam Shea.

When Demagog arrived at the camp, he was ushered into the commander’s presence. Commander Argam Shea had been set up with amenities suitable to his station. A wooden gourd diffuser emitted a pleasing aroma that tickled Demagog’s nose delightfully, making his nostrils tingle and his face flush.

"Ah," he groaned in pleasure.

"I have to make sure not to leave the diffuser running with cinnabar oil for more than an hour a day," Shea said. "A little is a pleasure, but too much exposure causes a painful rash."

"Is it a new concoction of the physicuses?" Demagog asked.

"No, it’s an exotic piece from the empire’s Seedkeeper. Beryl brought it to me with a proposal to spare his business so it can be taken intact as a spoil of war when we conquer the galaxy."

Shea reached into a finger bowl and retrieved pickled rings of some vegetable Demagog had never seen before. He offered one to Demagog, who had no choice but to accept. It burst on his tongue like a revelation and left a trail of fire that warmed his belly. "Ooh."

"How did she find such a prize?" Demagog asked. "Their capital is full of weaklings too soft to appreciate such delicacies. And those snobs believe they’re the epitome of fine culture in the empire."

"She did it during her employment at Agristar," Shea replied. "Her true job was to sabotage the empire’s food supply. While carrying out her duties, she was sent to scope out their competition. As far as she’s concerned, the Freetraders are in a class of their own, and Agristar can’t compete. If she were a true employee, she’d want to sabotage them. Instead, as a Praedatio deep agent, she wants to preserve them until we can claim their resources."

He gestured to the diffuser and the food. "Normally, I’d say her proposal was outrageous. But she brought me samples, and I’ve sent scouts to their so-called Green Room. Most set out to do the work Beryl shirked, but once there, they’re seduced by the amenities. Even my most trusted agent, Kelsa, recommended, ‘Preserve the Freetraders’ business so we can claim the Terran Seedkeeper’s heritage seeds as spoils of war.’ Nowadays, I use the Green Room to reward high performers."

"I’ve also taken to getting my food from them," Shea admitted. "I’m supposed to be a warrior, not a gourmand. Yet I find certain delicacies and aromatics hard to resist. Even though I’ve never been to the Green Room myself."

Demagog hoped to visit the Green Room himself at the first opportunity. For now, he noted the sheer size of the scouting party.

"I see the Heretic is earning his keep," he remarked. "I never thought I’d see so many advance agents already. He must be finding good transit lanes for smaller vessels, even if the main force hasn’t arrived yet."

"Hmph," Shea grunted, not denying it.

"Assassinations among the elite increase the closer we get to the Star Empire. That’s probably the only reason he gives us honest calculations about temporary space lanes for the scouts."

Demagog grinned. "Then the Dominus will have reason to execute him if he leads our people into a false trail."

"He walks a fine line. He can’t afford to be wrong about the lanes, so he can’t arrange accidents for our birds of prey. Otherwise, he’ll be executed as a false prophet. But we think he supplies calculations to favored factions, giving them an edge to reach imperial space. His allies can then ambush his political opponents."

"If that’s true, the Dominus can execute him for treason if not heresy," Demagog mused.

"Yes, but for now, we need him to map the lanes," Shea said.

"For now?" Demagog latched onto the word.

"Part of my mandate is to capture imperial pathfinders familiar with space lanes here. If we can’t turn them, we’ll extract their knowledge."

He paused. "Your mandate is to spread unrest in the empire. Yet you spend more time taking orders from some human insurgent."

"Lucius is better at spreading unrest within the empire than I am," Demagog countered. "He has intel useful to the invasion. That’s why I follow his orders like a faithful recruit."

Shea frowned. "What do you mean, he has intel?"

"He’s skilled at investigative reporting and tracks the emperor’s movements. He’s noticed increased defense spending and is researching the emperor’s project."

"Are you sure he isn’t making it up, like you do?"

"He does more to undermine trust in the emperor than I could alone. Staying close to him helps me fulfill my mandate and exploit his spy network. I pass his intel to you and the scouts."

"So you say."

"At least I’m not as distracted as Beryl by the Freetraders’ luxuries. My focus is on ensuring our invasion succeeds. Maybe Lucius will collaborate in time. For now, I’ll use his network for our intel."

Shea sipped his pickled-pepper juice. "You claim Lucius is good at imperial intel. Learned anything useful?"

"The heir apparent and his mother are nearby, visiting their ancestral estate. They conducted an impromptu royal tour and were petitioned to investigate missing astraminers, likely taken for your experiments. They want to inspect the mining company, though the official feeds only mention their petition. Lucius uncovered the inspection plan."

"That could be useful," Shea admitted. "We have a plant in Solaris Mining Co. He could lead the imperial family into an ambush."

He smiled at the prospect. "Very well, Demagog. Go deep undercover as this insurgent spymaster’s recruit. See if he’ll collaborate later. For now, exploit his network. You can reveal our purpose to him when the time is right, assuming he’s still useful then."
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Chapter 6: Informant
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Sinder knew his daughter Isabeau had taken a soft touch when it came to Lady Ruyn’s PR assistant. The imperial princess was now Lady Ruyn and had to set up a new household, and Hermione followed her. Most times, a professional could not go any higher than to work for the emperor himself, which was why she got flagged. It made Xerxes wonder if his daughter had found a means to subvert Hermione.

As far as their research was concerned, Hermione was a loyalist, and there was nothing with which to blackmail her. Lady Ruyn’s appearances were limited, yet she made more public appearances than the emperor. This meant that working for Lady Ruyn had more prestige among the younger, progressive element on Axis Prime.

Especially since the prince was still a minor who let his mother organize his public appearances. Becoming Lady Ruyn’s PR assistant meant she not only coordinated Lady Ruyn’s appearances but the heir apparent’s too.

Technically, Lady Ruyn paid less than the emperor, but she offered a more comprehensive health-benefits package that included provisions for the care for dependents. In certain circumstances, these health benefits were worth more than the higher salary that Xerxes offered because they would have to pay for health care expenses out of pocket otherwise. Hermione had a dependent with complex needs that the health-benefit package provided for, so though her compensation appeared lower, she had more take-home pay by working for Lady Ruyn.

As far as Hermione knew, she had made a financially wise decision by joining Lady Ruyn’s new household, since Lady Ruyn was still a regular feature at the imperial court and had not left Axis Prime at all. It did not occur to her that her new position might put her in conflict with the emperor’s goals; she was still loyal to the imperial throne.

Perhaps by design, Lady Ruyn had done nothing to dissuade her from this point of view.

Isabeau told her father, “I let her keep this assumption, since it is more cost-effective to get her willing cooperation than to have to pay continuous bribes to get what the emperor wants from her.”

Sinder did not know how she did it. Hermione saw enough of Xerxes to know he was not a soft sentimentalist. Yet Isabeau convinced Hermione to regularly volunteer extra information about Lady Ruyn’s movements. So far, Lady Ruyn did not hide her itinerary from her father when he asked for it, so it was only natural that Hermione submit a copy of her daily schedule to the imperial palace for review.

It had not been enough for Xerxes to encourage Hermione to use Isabeau as her confidant. She spoke directly to the emperor and reported the purchases Lady Ruyn made to better coordinate them with the emperor’s household staff. She did more than the bare minimum and volunteered extra information without any qualms.

Sinder was happy to receive this information without having to pay extra in bribes, as he had to do for other key members of Lady Ruyn’s household, so he let Hermione keep her comfortable assumptions.
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Chapter 7: Lucid Dreaming
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Most times, Cecil’s dream visions came out of nowhere, but sometimes he could induce them if he focused on a person or event. If he’d been a Paladin, he could have meditated on them to get faster results. Instead, he had to gather what tidbits he could from mass media and see what it triggered in his subconscious.

That was why Cecil kept an eye on the news about the Imperial First Family. Not that he expected all the information to be factual. The most he could hope for was a bare account of their appearances. The rest was just speculation. The princess did not give interviews or court the public, though she appeared polite enough to anyone who had the chance to speak to her directly. If the gossips were to be believed, the only confidant she had in imperial space was Gaius Krydon, and some assumed there was more going on between them than that.

The trip to the Xerxes family estates brought about the most public appearances she’d ever had. Before she came to Voth, her only public appearances were of her dropping her son off at the Axis Prime Imperial Academy. Despite this, the Vothan officials had sent her a flurry of invitations for special events in her honor during her stay, which she accepted. He suspected it was her way of visiting old acquaintances from her youth. Xerxes had started out as a minor noble from Voth, and his family regularly visited the estate and participated in social events back then.

Axis Prime citizens assumed she stayed close to the imperial palace for security reasons, so the fact that she accepted the Vothan invitations came as a surprise to the society columnists. Of course, the special events were highly choreographed, and extra security measures were taken for them.

“Why didn’t it occur to anyone to invite her to a dignitary event rather than try to lure her out to a social occasion? We could see more of her than this,” one of the columnists asked.

She accepted a ceremonial key to Voth’s capital city, Arcadia. She and her son were invited to private tours of the most prestigious heritage sites of the region. Ones that already came with high-security measures. This elicited more holorecordings and stills that were transmitted back to Axis Prime so that Cecil could see her latest activities.

He was under no delusions that he was seeing her in an intimate moment, but he liked to know what she was up to, even if such attention on a noncelebrity would have made him a creepy stalker.

No one would believe him, but his lucid dreams and daydreams would tell him if any tidbit he received was a partial truth or an outright fabrication. Such an ability grew uncomfortable if the government was hiding a confidential matter for a security reason.

Of course, the imperial throne had to take extra precautions when the heir apparent was a minor, so Cecil accepted the fact that there would be more half-truths said about him than usual. Cecil’s curiosity had keyed his senses to focus on the heir apparent and his mother, so it came as no surprise when he dreamed of them.

This time, they were touring a mining outpost close to the Galactic Fringe. “Isn’t this too far away from civilization for the prince’s safety? Why would they be here?” The question spurred his curiosity and it took great effort not to merge with the dream scenario instead of observing it with the theater construct he’d been taught to use in his dreams.

His dreams had caused him night terrors in his childhood, and his father had gotten him an appointment with the top psychologist in the system, Dr. Seth Corvid. Dr. Corvid taught him the trick of lucid dreaming, not to stifle the dream images but to distance himself from them if need be.

He taught Cecil the metaphor of watching the dream unfold in a movie theater and had even used the Source to help him construct the metaphor in his mind. Any other psychologist could only offer him talk, but Dr. Corvid’s voice channeled the images. “Imagine you are in a movie theater watching the dream unfold.”

“Your subconscious won’t allow you to completely stifle your dreams. Any attempts to do so will give the images more power. Stopping the night terrors that trouble you at night isn’t an option. What you can do is use the theater to control their intensity to make it something you can handle.”

“If you’re lucky, your subconscious may only want you to observe an event. It’ll allow you to watch the dream play out on a screen in your mind. You may not be able to decide what you watch, but nothing inside the holomovie can touch you.”

So Cecil imagined that he was watching security footage in real time of the princess and the prince. “I’m doing this for their safety, not because I want to be a voyeur,” he told himself, because surely a competent security guard would have advised them against going into the Galactic Fringe in the first place?

A man smiled at the sight of the princess, though some unfortunate facial scars made his smile look more frightening than appealing. “You honor us with your presence, Your Highness.”

“My presence also means the owners and shareholders of this mine are obligated to show up for a tour of your facilities,” she replied.

Oh, it’s for the cause of miners’-rights advocacy, Cecil noted. He glanced at the man with his facial scars, who was also surrounded by men with similar injuries. They must be unfortunates who were in the same accident.

The princess and prince and the royal guards entered a lift with the marred miners, and the already scarred miners got even uglier. Their skin peeled off. “Ew,” the prince called out. Cecil would have expected more of a reaction to this. His own stomach was turning, but the prince acted as if he’d seen such sights before, even if he didn’t like it.

At first, Cecil thought the skin peeling was a chemical reaction from the accident he assumed they’d been in, but the skins fell off to reveal scarred aliens. Cecil hadn’t seen anything like them before. Most of the aliens Cecil knew were humanoids who either did not offend or appealed to human sensibilities. These aliens were bipedal, but their visages were abhorrent to human standards. Their ugliness made Cecil’s heart race so much that he woke up.

“Calm down. Calm down. You don’t even know if these aliens are a danger to the Imperial First Family or not. For all you know, the prince and princess may be accustomed to such abnormalities because of Ruyn.”

The imperial princess was now married to Lord Azrail Ruyn. She was almost smiling when a still was taken of her marriage ceremony. Pleased more by the fact that she could stay near her son than at the prospect of her groom. But at least she did not hate him, which was the most an elite woman could hope for on the Axis Prime marriage market. The gossip columnists made snide remarks on the fact that she was on vacation with her son rather than with her groom, even if technically they did have a honeymoon. Though it had been all business at the imperial court instead of a honeymoon vacation.

Her decision to take her son on a vacation to the Xerxes ancestral estate was considered odd but not too scandalous, though some inferred that she had other motives for wanting to leave the imperial court. Which meant that she had a bunch of paparazzi shadow her to Voth, of all places. They used telescopic lenses to photograph her eating on a balcony with her son or touring the flower gardens of the estate. Voth was lovely but quaint. There wasn’t much of a chance for a nightlife for her.

She did not accept any visitors at the estate, even if she wasn’t alone. The estate was in the most flurry of activity it had ever been in decades. Xerxes made sure that it was well-kept, but he didn’t visit it too often. Voth hoped the imperial prince would develop a policy of taking vacations at the estate even when he was a reigning monarch of the galaxy.

The princess’s press secretary announced her itinerary. There were no nightclubs or evening entertainment for her. She’d tour various holdings of House Xerxes and make appearances that were requested of her by dignitaries who wanted to welcome her and the next in line to the planet.

Cecil did not bother looking for anything other than the official information. He knew that there were salacious rumors going about by some scandal-mongers if he cared to follow them. They thought it would only be natural for her to step out on her husband since Ruyn needed to wear a mask and used assistive devices. “If she hasn’t stepped out by now, it’s only a matter of time.”

Even her supporters didn’t deny the possibility. “Even if she cares to find relief for her needs elsewhere, she has the good taste to wait until she gives her father the spare and Ruyn his heir.”

In the meantime the aliens from his vision were his latest concern not idle gossip about the princess. Those aliens startled him, but perhaps it was merely anti-alien prejudice on his part? Yet, he was supposed to trust the Source if it worked with his gut instinct. He debated this to himself. The problem is, I’m an untrained seer. It’s hard to tell if my fear is my prejudice or my gut telling me something is wrong.

I got a good visual of those aliens, though. Enough to construct a picture of them. It won’t be the first time I’ve used dream imagery to construct a picture of a person that I’ve pretended is a holo I need to reverse-search. If I find their story checks out, so be it. If it turns out they are criminals or freelancers, I’ll take steps to warn the princess not to go on that tour.
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Chapter 8: The Source's Will
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It took over five hours to make the virtual art to Cecil’s liking or rather, to his needs. He didn’t like these aliens’ features and would have rather repressed the memory of them if he could. They were near-human, which should have made them less off-putting to him. Yet their visages opposed every humanoid standard of beauty.

One of his friends had once done a horror holomovie with zombies and made the undead flesh truly unsettling. They had looked like they had decomposed before they were revived by Seti Arts. The Shadow kept them from decomposing any further, but their faces were almost rendered into skulls with just the barest covering of flesh. These aliens not only had that look, they also had black-and-white tattoos in off-putting patterns, as if they had been badly beaten and bruised, and they had captured the effects in a tattooist’s ink.

So did that mean they were tortured, and their torturer made them carry mementos of their beatings? He cast aside these thoughts until he had made the holoart to the specifications that his gut demanded of it.

Then he fed the holoart into an alien life-form database he subscribed to for just such an occasion. He often had dreams and visions of beings he hadn’t seen before. Though he had been born and raised on Axis Prime, his exposure to alien species was limited. Oh, the Parliament had representatives from every system, but they often sent humanoid species that humans found engaging to represent them. At least they made sure their representatives were bipeds. He suspected they kept the less photogenic members of their species out of sight for PR reasons. Especially now that there was a human emperor with veto power and the deciding vote for every decision the Parliament made.

Most times, the life-form database gave him results within half an hour. A half hour came and went, yet it still searched. He started to fret about this. Humph. I need to get the name of the aliens’ species so I can look them up in the freelancers’ database. It’ll tell me if they’re freelancers or the freelancers’ targets. Most people prefer not to use the freelancers’ database unless they’re freelancers themselves, but they don’t forbid non-guild members from subscribing to it.

Cecil made sure to render the freelancers’ services to allay any suspicions they might have of him. He used his filmmaking talents to dramatize any criminal incidents they wanted the public to know about if there were only witnesses but no security footage.

He also used his ability to see what the speaker meant to help construct holostills of the assailants the witnesses described. They assumed he was skilled at crafting visuals from the descriptions, but it was more like his senses lifted the images from the witness’s mind as they spoke of the event they had witnessed. Cecil was considered the best reconstruction artist in the business.

He might not be a freelancer himself, but there were gigs for the work he could do. The database administrator assumed that was why Cecil subscribed to the database. Even freelancers need support. They may not pay for me outright but allow their guild to get consultants and experts to help them find their targets. Especially when the target is ambiguous, and it takes detective work to find the guilty party of a criminal act they want captured.

Freelancers aren’t trusted by law-abiding citizens, but they’re tolerated because they’re the only means of maintaining law and order when intergalactic criminals go from one sector and planetary jurisdiction to another. There’s no way I can admit I use the database to confirm the visions I get from the Source, or I’ll be the one that gets hunted.
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