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Chapter 1-Medical Tourists
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Thane expected more out of space travel. Few people got to be astronauts on Earth, so he looked forward to this journey; even if he and his mother weren’t going to the Star Union as tourists.

“Are there people like me in the Star Union?” Thane asked Uncle Victor.

Deep space was cold enough without adding the chill of the eerie to the mix. Uncle Victor frowned and used a long pause to frame his answer. “There are many members of the talented there, but they’re not setispawn like us.”

Thane bit his lip. “You mean we’re born bad?”

Uncle Victor closed his eyes. “The shadow thinks it owns us because my father was a shadow-wielder. We were born with shadow abilities that it takes acolytes years to master.”

“Except Momma. Mana makes her tough,” Thane said.

“Yeah, your mom hit the jackpot,” Uncle Victor agreed.

“I wish I’d inherited Momma’s talent. It must be nice to have a mana-enhanced immune system and not necromancy.”

Uncle Victor laughed. “I used to wish the same thing when I was your age. It’s too bad you didn’t take after her rather than after me.”

“Hmm.”

That was the reason they were heading to the Star Union: to see if there was a doctor trained to work with the talented and teach him how to control his gift. So he didn’t end up like Uncle Victor;a restless spirit with a gaping hole in the side of his head.

Uncle Victor got up. “Let’s see if there’s anything to pick up in this quadrant yet.”

He glanced at a terminal displaying readings Thane couldn’t decipher. “We’ve dropped back into regular space, so we must be in the Star Union. Let’s see if we can pick up their feeds for you to watch. It’ll be good for you to get used to hearing Imperium. That’s all you’ll be able to use in the Union. They don’t speak English here.”

The first words Thane heard were: “The Emperor’s concubine, Lady Ysan, has had a miscarriage. This means the Empire’s succession crisis continues...”

“Empire? I thought this place was a Union.”

“The Union encompasses many races, species, and peoples. Each has its own form of government. One of them may call itself an ‘empire’ and its leader an ‘emperor.’”

“Oh.” Thane didn’t know why he’d doubted his uncle’s explanation. Uncle Victor might withhold things he felt were too much for a boy his age, but he never lied to him.

“It’s been over twenty years since you and Momma were in the Star Union. You left when you were my age. A lot could’ve changed since then.”

“I doubt a Union would turn into an empire on a galactic scale,” Uncle Victor said.

“Momma says Grandpa felt differently. Do you think he was right?” Thane asked.

Uncle Victor shuddered. “That was his ambition. I wouldn’t be surprised if he’d been executed for treason by now. We’re counting on it, in fact.”

Thane knew Grandpa was a touchy subject for Momma and Uncle Victor. They’d fled civilized space to escape his reach.

“Luckily, the Paladins outnumber the Seti. They should have the resources to protect you while you receive treatment, even if your grandpa’s still around,” Uncle Victor said.

“How old is he? Could he have died of old age by now?”

“He and your grandma are roughly the same age. But the shadow puts more wear and tear on his body than it does on others. Even back when we were with him. If we’re lucky, it’s aged him prematurely.”

That gave Thane more to think about than he wanted. It was a good thing there were only a few Seti at a time. Maybe he’d be lucky, and even if other Seti were around, they wouldn’t care about his family.

Uncle Victor, sensing he’d creeped Thane out, found an educational feed for him. Then he left the room.

The air in the pilot’s cockpit grew cool, and Linda Sullivan knew her brother was present. He hadn’t died in the best state of mind, and angry ghosts often made the air cold. Still, he’d never acted with malice toward her son or her.

He’d died of unnatural causes before Thane was born. Once Thane arrived, his necromantic talent manifested. After that, Victor became a regular presence in her life again. She couldn’t always see him, though sometimes he was as clear to her as he was to Thane; like talking to a living person. He hadn’t aged since she’d last seen him, and he’d always be her troubled baby brother.

“We’re in imperial space now,” he began. “We need to check if Merikh Xerxes is still the ambassador of Voth. Things will get dicey if he’s still got political clout when people learn you’re setispawn. Especially when they find out Thane is second-generation.”

Linda bit her lower lip. “Don’t remind me. We have to take the risk. Earth’s mental-health professionals failed you. I don’t want that happening to Thane.”

Victor nodded. “I shot myself in the head when the ghosts haunting me got to be too much.”

He paused. “We’ll have to leave out the fact that I also shot the medical professional who failed me. They’ll think blood tells and refuse to treat Thane.”

“We can’t keep them ignorant forever; not if we want a soul-healer for him. Thane needs help controlling his talent and dealing with the trauma it’s caused.”

“Just don’t lead with that. If you’re lucky, you might not have to tell them at all. I never told Thane what I did to the psychologist who misdiagnosed me.”

“The Krydons of Acheron have a good relationship with them. Maybe they’ll vouch for us? The Paladins might listen if we have political allies.”

Victor snorted. “Yeah, the Paladins always followed the government’s orders. Dad thought it should be the other way around.”

“If we’re lucky, one of the Krydons is in Axis Prime’s airspace.”

“No harm in trying. But don’t wait around if they don’t respond.”

Linda wasn’t surprised to find Gaius was still the ambassador for Acheron. His family was highly idealistic, but they didn’t let the people vote on their ambassador; the Krydon royals always assigned the position.

She was lucky he took her call. She was unrecognizable now; the last time they’d met, they’d been children.

“Things have changed since you and your family were on Axis Prime. Anyone who remembers you assumes your father made you disappear. Though no one will say it aloud.”

“So he’s still good at covering his tracks?” That meant her father was likely still alive.

“My parents split up, and my mom wanted to get as far from my dad as possible.” She didn’t admit they’d fled civilized space altogether to escape him; or that her father was a Seti Lord. She might confess that in person, but not on an open frequency.

“That’s everyone’s dream now, but it’s impossible,” Gaius said.

Linda groaned. “Don’t tell me Dad got promoted from ambassador of Voth?”

“That’s putting it lightly. I suggest you turn back. You’re better off where you came from.”

“I can’t. My son needs medical care—specialized help we can’t get on the planet we settled.”

Gaius paled. “You have a son? Does that mean Victor’s alive too? That Xerxes has living heirs?”

“Victor’s dead, and I don’t want that for my son. That’s why I need you to introduce me to the Paladins. Someone has to vouch for me when I explain Thane’s mana-related problems.”

Gaius laughed bitterly. “Everyone has problems with mana, especially the Paladins. You should leave.”

“My family doesn’t have that option.”

“No one with talent does anymore. I might find someone who’ll help. If you can wait.”

Linda nodded. “That’ll do.”

“I’ll arrange clearance for you to land on Axis Prime. We’ll talk then.”
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Chapter 2-The Succession Scandal
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In days past, it would have been an honor to be summoned to speak to Lady Glennis. That was then; this was now.

Lady Glennis was out of favor now that the emperor had exiled her from court. She was lucky he had made sure she received a stipend.

Sometimes the emperor gave a concubine an honorable discharge if he tired of her, but she had served with honor. This happened when they aged out of interesting him.

Some might see this as hypocritical, since he was an older man himself. The wise understood he could not waste his time on a woman who was not of childbearing age.

There were times he warmed to a mature beauty. Their families sent them to court on their behalf to petition for favors from the emperor. But these older women could never hope to be his consort or concubine. He needed to reserve his attentions for the concubines he kept to sire an heir.

Lady Glennis was pregnant. The baby she was carrying made her stomach bulge. She had used her pregnancy as an excuse to overindulge in food.

The emperor would never have ordered the DNA test if you had not let yourself go to seed, Tiberius wanted to tell her.

“You told me I would be an empress if I bore the emperor’s heir. Now the empire thinks I am nothing but a foolish whore who tried to pass another man’s bastard off as the emperor’s. They threw me out of the palace,” Lady Glennis screeched.

“You were lucky they did not execute you for treason,” Chief Governor Tiberius stated.

In fact, that was all he could do to make sure they did not execute her publicly. He had argued that the scandal would demoralize the public. It was one thing for a concubine to miscarry a baby; it was another to pass off another man’s child as the emperor’s.

Her mouth opened and closed. “Treason?”

“Stepping out on the emperor is not the same as stepping out on an ordinary man. It is treason against the empire.”

This went against her penchant for trading up. She had had an ambassador for a husband before she became a concubine. Previously, there had been an executive of a large corporation. And all the while she traded up, she had always kept some pretty boy for her needs—never the same one, though. He suspected that one of them was the father of this child.

He had expected something like this would happen when she became a concubine. However, it was possible that she was smart enough to know she could not trade above the emperor. The problem was, she had assumed she could still keep a pretty boy on the side.

He had thought that being in the harem would keep her safe from temptation. It was not as if she was high-ranking enough to come and go from the harem freely. She had been assigned premium quarters but had not been allowed to leave the palace. Somehow, she had smuggled a man into her quarters and gotten pregnant by him instead of the emperor.

It must have taken a certain amount of ingenuity to get a man inside her quarters. Why could she not use that same ingenuity to navigate court politics? Though navigating the harem was a different matter from the court.

She clutched her expanding stomach. “How can it be treason to provide the empire with a healthy specimen as its heir? The emperor can perform, but he cannot produce healthy babies. He can make the concubines pregnant, but none of them carry to term.”

“You would have gotten away with it if you had not presumed,” Tiberius said.

She tilted her head up. “Presumed? I was going to be empress. I had every right to give orders.”

“You should not have tried to order the emperor about. It is little wonder he ordered the DNA test. He was looking for any excuse to get rid of you,” Tiberius said.

“I have supporters,” she began.

“They are disclaiming you so they are not labeled traitors too. It was all we could do to get him to remove you from the harem quietly. We did not want this to become an open scandal that demoralized the public. If I were you, I would accept his edict and move on with my life once you deliver the child.”

“I will not accept being anything less than empress,” Lady Glennis said frostily.

“That is not happening,” Tiberius said.

“You either back me, or I will tell Xerxes about your secret succession committee.”

Tiberius wheezed at these words, and she smirked.

***
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LYRA JAVIK WAS KNOWN as Emperor Xerxes’s favorite dancer at court. Some thought her so ornamental that they assumed she was one of the emperor’s concubines. Yet her skills were too valuable to keep locked up in some harem. That was why the emperor made use of them in what most of the court supposed were private dance sessions.

Even the harem assumed she was one of the emperor’s concubines. They debated whether it was a sign of favor for her to come and go from the palace. They did not know she was sent out on assignments from the emperor. Some of which involved acts of sabotage or assassination.

Male courtiers were just as confused by her status, and she was the target of their lechery. Some dared not make advances on one of the emperor’s concubines. Others assumed a dancer was fair game.

Revealing her more lethal skills was not permitted, which meant there was always some lech she was itching to “terminate.” Once in a while, Emperor Xerxes gave her permission to assassinate them if they fell out of his favor. She relished those assignments.

He summoned her to a private audience as soon as she arrived back at Axis Prime.

“I have exiled Lady Glennis from court,” the emperor stated, steepling his fingers.

“Exiled?” It was the last thing she had expected to hear about the woman carrying the emperor’s heir. Unless it was a cover to take her away to a secret location?

“I ordered a DNA test be run on her zygote. Its DNA did not match mine.”

Lyra Javik’s eyes widened at this admission. I knew she was an idiot, but I did not know anybody could be so stupid. Or is she so used to besotted males that she thought she would get away with it? Lady Glennis was beautiful, but the fact was, she had competition from the rest of the harem. The emperor was not so desperate for female company that he would overlook annoyances from her.

“The governors convinced me that executing her would be bad for the morale of the public. It is one thing to hear that a concubine miscarried. It is another to hear that she tried to pass off another man’s bastard as my heir.”

“I sent her away, but I cannot let her get away with it. Be discreet: make it look like an accident or natural causes, but I want her dead by the end of the month.”

Lyra nodded. “It shall be as you decree, Your Excellency.”

She caught a red flicker and saw that a Praetorian Guard had moved involuntarily. More often than not, they were so motionless that they could be mistaken for bots. However, they were still human, and occasionally they gave tells of what they actually thought.

She kept what she saw to herself. She was loyal to her emperor, but she was also human. Once in a while, she needed them to cover for her too.
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Chapter 3-The Sullivans
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Xerxes had a grandson?

Gaius winced at the thought. The emperor was obsessed with securing an heir. Naturally, he would prefer a male descendant of his own bloodline rather than accept a female successor.

He was attempting to produce a son through his concubines. But what if he bypassed a generation? What if he allowed a daughter, fathered in his younger, healthier years, to provide him with a male heir?

Those who had known Victor cited him as proof that Xerxes could father a healthy son. Victor had been Linnet’s younger brother. If Linnet was fully grown, Victor would have been as well.

“Your son resembles his uncle Victor,” Gaius said to Linnet, probing indirectly for the information he sought.

“He died before Thane was born.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” Gaius spoke sincerely. He might not want Xerxes to learn of this male heir, but that did not mean he wished harm upon them.

She swallowed hard. “Thane has the same condition Victor had. I don’t want him to suffer the same fate.”

Gaius studied Thane. Aside from an unnatural pallor, the boy appeared healthy; though his eyes held a haunted look far older than his years. “What is his condition?”

“That’s something I’ll discuss only with a qualified soul healer; one bound by confidentiality. I hope the Paladins can provide one.”

Soul healers were typically reserved for severe psychological trauma. “Are you certain a standard psychologist wouldn’t suffice? Must it be a soul healer?”

“My family tried psychologists for Victor. It ended badly. They misdiagnosed him. Thane needs a Paladin’s help.”

Gaius nearly asked, Is your son talented? But voicing such a question in public was dangerous. It could draw imperial scrutiny.

Perhaps the boy had been traumatized when the Paladins were disbanded. Whether he had experienced it firsthand or merely sensed it, the effect was the same.

Yet Linnet’s search for a Paladin soul healer suggested she was unaware of their dissolution. How had the boy become so distressed that he needed such specialized care?

“Is your son’s condition terminal?” Gaius pressed gently.

“Not terminal, but emotionally and psychologically debilitating.”

“So it could erode him over time?”

That sounded like a wasting illness. Yet Gaius suspected it was mana-related which would only heighten Xerxes’s interest in the boy.

News of a male heir would be explosive. Would Xerxes embrace his grandson? Or would he persist in siring a direct descendant? The boy’s mana could sway things, especially if his talent was strong.

Personally, I’d welcome the reprieve. Gaius and his wife had endured their own fertility struggles; he could empathize with Xerxes’s desperation.

But why couldn’t Xerxes father a child now? He had once had a family with Dr. Kira Davos. Officially, the emperor’s wife and children were not to be discussed. Yet many remembered the tragedy.

Had Kira left him? Or had she fled? Had she known of his ambitions, or at least sensed his ruthlessness?

Linnet favored her mother, though her hair held a coppery tint from her father. Her most striking trait was her vitality. Victor had been sickly, but Linnet had never known a day of illness.

Her son could have been Victor reborn. Though Thane’s cheeks held more color, and only a single white streak marred his pale hair. Victor had been ghostly, his hair shock-white.

Linnet presented the boy. “This is my son, Thane. He’s ten years old.”

“Thane takes after his uncle,” Gaius observed.

“I no longer use my maiden name,” she said.

“Are you married?” He glanced around, noting the absence of a husband.

“I’m divorced, but I go by Linda Sullivan now.”

Linda was slender, her frame deceptively delicate. The muscles in her arms betrayed a wiry strength. He recalled her dominance in intramural sports at the Axis Prime Academy. Some had called it unladylike. When one mother had sneered at this, Kira had retorted sharply, “I’d rather she be athletic than fat.”

Without Kira’s iron will, Linnet might have rejected refinement entirely. Instead, she had learned poise without sacrificing her spirit.

Gaius remembered his mother’s warning: “If she turns out like her mother, she’ll die an old maid.”

He had countered, “Dr. Kira Davos is married to a Union ambassador.”

“Her career intimidates men. It’s a miracle she found time for a husband; let alone children.”

Kira had not seemed the maternal type, yet she had been fiercely protective. She must have been, to flee civilized space with Xerxes’s children.

Had she known his plans? Or had she merely feared what he might become?

Now emperor, Xerxes sought an heir. Though his harem of the empire’s great beauties had yet to produce a living child. And here stood his long-lost daughter with a ten-year-old son.

A grandson was a viable solution. Xerxes blamed the Paladins for his failing health, but Gaius suspected the shadow had corroded his fertility. Even if he could still perform.

“Does my father still hold influence?” she asked.

Influence? He’s the emperor.

Gaius sidestepped the truth. “Yes: and he eliminates opposition deftly. Seeking out the Paladins would endanger you both.”

“From him or from them? His enemies have targeted my family before.”

Gaius stared.

“Don’t ask. Just know I don’t expect his protection. But I must risk it—for Thane.”

“You don’t want him knowing you’re here?”

She lifted her chin. “Not until we reach the Paladin Temple.”

Gaius stiffened. “The temple is restricted.”

“Restricted?”

“The Paladins are in hiding. Their last act was to warn others away.”

“They’ve guarded the Union for generations. How could this happen?”

“Their fall took years. Where have you been these past two decades?”

Linda shook her head. “Best left unsaid, in case we must return. We were beyond imperial space.”

“You fled that far?” It was unsurprising, yet startling, to hear aloud.
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Chapter 4-The Relic Hunter
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Lucius started his day with meditations, which was all that remained of his former life. No doubt, the Paladins would think that his present life and attitudes were inappropriate for a follower of the light. Though this was part of his conditioning, he could not relinquish it. He found that meditation often primed his intuition and mind, helping him determine the best way to organize his day. This time, he had the urge to go relic hunting in the Paladin Temple.

His cover meant he had to find antiquities and objects that interested an elite clientele. The temple was full of cultural treasures that he would rather see outside the Empire’s custody.

He knew of some collectors who kept their acquisitions under archival standards. They made conscientious caretakers. Some were even sympathetic to the Cause, acting as caretakers of Paladin artifacts. Their way of quiet rebellion against the Empire. Sometimes he wished for more than that from them. Yet the artifacts he most wanted to protect needed a safe harbor, so he entrusted the most powerful relics to them.

The temple was in a restricted area. Imperial troops and maintenance bots patrolled it. The Empire kept it in repair for the sake of the Inspectors’ research, though it remained off-limits to the public. While it was deserted most of the time, he could not afford to become complacent as he trod the hallways.

A bot could set off an alarm. An Inspector might tread the hallways at any moment if he was not careful. Yet he enjoyed the challenge. His latest meditation had awakened an urge to scout the temple for treasures. He had enough faith in the Source to trust that this urge was not capricious.

The Paladin Temple was full of secret entrances. Lucius doubted it was possible to learn them all in one lifetime, but he knew enough to navigate his searches. A restaurant that had once served the Paladins lunch was still in business. It still had a transit tunnel to the Paladin Temple. Closed off but usable for entry.

He ordered a nonalcoholic drink and then pretended to use the refresher. Near it was a sealed panel that only mana could activate. It slid open, and a cool draft hit him. He had not expected the air to circulate like this, and he startled.

The air was so cold it made him shiver. A shiver that reached down into his bones.

What is this, the shadow? He knew enough about the shadow to recognize it. There was a troubling shift in mana, but it was not from the shadow. Though not as comforting and warm as invoking the light, it was not hostile. What is this?

Are the Inspectors shielding themselves from the senses of the talented? The Emperor was still the best of them all. He had once concealed himself from Paladin Masters, appearing untalented when necessary.

Is there danger here? He paused at the entrance, torn between curiosity and caution.

It would be dangerous if I let fear rule me, and I have pressed on despite fear before. I should not be rattled by mere disquiet. That thought made him step inside the tunnel and close the panel behind him.

Lights lined the passageway. In the past, Paladins would have used mana to enhance their night vision to navigate the darkness. Of course, one still had to work within the limits of one’s species. But with proper training, it was possible to move through the unlit passage.

This time, he saw a light ahead, like a will-o’-the-wisp.

Will-o’-the-wisps are caused by swamp gas. I should not be seeing this in a tunnel. Unless maintenance has failed and there has been flooding. Folklore said will-o’-the-wisps were spirits that lured careless travelers into bogs. Even if the gas bore no ill will, it could not help what the mires produced.

Is this a trap?

He reached out with mana and received something like a bracing splash of cool water on his face. Surprising but not unpleasant; even refreshing under the right circumstances. Not the malicious cold of the shadow, but something trying to wake him.

Wake? Is that what’s happening? Has something been awakened?

He walked forward; not stopping, not rushing, lest sudden movements trigger alarms. The will-o’-the-wisps grew brighter and rounder, like globes of light radiating from a brilliant center. Perhaps fireflies have gotten into the temple, but they would not cause such ripples in mana. Unless the temple itself rejects them?

The temple held accumulated mana from generations of Paladins. It had always been “haunted,” even when filled with living Paladins. Though the specters had willingly yielded to the living.

Maybe this odd mana resonance is the temple’s way of repelling a firefly nest? It had done so before when vermin tried to infiltrate the temple in its occupied days.

It had worked better when replenished by living Paladins. Now, this might be all it could manage. He supposed he should remove the nest to give the temple peace. The fireflies must be an irritation to the lingering spirits.

The fireflies massed together, illuminating the hallway like a glowing rod.

Lucius’s heart raced as his breath fogged in the passageway. Fireflies do not behave like this. What is happening? The fireflies formed an arrow, pointing the way. Lucius swallowed hard and followed, though he kept his blaster ready.

They led him to the memorial wall, honoring fallen Paladins. There, a woman and a boy spoke to each other.

The fireflies urged Lucius forward, but he held back, watching from the shadows.

“We may not get help from living Paladins. Do you think we could summon a Paladin soul-healer if we had their plasma blade?” the woman asked the boy, whose body glowed faintly in the dark. It might have been a trick of the light or an aura. Either way, Lucius’s blood ran cold at the sight, especially as the fireflies gathered around the boy.

The woman noticed them. “What is this, Thane?”

The fireflies expanded into glowing globes, each bearing the face of a Paladin. They grew further, taking the form of robed figures.

“I think they’re ghosts, Momma,” the boy said.

“Why don’t they move like regular ghosts?” the mother asked.

“They’re not in denial. They know they’re dead and they’re Paladins. It seems they can do more than a regular ghost when they choose.”

“At least they aren’t lashing out at you. But if they were at peace, wouldn’t they have moved on? Even untalented ghosts can do that much,” the mother said.

Thane stepped forward, approaching the lead ghost.

Lucius barely heard the whisper, but the boy caught it clearly.

“They stayed behind to help their fellow Paladins in the temple. Now there are no Paladins left, and they wonder where they went.”

The ghosts radiated melancholy, each former firefly now a distinct spirit.

The woman sighed. “They’re not attacking you, Thane, but I don’t think they can help you. They look like they need help themselves.”

“Should I tell them what Gaius Krydon said about the disbanding?” Thane asked.

The word disbanding sent echoes through the white ghosts. Their forms sharpened, as distinct as holos.

The spokesman knelt. His voice grew clearer. “We will gather the rest and lead them from the temple to rejoin the Source. Your presence gives us the energy to do this. There is nothing more you can do.”

The Paladins’ ghosts dissolved back into fireflies, drifting to every corner of the temple where their kind had fallen. One scorched patch of wall released more lights, which joined the swarm.

The fireflies brightened as their numbers grew. Lucius knew the Paladin Temple would no longer be haunted.

The mother grimaced. “Being a Paladin still brings benefits in the afterlife. They can nearly help themselves. Though they needed you to give them the energy for this. I’m happy for them, but you still need help, Thane.”

“Halt there!” a voice barked through a vocoder.

Lucius retreated into the shadows at the sight of the trooper. Shaking his head, he used the distraction to slip back down the tunnel.
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Chapter 5-Detained
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Patrolling the Paladin Temple was boring. It was deserted, and people stayed away. Either because they thought it was haunted or because they feared displeasing the Emperor. Samson had seen nothing to convince him the temple was more than a museum, off-limits to the public.

Once in a while, vermin set off the motion sensor. An alarm could be nothing more than rodents running for cover.

Some saw his post as a dream assignment, but he craved excitement in service to the Empire. Something that wouldn’t happen in this post.

As he began to fall asleep, a beep sounded on his terminal. He checked the readings and saw the temperature had dropped several degrees.

The HVAC must be malfunctioning. He submitted a work order.

The Empire allowed the Inspectors to enter the premises for research. That was the only reason they bothered to maintain it. A simple cleaning bot made rounds to keep the building clean, but it didn’t fix malfunctions. Maybe fixing the HVAC is more of a commitment than the Empire wants.

Still, he had to submit a report and couldn’t assume that was happening. Otherwise, he’d be reprimanded for carelessness. So he streamed the feed from his optics.

Lights stirred about: faint globes of light. Maybe fireflies are more poetic than rats, but we still need to wipe out the vermin.

The fireflies formed a mass that moved as a cloud of light toward some mysterious goal. He directed a bot to follow them. They went down the hallways and grew brighter.

The firefly globes broadened into definite outlines of humanoid shapes. The shapes became faint images of Paladins from bygone ages.

It must be a hoax using holos to trick me. Yet Samson’s heart raced, and a trickle of sweat ran down his forehead under his helmet.

The ghostly Paladin holos converged on a point outside the temple. They formed a semicircle around a bright beacon or was that a boy?

Samson would have thought it was another holo if a woman hadn’t been standing next to the beacon.

There are trespassers on the Paladin Temple grounds. She’s no Inspector or imperial personnel. Samson reached for his blaster rifle to confront them. I’m about to get some action and excitement on this shift.

Linda had proceeded to the Paladin Temple despite Gaius Krydon’s protests. The first thing she saw were signs declaring it an area forbidden by the Emperor’s decree.

“The Emperor’s decree? Since when does the Star Union have an emperor?”

Thane stared into the distance. “It’s so cold around here.”

He shivered, but she only noticed the hairs rise on her arm. The air was cool for her, manageable, but this was how winter weather felt to her.

An Earthen scientist had written a book on selfish genes. She was convinced she had selfish mana cells.

I may benefit from my mana cells’ will to live but sometimes it feels like the fact they live inside me is incidental to them. Like they take my body on joyrides.

She frowned when she saw their breaths become visible in the air. Thane’s shivers prompted her to take off her coat and drape it over him.

“The place is crawling with ghosts, Momma,” Thane muttered.

She glanced at the deserted building. “Ghosts?”

“Some died from old age or service years ago, but some Paladins were killed at the same time.”

Linda knelt to look her son in the eye. “At the same time?”

Thane tilted his head. “An entire legion came and killed them. Even the young ones.”

She glanced at the scorch marks on the ground. They looked suspiciously like body outlines.

“What are you two doing here? This is a restricted area,” a voice boomed.

“We’re tourists: medical tourists. We got lost,” Linda said.

“You mean you’re biohazards?” The trooper’s face was hidden behind stern gray armor, but he tilted his head as if looking down at her.

“My son isn’t infectious, and neither am I,” she said.

Though our condition is hereditary. We’re setispawn, she almost added.

The trooper took out a scanner. “I’ll need to scan you both before I can accept your word.”

He pricked Thane’s finger. The reading made him grunt. “Hereditary.”

“I’ll need to scan you too,” he said to Linda. He pressed the scanner against her forefinger. A ticklish prickle brushed her skin but couldn’t penetrate.

“Well, you’re not infected, at any rate,” the trooper said.

Linda rubbed her finger with her thumb. It must be a mana-cell counter. Father tried to test me once, but it couldn’t penetrate my flesh, so he thought I had no mana.

“I need to take your son into quarantine,” the trooper said. “He’s infectious.”

Talented is what he is, Linda thought. Though that was the last thing the trooper would want to hear.

A shudder passed through her bones. She welcomed it: Victor’s ghost was near. “I’ll back up your words with mental suggestions.”

They’d done this before, and she’d hoped it wouldn’t happen again. Fighting the authorities for custody of her son was exhausting, especially when they saw the scratches and bruises: side effects of his necromancy, inflicted by angry ghosts.

“You don’t need to take my son into custody,” Linda stated. Victor’s presence deepened her voice in the trooper’s perception.

“I have the authority to quarantine biohazards, and your son is one,” the trooper said.

“It takes more than one field test to designate someone a biohazard. I want a full bioscan done on my son,” Linda said, shifting tactics.

“There’s a full-strength bioscanner at the Imperial Public Health facility.”

“I want to be there while they scan him,” Linda said.

The trooper shook his head. “So be it.”

***
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IT’S A GOOD THING SHE’S weak at mind-suggestions, or she would’ve made me disobey my mandate. Even if she didn’t register as talented, she must have a touch of mana ability.

Is it possible for a Paladin to fool a mana-cell counter? We’ll be in trouble if that’s the case.

He led the mother and son to the detention center under the pretext of getting the boy a full bioscan.

No sudden moves. I don’t want to make her suspicious.

She was young for a mother, not as fresh as a maiden but not past her prime. She must have been a novice when the order was disbanded. Maybe she’d had some training, but the no-attachment rule hadn’t had time to take hold. A female Paladin would know how to use mana to prevent pregnancy, even if she indulged. She had no husband but was fiercely attached to her child.

Then again, a male Paladin might have sensed her mana and chosen not to recruit her. Maybe he’d wanted to raise an army of new Paladins by siring potential recruits. She was devoted to the boy, even if the father wasn’t.

She doesn’t know the Empire’s standard procedure for the talented. If she did, she’d be on guard. I can’t afford for her to figure it out until it’s too late. Something tells me I’ll need backup if she does. But it’s better not to be told by the Source or I’ll be the one detained.
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