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In Love and War
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For eighty-eight years, the galaxy has been torn apart by the endless war between the Republic of United Planets and the Empire of Worlds.

Anjali Patel and Mikhail Grikov are soldiers on opposing sides of that war. They meet, fall in love and decide to go on the run together.

Pursued by both the Empire and the Republic, they struggle to stay alive and free and prove that their love is stronger than the war…
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Dreaming of the Stars


I. Anjali
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In the Gurung highlands on the planet of Rajipuri, three girls, the daughters of a craftsman from the valley, scrambled up a mountain trail.

It was the height of summer in the Northern hemisphere of Rajipuri. School was out, Mama and Grandmama were busy at home, Papa was busy in the workshop and their older brother Milan had gone away to become an apprentice silversmith. So the three Patel sisters spent their time exploring, roaming the valleys and meadows and mountain paths near the village.

At thirteen — about to turn fourteen — Anjali was the oldest. She scrambled ahead with the easy grace of a mountain goat, scouting out paths and routes for her sisters, seemingly unburdened by the backpack she was carrying.

Anjali had always been something of a tomboy, who wore her dark hair tied back in a messy braid and hid her developing body under her brother’s cast-off clothes. But — so the neighbours in the village whispered — you could see that she was going to become a beauty one day soon. Anjali usually frowned at such remarks. Beautiful was not very high on her list of things she wanted to be.

At ten, Lalita was the second oldest. She was lugging a fresh box filled with the girl’s lunch and groaned under the weight, even though — so Anjali had insisted — the box was not very heavy at all.

If Anjali might grow into a beauty one day, Lalita — so everybody agreed — already was one. She had been gifted with sparkling eyes, a heart-shaped mouth and glossy black hair that fell to the middle of her back in gentle waves.

Where her older sister favoured boy’s clothing, Lalita was clad in a shalwar kameez, the pants and tunic combination that was the traditional garb of young girls on Rajipuri, of bright pink synth-silk. Anjali had told her to put on something more practical, that she’d only soil her nicest clothes, but Lalita did not care. She liked looking pretty. And besides, Anjali was the one who always managed to soil her clothes.

At six, Sundari was the baby of the family. She trailed after her older sisters, a broken com unit in one hand and a much loved plush rabbit in the other. Like Lalita, she was dressed in a shalwar kameez, but in darker colours and sturdier fabric than her sister’s. Sundari’s dark hair was bound in two braids that constantly whipped in every direction, as the little girl struggled to keep up with her bigger and longer legged sisters.

“Can’t we stop here?” Lalita wanted to know, “Just for a little bit?”

Anjali continued undaunted. “We’re almost there.”

“But I’m tired,” Lalita insisted.

“Like I said, we’re almost there.”

“I’m tired, too,” Sundari piped in.

Anjali’s expression softened. She paused and dropped to her knees in front of her youngest sister. “I know, sweetie. But we’re almost there and I promise you that you’ll love it.”

“Love what?” Lalita demanded, “Where are we going anyway?”

“A special place.” Anjali patted Sundari on the back to encourage the little girl to go on. “Milan and I found it last summer.”

“But what’s so special about it?” Lalita wanted to know.

Anjali grinned. “You’ll see.”

[image: pinstripe]

A bit later, the three girls came to a rocky slope that marked the final ascent to the spot Anjali had chosen.

Anjali scrambled up first, while her sisters rested at the foot of the slope. Once she’d reached the top, she ditched her backpack and clambered back down to haul up the fresh box. Next, she helped Lalita, who somehow managed to get up the slope without soiling her pretty pink shalwar kameez, and finally Sundari, half pulling, half pushing and half carrying the little girl up the slope.

And then at last, the three girls had reached their destination, a mountain meadow ablaze with wildflowers in full summer bloom.

“Pretty,” Sundari exclaimed and even Lalita was impressed.

“Just wait,” Anjali said, “It gets even better.”

She opened her backpack, took out a thermo-blanket and spread it on the ground. Next, she opened the fresh box under whose weight Lalita had lumbered and set out the delights contained therein. And delights there were, at least by the standards of three peasant girls from the Gurung province of Rajipuri: Sandwiches, dosas, idlis, a self-heating pot of leftover pulao, three bottles of sparkling fruit drink and — for dessert — a pot of sweet rice pudding.

“Lunch is ready,” she called, once she’d laid everything out. Immediately, Lalita and Sundari came running from where they had been playing catch.

The three girls sat cross-legged on the blanket and ate, Anjali making sure that each of them got their fair share and that Sundari got an extra helping of pudding, for she was the youngest and everybody knew that the little ones needed more sweets to grow.

When they were finished, Lalita wandered off to pick flowers. Sundari remained on the blanket, plush rabbit by her side, and tinkered with the com unit she was trying to coax back to life. It was hopeless, of course, but Anjali didn’t have the heart to tell her. 

So she left her sister to it and gathered up the empty platters and containers instead. She lugged them over to a mountain brook that ran along the side of the meadow, where she rinsed everything thoroughly in the cool clear water. Mama and Grandmama would be furious, if the girls brought back dirty dishes and managed to soil the pricey fresh box in the process. And as the oldest, Anjali was responsible for making sure that everything was kept orderly.

“After all…” so Mama always said to her, “…you’ll have a household of your own to manage in a few years.”

Anjali frowned. Managing households was very low on her list of things she wanted to do with her life.

Once everything was clean and neatly packed up in the backpack and the fresh box again, Anjali stretched out on the blanket, looking up at the sky to watch the clouds pass by overhead. Amarati, Rajipuri’s single moon, hung in the summer sky like a shiny oversized pearl, orbiting what the teachers had taught her was called “the jewel in the Imperial crown”, for Rajipuri was the most beautiful world in all the Empire. It was also one of the poorest, but Anjali did not much wonder about that. There were some questions one simply did not ask in the Empire.
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