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To my mother, without whom this dream would never have been realized
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PROLOGUE


He is the only one of his family without the daan. They say this makes him ideal; no traditional markings on his face to identify him should he die. No way to trace him back to his family. He is young, not yet fifteen, too young for the daan ceremony. This is what she says to him when she comes to choose him.


That he is young and that he is skilled and that he is steady. This, she says, is all that matters.


He does not feel young. He feels hungry, the sort of hungry that gnaws at him day and night, until it is so much his companion he does not know how to live without it. He feels hard, because he knows how to take a beating, how to fall just so when a guard hits him with a baton. He feels angry, so angry, the sort of anger that does not need fuel.


He is invisible in a sea of invisible faces.


The crowd is silent, but then the crowds at these events are always silent. They are solemn. Too solemn. The nobles sit on velvet cushions behind gold rope, but those who stand, who look up at the podium waiting for her to appear, they are the poor. The hungry. The weak. They are here because they must be here.


The makhzen titter among themselves like jeweled birds, gowns glittering in the sunlight, scabbards flashing as men shift in the uncomfortable summer air. It is a wonder any of them are Andalaan; they all look Vathek now. They have accepted Vathek rule. They would not dress so, not if they were still Andalaan.


He thinks of his younger sister as he moves through the crowd. Dead for two summers now, her stomach bloated from hunger. His father, long gone, too weak to support them, to stay.


He has one sister left, and a brother besides, and his mother. All to be taken care of after this. She’d sworn. A husband for Dunya. A cottage away from the city for them all, with access to grain and a garden, and mayhap even livestock. Away from everything they know, but a chance for a new life.


His hands sweat. He has trained for this, he is ready, but he has never taken a life.


The blood never dies, he remembers. The blood never forgets.


This is for a higher purpose—one more important than his life, more important than any life. These things must be done, he thinks. In the name of Andala. In the name of freedom.


He marvels, as she climbs the steps to the dais, that one who looks so much like his kin is capable of causing such terror. He has heard the stories, knows that these things are often twisted through the telling. But his life, the lives of his siblings and neighbors, bear witness to some truth. The occupation is cruel. Its heirs crueler still.


The sun flashes against the silver metal of his blaster. He lifts it, aims, fires.


Twice.




mizaal galaxy,


ouamalich system


CADIZ,


A MOON OF ANDALA
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On a small moon orbiting a large planet, in a small farmhouse in a small village, there was a box, and in this box was a feather.


The box was old, its wood worn of any trace of design or paint. It smelled of saffron and cinnamon, sharp and sweet. Along with the feather there sat an old signet ring, a red bloom preserved in resin, and a strip of green velvet cloth, frayed around the edges.


I crept into my parents’ room often when I was small, always to peek into the box. And its mystique only increased in my eyes when my mother began to hide it from me. The feather fascinated me. A five-year-old had no use for a ring or a flower or fabric. But the feather of a magical, extinct bird? Like all things from the old order, it called to me.


The feather was black, made up of a hundred dark, jewel shades. When I held it up to the light it rippled with blues and greens and reds, like magic reacting to some unseen hand, roiling to the surface. It had belonged to a tesleet bird, my mother said, birds once thought to be messengers of Dihya.


When Dihya wanted to give you a sign He slipped the feather into your hand. When He wanted to command you to a calling, to take action, He sent the bird itself. It was a holy and high calling, and not to be taken lightly. War, pilgrimage, the fate of nations: this was what the tesleet called a person for.


My grandfather had received a tesleet, though my mother never talked about why or even who he was.


“A foolhardy man who died grieving all he did not accomplish,” she’d said to me once.


I stared into the old box, my eyes unfocused, my gaze turned inward. The sun would set soon, and I didn’t have time to waste by staring at an old feather. But it called to me as it had when I was a little girl, and my thumb swept over its curve, back and forth, without thinking.


There were no tesleet left on Cadiz or our mother planet, Andala. Like many things from my mother’s childhood, they had left, or been spent, or were extinguished. All we had were relics, traces of what once was and would likely never be again.


I jumped when my mother cleared her throat in the doorway.


“Amani,” was all she said, one eyebrow raised.


It was too late to hide the box, and I could not keep down the surge of guilt for having snooped in my parents’ room just to bring it out again.


But my mother said nothing, only smiled and came forward, hand outstretched.


“Did … did your father give you the feather?” I asked at last, and handed the box over.


Her eyes widened a little. For a moment, I thought she wouldn’t answer.


“No,” she said softly, closing the box’s lid. “I found it a little while after the bird had gone. In a moment of weakness in some shrubbery.”


I rarely saw my mother look as she did now, soft and wistful, as if remembering a kinder time. She’d survived two wars: the civil war, and then the Vathek invasion and following occupation. She was hard, with a spine of steel, unbendable, unbindable, and unbreakable.


“What was your moment of weakness?” I asked. I wouldn’t get a response. I never did.


But my mother surprised me and smiled. “I was running from love,” she said. “Your father, to be specific. I saw in my own heart my father’s capacity to lose himself in another person, and it frightened me.”


My mouth dropped to her amusement. I knew my parents loved each other; it was obvious to anyone who watched them, despite their differences. But I’d never heard my mother say as much, and to hear her admit it of her own free will—


“What are you doing here, at any rate? You are meant to be getting ready for tonight.”


I didn’t know how to explain it, so I just shook my head and shrugged.


“I don’t know. I just—I love it. I suppose I wanted to see it again.”


She came forward and tilted my chin up. I was full grown, and my mother still towered over me by a full head. The backs of her fingers brushed over my cheek, tracing the lines where I would receive my daan—sharp geometric tattoos that would mark my first step into adulthood. I hoped they looked as hers did: stark and powerful, letting the whole world know who she was and where she was from in a single glance.


“I know this week has been difficult,” she said at last. “More difficult than most. But it will pass, as they all do.”


I bit my tongue rather than say what I thought. We shouldn’t have to wait for them to pass. They should never be in the first place. We had suffered not only the burning of our fields this week, but the increased presence of the Vath.


But my mother surprised me into silence a second time, and set the box back in my hand.


“I think this should pass to you,” she said, her voice soft again. “Hope is a younger girl’s game, and you find more comfort in it than I do.”


I opened then closed my mouth, wordless with shock.


“Really?” I said at last.


She smiled again. “Really,” she repeated and kissed my forehead. “Perhaps Dihya will send you a second feather, and you shall have your own sign in these trying times.”


My mother left me alone in her room, the box still clasped to my chest. After a moment I moved to hide the box away in my room, lest she come up the stairs and change her mind.


The sun was setting truly now, and I hurried to put it away, and find my things. Khadija would be waiting, and I hated to hear her skewer me for my tardiness. Outside, the village was quiet. Normally, around now, I could hear the quiet singing of field workers as they made their way back to the village, and the ringing of the end of day bell. The march of boots, the cries of sellers hawking their wares in our small village square, dogs and goats crying out; all those sounds were absent.


There were no fields left, not after the fire the Imperial Garda set last week. Rebels—or, more likely, starving thieves—had taken shelter in one of the gate houses. Rather than looking through each one, the Garda had set fire to the fields. We’d heard the rebels screaming from as far away as the village square. Now, with the fields gone, the village was counting down the weeks till winter, and the famine that was sure to follow.


What would I want my own feather, my own sign, for? In the wake of this—of life—I had no need for a sign. I wanted something else, something more tangible and immediate. I wanted the world.


The Vath were not settlers in our nebula—they’d lived on their planet, Vaxor, mostly peacefully and in accordance with galactic laws. But they’d poisoned their own atmosphere, and were forced to relocate to an orbiting moon. A stopgap measure, with an exploding population and a lack of resources. Some said it was inevitable that they chose to expand to other systems.


There were moments when I glimpsed the world as it was before the occupation of the Vath. When my mother or father spoke without thinking, or a village aunt said “when I was young,” or a man sang an old song I’d never heard before. The bones of our old ways of life were there, barely traceable, and I wanted them back. I wanted all of us to remember what we’d been, how strong we were. And endurance was strength, to be sure, but even a rock wore away to nothing if asked to endure enough rain.


I could want until I was dead and nothing would come to pass. Wanting never solved anything.


I tucked the box away with a sigh, found my cloak and shoes, and made my way downstairs.


In the kitchen, I packed away the last of the food we were taking with us. We were celebrating my majority night. I and twelve other girls had finally come of age, and as was our way, the whole village would travel to one of the abandoned kasbahs. There, we would receive our daan and become adults in the eyes of the village, and follow with dinner and dancing to celebrate.


“Amani.”


I turned to see Husnain, my brother, standing in the doorway. My parents had three children: Aziz, the eldest of us, more than ten years my senior. Myself, the youngest, and Husnain, fifteen months older than I was. I might have relied on Aziz for wisdom, but Husnain was one half of me, a twin despite the months between us. He had all the foolhardiness and fire of a second son, rarely tempered but for me.


“I brought something for you,” he said when I sat down.


I grinned and held out my hands. “Give it to me.”


“Close your eyes.”


I did so, but kept my hands outstretched. A moment later a wide, thin object was folded into my hands. I peeked before he told me I could open my eyes and nearly dropped the sheaf of papers as if they were on fire.


“Amani!”


“Is that—?”


Almost a month ago we’d journeyed to Cadiza Prime, the capital city on our moon, to pick up supplies for the small farm my brothers and father kept on our tiny sliver of land. I’d wandered through the open market, and shoved in the back of a bookstall was an aging sheaf of papers—Massinite poetry. It was too expensive to even consider purchasing it, and besides, most religious poetry was outlawed. It had been used too often as a rallying point for the rebels during the occupation.


Massinia was the prophetess of our religion and though we all loved her, I loved her above all other things in our faith. Just as we had songs in her name, so too had an entire tradition of poetry sprung up venerating her life and accomplishments. I loved such poetry above all else, and hungered for it despite the risk of being caught with it. My hands shook as I reached for the collection.


“You took a huge risk—”


“Never you mind the risk,” he said. “It belongs to you now, and that’s all that matters.”


I was afraid to grin or to touch them. Mine! I could hardly believe it. I’d never owned a collection of poetry before.


“Oh, for Dihya’s sake,” he laughed, and undid the twine around them before setting them in my hands. I would have to transcribe them to holosheets or put them in a database or some such. There was no telling if they’d survive the weather here, or if I would lose them or any number of things that could happen. And I would have to hide them, or risk them being confiscated by the magistrates.


Our souls will return home, we will return, the first poem read. We will set our feet in the rose of the citadel.


I closed my eyes, seeing the imagined citadel, no doubt now turned to dust. I could imagine the pain of the writer, could feel it like a bruise on my heart as my soul looked over its shoulder, leaving something treasured behind. I knew what it was like to trace a quickly fading memory in my mind, to watch it fade with every remembering until it was nothing but a feeling, a well-worn groove you could walk but not recall. The pain on the page was palpable—everyone had a citadel. The city of their birth, turned to rubble, family long gone, buried in an unmarked grave, all of it unreachable except through death.


And this, poetry like this, was all we had to preserve our stories, our music, our history.


“Thank you,” I said at last, and threw my arms around him. “You have no idea—”


“I have some,” he laughed, and kissed my forehead. “You are my favorite person in the the world, Amani. I’m glad to give you this. Dihya, are you crying?”


“No!” But I could feel the lump in my throat, ready to dissolve into tears at any minute. I’d been so afraid, so nervous about tonight. And in the end, it was a night of joy. I would step into adulthood not just with family and friends, but now with a treasure that would comfort me on nights too difficult to comprehend.


“Maybe now you’ll write some of your own,” he said, a little softer.


I snorted out a laugh. I was a poor poet, to be sure, and in a world where poetry didn’t pay, I’d had no chance to improve.


“You’re good,” he insisted. “You should write more.”


I flushed, hungry for praise. Husnain was the only person who’d ever read my poetry, but I knew he spoke out of the loyalty born between us and not out of any knowledge of what my skill looked like compared to true poets.


“In another world,” I said, and clutched the poetry to my chest.


Our souls will return home, we will return.


I looked up, and smiled at my brother, the other half of my heart. “But not this one. In this one, these poems are enough.”




[image: Image Missing]


Most of our village had set out on the road before sunset, but Aziz, Husnain, and I set out later with a few other families. I’d tucked Husnain’s gift in my pocket, reluctant to part with such a treasure so quickly.


“Amani, don’t ruin the parchment before you even have a chance to read it,” Husnain murmured, low enough that Aziz couldn’t hear.


I glanced over at our eldest brother. Aziz had been born before the occupation. Of the three of us, he was the only one who remembered our lives before then, who’d known our parents outside the shadow. The years under the occupation had forged our brother into steel. He was wise, perhaps wise beyond his years, and reliable. While Husnain jumped before he looked, Aziz watched, relentlessly, as if in the end all the world would surrender its secrets to him. Including his unruly younger siblings.


“I won’t,” I promised Husnain, fighting a grin.


“I should have waited until after to give it to you,” he said, but his grin matched mine.


Outside, the air was eerily silent but for the sound of Vathek probes whizzing overhead, their bright white beams scanning the ground. To our left was the orchard, scorched earth, the air above tinted red with the fumes of the extinguishing canisters the Vath had lobbed at it at the height of the fire.


A few weeks ago there had been three fields side by side—pomegranates and olives to the west, and a field of roses we grew to sell and make perfume facing the east. Now the west orchards looked like a graveyard with a hundred spindly, ashen arms reaching toward a red sky. The rose bushes and the trellises had gone, vaporized in the blaze of the fire. Smoke and red fumes from the extinguishing canisters still rose into the sky. Nothing would grow there now, not for years. I made myself look away. There was nothing to be gained by worrying at the bruise, nothing to be gained from wondering how we would feed ourselves this coming winter, or what we would do for work in the spring.


The fire had been set, they claimed, because of “rebels” in the area. But the only proof the Garda had that rebels sheltered among us was a phrase people said had been carved into the gatehouse.


The blood never dies. The blood never forgets.


It was a phrase from the Book of Dihya—most people believed it was a testament to our endurance and survival. But there were some who believed it meant Massinia might return—that her blood would call her back to the world in one form or another. Whichever meaning you took, rebels had been using it as a rallying cry, now more than ever.


Now the small village of shacks and houses on its outskirts, along with the gatehouses, were rubble. The people who’d lived there, those who’d survived, huddled together around a fire. I felt a pang of guilt looking at them—my family didn’t have much, but our home was still intact, and we wouldn’t go hungry as they would.


I reached into my bag, my hand settling on the bread I’d made that morning for the majority night celebrations. My mother and I had spent hours at the village oven, along with all the other girls celebrating their majority night, making enough bread for the whole village. We had so much—I could afford to spare a few loaves.


Aziz laid a hand on my shoulder and shook his head, as if he knew what I’d planned.


“They’re being watched,” he said, voice low. “The Garda believe the rebels hide among them.”


I swallowed down my anger and looked away.


“It’s difficult,” he said and squeezed my shoulder. “But think of our parents, Amani. What would they do if you were dragged off for giving bread to a rebel?”


I glared at the ground. I knew he was right. He, more than I, knew the cost of being thought one of the rebels. At last, I drew my hand from my bag and let him guide me away, leaving the fields and the refugees behind.


Eventually we reached the old kasbah far beyond the limits of the village. The kasbah was an old building, now one rundown mansion among many rundown houses, overgrown with palm and fig trees. Once it might have belonged to a prosperous family, but was now the refuge of farmers and villagers on nights like this. Lights shined out of broken windows, and threads of music rose into the air, mixing with the sound of wind and wildlife. Suspended over the kasbah in the night sky was our mother planet, Andala, hanging like an overripe orange fruit. With such a sight it was easy to forget everything: our poverty, the rule of the Vath, the specter of loss that hovered over our parents every day.


We arrived with enough time to set up the courtyard and get dressed. All the girls who were coming of age tonight had private rooms in the kasbah for them to make use of before the festivities. The chatter of friends rose and fell as my mother helped me into the qaftan and jewelry.


I felt a frisson of nerves when I looked at myself in the mirror. My mother and I looked eerily alike. She was taller, but we had the same brown skin, the same sharp cheekbones and sharper chin. Her hair was as thick and curling as mine, and seemed to sprout from a too high point on her forehead just like me.


But there the similarities ended. My mother had survived too many horrors to count, and never spoke of them. But her strength was obvious to anyone who bothered to look. She was unshakeable, and I—I wasn’t like my mother. I liked to think I was brave and filled with conviction, but I was untested. I’d suffered none of what she had, and to think of it made me shudder inside. How could I face adulthood, how could I expect to be a woman, when I couldn’t even bring myself to imagine my mother’s trials? How would I face my own?


“Becoming an adult is frightening,” my mother said, as if she’d read my mind. “You are smart to be wary. It means you will approach things slowly, and hopefully with wisdom.”


She urged me down into a seat in front of the mirror and got to work. There was not an abundance of jewelry to thread through my hair—we didn’t have the money for that. But my parents’ families had been botanists before the occupation, and my mother had managed to hold on to some of her own jewelry. Her sisters’ jewelry, too, had passed to my mother after they were all killed.


This was all I had of our past—my mother’s jewelry, and traditions like tonight. Soon, I would have my daan—a small inheritance, but a powerful one.


There was a chained circlet I had loved since I was a child, old and made of iron pieces shaped like doors, each hung with deep red stones. The majority night qaftan was my mother’s, white with red embroidery all along the bodice and down the center.


My mother smiled at me again in the mirror as she secured a pair of earrings studded with red stones. “There,” she said, and took hold of my chin to tilt my head a little. “You could be queen.”


The courtyard where the festivities were being held had been strung with lights. It was an old building on the very outskirts of the moon’s capital city. My spirit rose with the sound of music. The date palms were wound with bright, golden light, and caught on gold jewelry and embroidery on women’s qaftans, and bent off metal teapots and tea glasses. There were low tables and cushions spread through the length of the courtyard, and the entire village had made it to the celebration tonight. At the north end was a small stage where a band played, their lead singer crooning an old Kushaila song.


The trees were full of lights, and there were lanterns bobbing merrily in the fountain in the center of the courtyard. It babbled, undercutting the chatter of the many families celebrating in the tight space. Eleven other girls and their mothers pressed into the entrance beside me, waiting. Eyes turned toward us until nearly all the room was staring. Husnain caught my eye and winked at me, and my nerves eased slightly. Next to me, my mother squeezed my hand.


All of a sudden, the drums stopped, and conversation tapered off. For a long minute, there was nothing but the sound of the water flowing in the fountain. Someone blew on a horn, a deep, sonorous note, and then the drums began again.


We stepped out, one by one, to the sound of our fathers calling our names.


“Amani, daughter of Moulouda and Tariq.”


The purpose of the majority night wasn’t celebration alone. Our true step into adulthood was receiving our daan. The thirteen of us sat on cushions in the middle of the courtyard and waited.


The tattoo artist was an elderly woman, her daan turned green with age and folded into the wrinkles of her face. But her hands were steady and I remained still, despite the sting of her needle. In the old days I would have bled and it would have taken weeks for the marks to heal—now I would only need a few hours before they settled permanently on my face.


A crown for Dihya and Massinia took shape, overlapping diamonds curving over my forehead. Sharp lines on my left cheek for my lineage—my grandfather had claimed descent from Massinia herself, and though neither I nor my mother believed him, her markings went on my left cheek. On my right were my parents’ hopes for me—happiness, health, a good soul, a long life. I don’t know how long I sat while the old woman worked, but at last she pulled back and smiled.


“Baraka,” she murmured. Blessings.


And just like that, I slipped from childhood into adulthood.


My mother came to stand beside me, her face as stoic as ever, and squeezed my shoulder. Our daan were similar, almost mirror images of one another, and in that moment I hoped I could live up to them, live up to her. I lay my hand over hers and squeezed. With these marks I could face anything in the future. I hoped they would guide me toward joy and love instead of sorrow.


I followed the string of other girls and their mothers through the courtyard, weaving through the families watching, laughing, ululating in congratulations, to the banquet table at the north end. Those of us being celebrated tonight were to sit in the front of the banquet table with the elder women of our village and our mothers. My heart eased as I listened to them chatter. There was nowhere else on our small moon like these gatherings. Most of us were Kushaila, the oldest tribe group on Andala; my family was not the only one whose ancestors stretched back to the terraforming of our moon. The air rang with the sound of our mother tongue instead of Vathekaar, and our music and our laughter. For a moment I could imagine this was decades before the shadow of the Vath fell over our moon and conquered our planet and its system.


It was hard not to get swept away in the merriment, and when the songstress stepped down and a band took her place the tempo of music picked up. I loved the girls on either side of me—Khadija and Farah were my closest friends in the world. I’d grown up alongside Khadija. Our parents’ farmed plots of land beside one another, our mothers had walked to the orchards to pick fruit before either of us were born, before the Vath had ever darkened our skies. We’d taken our first steps together, learned to read together, and gone to school together. When it came time to register under the Vathek census, we’d gone to the capital city on Cadiz together.


It took no time at all for them both to grab my hands and pull me to my feet, and then we were off, dancing and laughing, singing along with the music.


I don’t know how long we danced, eventually joined by friends, laughing and chatting. The air was thick with incense smoke, the sharp sweet scent of cooked plums over lamb. The world seemed to glitter and waver as torchlight caught on sequins and false jewels. I know what we all must have looked like, had been a girl too young to partake only a year earlier. I had yearned to be part of the group, and now I was one of them: happy, crying out, falling over one another while we giggled.


For a while, I forgot my worries. Rebels, famine, poverty—none of these things mattered tonight.


And then the doors to the kasbah slammed open and the music stopped.
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It felt like long minutes, though it could not have been more than a few seconds, for my body to catch up. To notice the music gone, the laughter thinned, and joy replaced by fear.


When you are raised in a place like Cadiz, in a time like ours, you learned the signs. The absolute silence, followed by the soft, near imperceptible click of metal against stone. The soft whir of gears just loud enough to announce itself. The Vath rarely sent men to our homes. When they did—well. The cruelty of men knew few bounds. So there was some relief when the first body through the door was an Imperial droid, chrome and silver, its body etched in cruel, sharp designs.


Imperial droids weren’t built to look human. They were always at least a foot taller than average, their skeletons built out of excelsior and adamant, glowing silver wherever they were. Their faces were blank except for the white line of light that passed for eyes, and their heads were framed by a fan of solid metal. The original designer chose to shape their torsos so that they resembled ribcages, without any of the flesh within or without so that the droid went from monster-like to full monster. They weren’t shaped to be sent into war, but then you didn’t need much more than two hundred pounds of metal to cow and brutalize civilians.


And the droids were very effective at that.


The violence Vathek men did was easily counterbalanced by a droid’s calculations of life versus death. And to them, Andalaan life was always an acceptable loss.


The droids—there were eight altogether—had still not spoken. They gathered in the doorway, silent as death and just as unflinching.


I jumped when a hand wrapped around my arm, but it was only my brother, a grim look on his face.


“Aziz and our parents?” I asked, keeping my voice low.


“In the back,” he said.


“All girls aged fourteen to twenty are to line up on the west wall,” one of the droids announced. Its voice echoed as if a person inside it were speaking through a metal tube.


Ice crawled up my spine, but I stepped forward.


“Don’t,” Husnain said, tightening his grip.


“Don’t be foolish,” I hissed. “What if they scan the group and find I’ve lied? Better I go now and get it over with.”


I understood Husnain’s fear. We’d all heard the stories—the Vath appeared without warning when too many of us gathered in one place. They feared rebellion, and where groups of people met, or so the wisdom went, rebellion quickly followed. My father limped now because he’d attended such a gathering in his youth, and there were people from our village—among them my father’s elder brother—who’d disappeared from such gatherings and never appeared again. I was too young to remember very much, but I knew the tightly wound fear that sat in your chest as the droids stormed a building. Knew the wail of a woman who knew she was about to become a widow.


Husnain looked ready to argue, his face screwed up in anger. “They can’t do this.”


The Vath never intruded on a majority night, something so clearly meant to celebrate the young in our villages when there were so few of us.


Or at least, they never had before.


“They are doing it,” I reminded him, and tapped his hand. “Let me go and it will be done soon enough. I promise.”


Husnain seemed to battle with himself for a moment, and then he released me. We were close because in so many ways we were alike. But here, we differed. I understood the world we lived in, the consequences of dissent. Husnain … he disliked bowing to anyone, and to the unjust most of all. He would risk his life in the name of an idea rather than live to fight another day.


The room divided silently, girls in the age range specified to the left, and everyone else to the right. The smoke had taken an oppressive turn, so that it was no longer the dream-like fog. Something thicker, like a funeral shroud.


Two of the droids came toward us and split us, one to the front of the line and another to the back. Khadija stood beside me, and we held hands, our fingers crushing each other’s.


Her newly inked daan glistened on her cheeks and forehead in the firelight—she looked, I thought, more beautiful than she ever had before. After sharing so much of our lives together, it was right that we’d had our majority night at the same time. She gave my hand another squeeze, her face as clear of emotion as mine was. There was no training for how to face Vathek droids, but we all knew. No fear, no emotion, nothing that would focus their gaze on you.


Every few seconds there was a louder whir from both droids, and then a sharp beep before they moved on to the next girl. It was only when they were a few girls away from us that I realized what they were doing—a wide, green beam scanned a girl’s face, and then the beep cleared her. They were trying to identify someone.


I heard Aziz’s voice, warning me about the search for rebels, about appearing to aid those suspected. There were no rebels here—just a farming village that would starve in the coming months with our livelihood now smoldering. My gaze scanned the room. There was Adil the perfume maker with his lame foot. Ibn Hazm, the last member of a family prosperous before the war. Khadija’s parents, farmers and fruit pickers. Everyone here knew the cost of sedition. No one here would risk it.


I remained still, my eyes fixed on a flickering torch as a droid stepped in front of me, leaned forward, and scanned my face.


The noise it made after was not the sharp beep, but a clang, like an alarm. It remained bent in front of me, frozen as if in confusion.


My heart raced—difference was never good. Different meant the Vath knocking down your door in the middle of the night.


I eyed the door they had come through, and then the back exit. I wouldn’t make it if I ran, and likely I would cost friends their lives as they came after me.


“Take her,” one of the droids said.


“No!” Husnain pushed his way through the crowd and came to stand beside me. “You can’t have her.”


Without warning, the droid raised a phaser from its hip and aimed it at his forehead. Droids never set their phasers to stun. It would have been easy to be frozen, to scream, to give in. But though Husnain was older than me, I had always taken care of him.


“Stop,” I said again, my voice firm, and stepped in front of him. “There is no cause for violence.”


“You will come with us,” the droid said, not lowering the phaser.


I buried shaking hands in the folds of my skirt and shook my head. “Tell me what you want with me. I have rights.” Even as I spoke them, the words rang hollow. I didn’t have rights, of course. I was a poor girl, from an oft-forgotten moon. And I was young, without any of the marks on my record that would have signaled me as loyal to the Vath.


“You will come with us willingly or by force,” it said.


“I will not,” I repeated. Too late I realized my foolishness. You did not stand up to the Vath, and you certainly didn’t stand up to their droids, who would not be swayed by pleas or displays of emotion. I could feel the blood beat at the tips of my fingers, could almost hear the gears turning inside the droid as it turned its attention from me to Khadija.


There was no sound as the phaser went off, only the sudden weakening of Khadija’s grip around my hand. Her fingers slipped from mine, and her body fell forward. Her knees hit the ground, and then she fell sideways, eyes open in shock.


She’d worn a white gown embroidered in green to the ceremony. Red bloomed on her shoulder like a flower, staining the green lines crisscrossing her arms. Her arms splayed out, crooked and doll-like, in a pose I’d never seen before. Her black hair was loose tonight and it fanned around her head, dark as midnight, complete as a death shroud in hiding her from me.


Now, I could not breathe. Now, my heart pounded too fast and my lungs shrunk and my body went numb.


The blood from her arm pooled beneath her.


Her mother screamed first and then chaos broke. I couldn’t think, and I only moved because Husnain tugged me back and forced me into a run. He wasn’t fast enough—no one had ever outrun the Vath.


A metal hand wrapped around my left arm, and I came to a jarring stop.


“No!” I screamed, but it was too late. The droid took hold of my brother’s shoulder, and then threw him back nearly halfway across the courtyard. He landed against the fountain with a bloodcurdling sound, then fell to the floor, unmoving.


“Let me go!” I struggled against my captor, trying to make it to my brother as everyone else ran screaming, gathering children, trying to escape. I couldn’t see the rest of my family. Only Husnain, lying motionless on his front, ignored by everyone else.


I screamed again, but the droids dragged me away even as I struggled, kicking and screaming, crying out my brother’s name.


“Husnain!” My throat felt raw from screaming, but he didn’t get up, and no one stopped to help him.


I was dragged up a ramp to a Vathek cruiser, and my last sight of home was the kasbah, lit by the spark of fire a droid had set just as the doors shut.




the ziyaana,


andala
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I’d dreamed forever of leaving Cadiz, of visiting other star systems in our galaxy. But I’d never thought I would be taken against my will. I was dragged through the building, pulled onto a ship, silent and numb, then finally deposited in a holding cell.


My whole body hurt, and my vision was blurry with unshed tears. Below me was a glass floor, clouded and turning gray. But I could see where I was—and where I was going.


Cadiz was gone and left behind and Andala, our mother planet, grew minute by minute in my view. I wrapped my arms around myself, trying to contain the panic inside me. I prayed fervently that my family had survived the burning of the kasbah. I didn’t understand—couldn’t understand why they had taken me, or to what end.


I could not escape the image of Husnain lying motionless in the stampede, nor the sound his body made when it hit stone. Was he alright? Were my parents? Had Aziz gotten them out? And what of Khadija? The phaser’s blast was aimed at her arm, not her chest; meant to threaten, not kill. But she had lost a lot of blood … My mind went round and round, from one thought to the next, trying to make sense of it, hoping for the best.


The Vath had gotten me, for whatever reason. My family and the village were safe.


They were safe.


At least, that was what I repeated to myself. I didn’t know if I believed it.


Hours passed as I stared at the steadily approaching planet. At last, the ship slowed, and streams of cloud and mist engulfed my view. The floor melted back to its imposing steel gray color as the door hissed open. I stiffened, waiting for the Imperial droid to step through. Instead, an Andalaan girl waited in the doorway. She was dressed as I was, in a long qaftan, its sleeves tightened at the wrist, with a short sleeveless jacket. She drew a veil down from her red hair and freckled, brown face.


“Amani?”


I said nothing.


“I am Tala,” she said. “You should follow me.”


She led me from the ship into a courtyard that seemed to stretch on forever, filled with soft, pruned grass waving gently in the breeze. I gaped at the sights around me as Tala led me down an avenue of polished marble toward the garden’s center. Arches striped in red and white lined the walkway, and their alabaster columns gleamed. Birdsong filled the air, and jewel-toned peacocks strutted across the pathway. The air was fragrant with the scent of incense and flowers, and warmer than I’d ever felt it on Cadiz.


I would have been a fool not to recognize the pavilions and mosaics that marked where we were: the Ziyaana, Andala’s imperial palace. For centuries it had been home to our own royalty, Andalaan kings and queens. It was the last place to fall in the occupation. Now the palace played host to the Vathek king and his new court.


“Can you tell me what I’m doing here?” I asked, willing my voice not to shake.


“Come,” she said instead of answering my question. “The king’s stewardess, Nadine, is waiting in the east wing—she’s to be your mistress. Have a care with her—she is one of the High Vath.”


I swallowed. If one of the High Vath was involved in the assault on the kasbah, then my end would be grim. They made up the upper echelons of our conquerors, rarely seen away from our capital, and almost never alone. Their class was marked by pale silver hair, and it made them easy to pick out among their kind.
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