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			PART ONE

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Sabotage

			Tankar plunged, spiraling through space among the stars. Around, above and under him was an infinite array of impassive, unreachable stars. He turned and watched the Milky Way whoosh by like ice on fire. Each rotation of his body brought a glimpse of a gas cloud that was all that remained of his scout ship.

			The maneuvers he learned at the Cadet Academy helped him control the speed of each turn. Slowly, the galaxy’s bank of light appeared to rock back and forth; he was just like a toy top nearing the end of its gyration. Billions of kilometers from any life form – human or otherwise – Tankar Holroy was terrifyingly alone. His heart clutched in despair, not from fear of imminent death, but from the certainty that he’d failed in his mission. He would never deliver his message to the Admiral of the 7th Fleet on Formalhaut IV. His failure meant the rebels would win and the Empire….

			His short-term, immediate fate wasn’t his primary concern. Fury at the debacle roiled inside him, his anger more bitter because sabotage, rather than another soldier’s wits, was to blame. He wasn’t concerned by the thought of dying. After all, he’d put his life on the line the day he pledged his oath to the Emperor. From that day on, his life had not been his own, and every breath came at the pleasure of the Emperor.

			The urgency of his mission meant Tankar had not had time to check the hypertrons. Who would have suspected sabotage on a starship belonging to the Emperor’s personal security detail? The rot of treason had spread to whoever had created a death chamber on Tankar’s ship.

			He had no way of sending any message home. Hyperspace communication was in its infancy, and anything in use travelled at 15 light-years, max. No one had yet found a way to increase payload. The devices guzzled power and were only outfitted on massive cruisers, none of which Fleet 7 had yet.

			He thought of the entitled scientists, experts burrowed in their labs. They were without loyalty. Seven had been executed for treason the day before Tankar set off on his mission. This time, the rebellion had been carefully plotted and given time to mature. Not like the impromptu uprisings that had overthrown Emperors Ktius IV and Ktius V and even the great Antheor III. Privately, Tankar had contempt for the current Emperor Ktius, a weak man who would have walked back all the recent reforms had it not been for the opposition of the Stellar Guard.

			The morning the uprising reached his base, the shuddering barracks woke Tankar even before the deafening blast of the explosion shattered the air. He stared open-mouthed at the swirling column of fire where the Kileor arsenal once stood. He dressed like a shot to the sorrowful sound of shrieking alarms, and, five minutes later, he was standing at his place near the gangway to the starship. Tablet in hand, he scribbled down the name of the last man to board. And then, for the next two months, he and his men struggled against an enemy that constantly eluded capture. An enemy that refused hand-to-hand combat, that struck from behind and whose terrifying rebel starships always outpaced the Stellar Guard’s swiftest cruisers. Tankar fought on Mars, Venus, Earth, and he had been part of the raid on Abel, the third Proxima Centauri planet. The revolution stopped there.

			Earth territories that were once Western Europe and North America had fallen. The rebels also claimed broad swathes of Asia, half of Mars, both Venusian poles, and every satellite belonging to both Jupiter and Saturn. Slowly, inexorably, Guard forces beat their retreat and inevitably left the capital city Imperia at risk. The Emperor at last reluctantly called on the External Great Fleet and its squadron not far from Fomalhaut. One, two, ten messengers were dispatched. None got through, and so the Admiral called on Tankar.

			For five years running, Tankar won the Great Stellar Race from Earth to Rigel III and back. He had earned his first trophy as a cadet. If anyone could break through rebel lines and reach the 7th Fleet, he was the man. He had been given a sealed copy of the message and the fastest scout ship in the flotilla. He set off early one morning in the haze of a nasty chemical bomb and entered hyperspace just above the atmosphere. He did not mind taking the mission on solo. Most Stellar Guards lived ascetic, almost monastic lives.

			No one seemed to be tailing him until an alarm shattered Tankar awake on the third day. The hyper radar screen was clean, but a quick check of the display board got his attention. The second hypertron was out of synch, and he needed to reduce speed, enter normal space and recalibrate. Guard training included advance hyperspace theory and Hytron practice. He knew he was up to the job. But mistakes come in pairs. After Tankar made the fix and was poised to leave his screens tucked as per regulation, a tiny asteroid sliced through his antennae. If he waited to get to Fomalhaut IV, it might result in missed signals. And the rule was to proceed only when any and all repairs were complete. ‘A good officer never returns with a faulty starship he could have repaired himself.’ So he put on his suit and walked out onto the hull.

			Afterward – well, there had been one minor explosion, most likely chemical – he hovered in space far from the scout ship, which did not really matter as his chip implant would have allowed him to return. It was standard operating procedure to destroy after desertion. There was a tiny bomb tucked in the middle of three Hytrons that could destroy the central support mechanism and cause the hyperspatial axes to converge. Blasting wide open the gates of hell.

			Tankar had about 10 minutes to rocket to safety. His poorly set jet-pack sent him wobbling away from the ship before the brilliant light of the explosion reached him. Three tons of matter was trying to occupy the exact same space at the same time. Ultradense rays shot down, and Tankar could only hope that his suit and the vessel debris were enough to shield him, although it did not matter; he would be a dead man soon enough.

			Now he was nose-diving through the stars. No way to measure speed. The gas cloud did not help as he had no idea how fast it had been moving.

			He could spend eternity tumbling through space, a shriveled mummy locked in his spacesuit. Or he could attract the gravity field of a nearby star and end up pulverized. In any event, he would perish without delivering the message to the 7th Fleet. Death was meaningless. People died from wounds, explosions, radiation, accidents or old age. He was 24 and strong. And yet, he would die soon. The odds against being rescued were huge but not impossible. Captain Ramsay was scooped up by a nearby ship exiting hyperspace after 16 hours adrift. Tankar knew his chances weren’t as good as the captain’s.

			I’m going to die, he thought. It did not scare him. The thought fascinated him. He had seen so many people die in so many different ways. Comrades standing beside him on a starship gangway. Enemies found on debarkation calcified and shredded.

			There was one night when he was guarding the palace basement and had seen the interrogation of Alton, the physicist, tried as a traitor. Tankar shook his head in an attempt to forget the memory of that death. He still had a grudge against the Admiral for including him with the three cadets standing guard that night. It was not as if the Empire did not have enough executioners and yes-men.

			A methodical man, trained in space and its danger, Tankar quickly inventoried his resources. Enough air for 24 hours, 10 days’ supply of easy-to-digest nutritional concentrate and electrical charge to last a month.

			“So I’ll suffocate,” he muttered to himself. “Maybe at the end, I’ll shut down the power and freeze rather than rot in the suit. Or just unscrew my helmet.” No, that would be suicide, absolutely banned by the Guard’s code of honor. Officers fight until the end.

			Out of habit he made a distress radio call. Signal reach was minimal and he was pretty sure no friendly starship was wandering in this vector. As to enemies, they were too few and far between to be found this far from a planet.

			There was no reply to his call. He put it on automatic SOS system, then tuned in to the imperial channel. He could hear nothing more than the usual static, the thrumming of the nebulae. Nothing else but the whistling of air pockets. He waited. He was moving in slow motion now and could have stopped rotating. He did not mind so much; in fact, movement gave him a panoramic view. He checked his digital timepiece and was stunned to see he’d only been gyrating for one small hour. Sixty short minutes. Another 23 units of time and he would be dead or dying. His breathing was growing shallower, his ears were buzzing, and his mouth opened in a vain search for more air. He hoped he had earned a place in the heavens reserved for true warriors.

			Tankar had never been a student of metaphysics; few members of the Guard were. ‘Obey the Chief and your Emperor, follow orders, fight with courage, remain loyal to the end and you will have nothing to fear.’ He had been such a man but, in this cold moment of reckoning, doubt niggled at him.

			The commoner religion was different; in their code, warrior virtues alone did not grant redemption. One also had to love one’s neighbor and never commit murder. Tankar failed to see how people reconciled this final commandment with blood-soaked rebellion. The Empire approved the code of nonviolence for commoners, but not for the Guards. ‘Thou shalt not kill!’ And yet, he remembered the gruesome sight of police crucified outside the temple. The texts of the religious also read, ‘Live by the sword, die by the sword.’

			How did you establish and maintain the stability of the Empire without bloodshed? And if the Supreme Power was the same power invoked by the priests, how could anyone take issue with Tankar for being who he was? How could he be any different? He had been commandeered and groomed from birth to enter the ranks of the Guards. He had little recollection of his parents. His mother might have been blond with very long hair. His father was just a gigantic, shadowy silhouette.

			From the time of his admission into the Academy he had only ever lived with other cadets, and later with the Guards. He spent his time in study, physical training and never-ending maneuvers. At first, his maneuvers were on Earth; then they took place in space and on some hellhole planets. For R&R the Guards visited Eugenics Centers where they were presented with commoner girls. They were all forbidden from talking to the terrified, drugged and hate-filled women. Early on, Tankar looked forward to these evenings. But over time he began to feel revulsion, sensing the men were as debased by the activity as the girls. He still remembered his friend Hekor’s last words, “How long is the Empire going to treat us like breeding stallions?”

			Tankar had not seen Hekor since the Center. That same day, Hekor was transferred to march duty where he died for the glory of the Emperor. He would have died anyway in some skirmish or other with the H’rons or the Tulms or some other non-human enemy.

			Tankar’s readout told him he had another five hours of air. He understood he was growing dizzy and disoriented. His thoughts circled through long-buried images in his mind: his fury at age 11 when a bigger cadet beat him up and he had cried bitter tears: not because of the pain, but because real warriors do not cry. The spring day when he smiled at a young commoner woman who sneered back at him. The corpse of a dog in the doorway of a derelict house….

			He was in free fall now, his oxygen tank whistling. He was overwhelmed by his failure. Could his failure be the final end of the Empire? He should have checked the Hytrons, dammit, all good officers did. But then again, he’d been ordered to leave on the spot. He did not have time.

			 No, he could not have prevented the sabotage.

			The air inside his suit was heavy and the sound of his busted valve was growing faint. After some quick math, Tankar realized that within an hour he would be finished. And so, he waited. After a time, the buzzing in his ears returned. The static sound briefly intensified then faded away. He thought he saw something very bright zipping between two faraway stars. He stared stupidly at the fast-growing point of light, now turning into an oval shape as it drew closer.

			Finally, almost of its own will, his training kicked in and he saw a ship; no make or model he recognized. It seemed huge. It could not be part of the Empire’s fleet. Maybe it belonged to rebels or some alien race. Not that it mattered. The worst outcome would be his murder as soon as he boarded. But, should he be taken prisoner, he might someday escape and return to the Guards where he belonged. With the little bit of strength remaining to him, Tankar launched the distress-mode apparatus and heard his own SOS piped across all bands.

			Red rockets burst across a blackened sky and Tankar plunged headfirst into the night.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			The People of the Stars

			Tankar blinked and woke up to find himself staring at a brilliant white ceiling. Turning his head, he saw stark, unadorned white walls and a small metal table, all of which looked exactly like those found in an officers’ infirmary on board any of the Empire’s starcruisers. But he wasn’t on board a cruiser. The bed he lay on was softer than any he had ever known, and the thin blanket that covered him was too luxurious for a lieutenant in the Emperor’s Stellar Guard.

			He found an alarm behind him on the head of the bed and rang it: the solid wall across from him slid open and a man of average height, with dark skin and curly black hair, entered the room.

			“Oh, good. You’re awake. The Teknor will see you now.”

			Brusquely the man pulled off the opulent cover without another word and pointed to a set of clothes resembling his own draped across the only chair in the room. Tankar got up, changed into the short tunic and harem pants, and joined the man waiting outside on a vast gangway that extended to the left and to the right as far as Tankar could see. He and his guide walked quickly for a long while. Tankar didn’t get tired, realizing that it was because the gravitational pull within the spaceship was far weaker than that on Earth. The two men slid down an anti-grav shaft, which impressed Tankar – a device like that on Earth could only be found in the Emperor’s palace.

			They landed on a much wider moving walkway which allowed them to proceed even more swiftly and effortlessly. “Just how big is this spaceship?” Tankar asked.

			“About five kilometers,” his guide said, slowing and turning to him.

			Tankar stopped in his tracks, but the moving walkway kept moving him forward. Five kilometers? he thought. Impossible! How many millions of tons did it weigh? The largest imperial cruiser measured only four hundred meters. He calculated that he and his guide walked the first gangway for about 10 minutes and now the moving walkway was speeding them along faster in the same direction. Tankar silently thanked the powers of the Supreme Being that this monstrous vessel was controlled by humans.

			They passed many other people along the way: some tall, others short; some blond, others dark-haired. All were well-built, young and healthy. The personal style of each individual varied widely from elegantly complex to starkly simple. Some wore very little, including one young woman who was dressed in nothing but a loincloth. Tankar stared quickly then looked away. In the Empire, only a slave would expose herself like that, and a lieutenant in the Emperor’s Stellar Guard would never ogle a slave.

			Finally, after going across three walkways, the two men reached their destination, and Tankar crossed the threshold of an open door into an enormous room as his nameless guard vanished. Bitterly, Tankar remembered the tiny, cluttered space of his own command post aboard his destroyer. He surveyed the vast interior and saw that three of the walls were lined with shelves crammed with audio and bound books. On the fourth wall was a split screen displaying six panels. A large table carved from precious wood and covered in gilt sat in the center of the room. The floor was spread with rugs and furs. The Supreme Admiral’s post was a dump compared to this space, Tankar thought with a grimace.

			A man no more than 40 years old sat across from Tankar, staring at him, elbows on the polished table. Tankar stared back. The man was very tall, at least as tall as himself, with brown crew-cut hair, thick eyebrows shadowing piercing black eyes, an aquiline nose and thin lips set in a bemused smile. His tan sleeveless tunic revealed powerful sunburned shoulders. Instinctively, Tankar stood at attention and saluted the man.

			“At ease!” he barked. Tankar relaxed.

			“So you’re an emissary from Earth.” The man spoke fluent interspatial. “Being in such a remote part of the galaxy, we haven’t seen one of you guys in a long time. You’re lucky, young man, that I tune in to planetary transmissions for the fun of it. I heard your SOS and alerted the people on watch who saw your rockets and retrieved you.”

			Tankar watched as the man perused some papers on the desk in front of him and realized they were the contents of his portfolio that contained the sealed envelope with the directive to the 7th Fleet. A flash of anger crossed his face, followed by a blush of humiliation. His failure was now complete. Not only would the orders not reach their intended readers, but they’d likely fallen into enemy hands. Only a ritual public suicide could erase such a failure of duty. Unless….

			The man rifled through the portfolio, pulled out an ID and read the information aloud: “Holroy, Tankar. Born May 12th in Empire year 1800 in Nyark, Earth. Rank: Lieutenant in the Stellar Guard. 3rd Destroy Corp.” The man looked up. “How old are you?”

			“It’s easy to figure out….” Tankar began.

			“Do you really think we count in imperial years? If I wanted to, I could check a history book, but if you expect me to know all of the planetary eras off the top of my head you have another think coming….” His face wrinkled in contempt.

			“I’m 24,” Tankar answered.

			“Twenty-four Earth years. You’re a very young man. What were you doing in space? Where did you come from and where were you going?”

			“My starship was sabotaged. Hypertron convergence. I left from Earth, but I’m not allowed to state my destination.”

			“War?”

			“No. Rebellion.”

			“And your mission was to deliver this message?”

			The Teknor shoved the envelope toward Tankar. “Take it back. This doesn’t interest us. I haven’t looked at it. Planetary problems don’t concern us unless there’s a risk to us of hostilities.”

			“Planetaries?” Tankar did not understand the term.

			“Anyone who lives on a planet surface, human or not.”

			“Don’t you live on a planet?”

			“We are the people of the stars,” the Teknor explained. “Nomads. We trade with planetaries, sometimes we land on their worlds to hunt, to replenish supplies, or for fun. But space is our domain. We were all born here, or most of us in any event. But you’ll have plenty of time to discover all of this since you’ll be with us for a time – maybe even forever.”

			“But my mission….”

			“Forget about it,” the Teknor interrupted. “As I said, planetary matters don’t interest us. One day you may be allowed to set foot on a planet on which we land and stay there. Unlike most of my compatriots, I’m keen to know more about humanity. Call it sociological, cultural, or historical interest.” He paused to study Tankar further. “So tell me, what’s the current political situation in this sector? As a Tilsin Teknor it’s important for me to know.”

			Tankar remained silent.

			“You’re at war,” the Teknor continued, “and so long as we have nothing to fear from your forces, I have no desire to get caught up in any fighting. Speak freely. Whoever your enemies might be, we have nothing in common with them.”

			Tankar hesitated.

			The Teknor sighed. “If, out of some misguided loyalty, you don’t wish to answer our questions, we have ways to force your hand. Our means are not cruel or harmful. A few minutes under the psychoscope and we’ll find out everything we want to know.”

			Tankar swallowed hard. Among the Stellar Guards rumors abounded of a political-police device that could read a man’s thoughts without his knowledge or permission. “So be it,” he relented. “You’re on the outskirts of the Empire. When I left, rebellion had spread throughout the Solar System and, aside from Alpha Centauri, we’ve had no news from outside planets.”

			“You don’t have hyperspatial com devices?” the Teknor asked quickly. “Hmm, just as I suspected. A pity. So, it would seem Earth is the center of an empire, as it was in the past? How is it structured?”

			“The Emperor is at the top,” Tankar explained, “followed by his prime minister, then the Great Council. The noble class, then the knights, merchants, technicians and, lastly, the commoners.”

			“Hereditary nobility?”

			“Is there any other kind?” Tankar asked with surprise.

			“It’s better for the state when there are other kinds. Where did you rank within the system?”

			“Knight class. Lieutenant in the Stellar Guard.”

			“All right. Thank you.” The Teknor stood up. “Now I must attend to several highly pressing matters. In return for our saving you, I’m asking you to draft a report on the makeup of the Empire. Please include details on military infrastructure, and please be thorough.” After seeing the look on Tankar’s face, he continued, “This is not treasonous. Your empire isn’t threatening us, and, to be honest, we’re not that interested. Remember: whatever happens, we have ways of finding out what we need to know.”

			“What will my status be on board?”

			“The same as any other planetary who’s crossed our path. You may not go through any doors with a barred red circle, but, apart from that, you’re free to go where you will. We’ll provide you with lodging and sufficient funds for clothing and food. My advice? Get yourself as soon as possible to the university library and read Mokor’s History of Interstellar Civilization. Like most of our books, it’s in interspatial. This should help you adapt and avoid any faux pas.” With a final thin-lipped smile, the Teknor concluded, “Our society is far different from your own.”

			“What should I call you?” Tankar asked.

			“I am Tan Ekator, a Tilsin Teknor.”

			“And if I refuse to comply?”

			“As I said, we have our ways, which we only use as a last resort. We loathe the whole idea of intruding on a human conscience. Go to Compartment 63, 19th Street, Bridge 7 in Sector 1. Someone there will look after you. Goodbye, Holroy.”

			Tankar reverted to military protocol and saluted the Teknor before turning on his heel. In a mirror he caught a reflection of the smiling Teknor. Mildly hurt that he appeared to be a source of amusement to the man in charge, Tankar left the room to find his guide waiting on the gangway.

			“Follow me,” the man directed.

			The next room was reassuring because it reminded Tankar of the supervisor’s office at the barracks. Twenty-odd men and one woman worked away behind low tables. Secretaries, he thought. Obviously a starship as big as this one would require volumes of administrative personnel.

			One of the bureaucrats called him over. “Holroy, Tankar? Here’s your card with all the information you might need. You were an officer? We might be able to find a job for you. Meanwhile, you have no definitive position or responsibility. I remind you that you may not enter any compartment with a barred red circle on the door. The consequence for that action leads to one punishment: space!”

			“Where can I find the university library?” Tankar asked.

			The scribe looked at Tankar in a combination of amazement and dismay. “What are you planning to do there?” he demanded.

			“Your commander advised me to read the history of this place.”

			“Ummm, just a minute.” The scribe picked up a phone, spoke a few words, then listened to an answer that seemed to surprise and displease him. “Odd, that…this is the first time…hey, Killian! Find another card, a Model-A for this guy.”

			“Model-A? For a planetary?”

			“Tan Ekator’s order. I checked.”

			A few minutes later, Tankar was handed a new pass. “Here’s your Model-A card and a map of the Tilsin,” the scribe explained. “The ban against entering doors with red barred circles remains in effect, but you may go anywhere else.” In an undertone he muttered, “A Model-A card for a planetary? What’s next?”

			Tankar left the office and returned to the gangway, but his guide had disappeared. He was on his own, left to his own devices, so he took a seat on a bench and looked over his card and checked out the map. On one side, the writing was in a foreign language; on the other, the lettering was in interspatial. The document assigned him an apartment: Cell 189, 21st Street, Bridge 10, Sector 3, and a ‘nonmandatory’ cafeteria: Room 19, 17th Street, Bridge 8, Sector 3. He also was given funds amounting to 152 stellars per month, however much that might be, however much that might buy.

			The map was intricate and complex, not surprising on a starship five kilometers in length! The vessel boasted 50 bridges divided into four sectors numbered one to four clockwise with one in front on the left. In some areas, there were places described as gardens or parks. In the areas between the bridges, there were concentric gangways, and, between them, a system of either radial or parallel streets that cut through the blocks.

			Tankar pinpointed his location without much difficulty. He had memorized the numbers the Teknor had rattled off. He had no idea of the time, but he was famished, so, map in hand, he set off to find the cafeteria. He got lost almost immediately.

			He used the anti-grav shaft but missed Bridge 8 and landed on Bridge 11 at an intersection. Annoyed with himself, he went upstairs, failed to get his bearings, and knew he really was lost. All the doors around him were closed, and he saw no passersby until, finally, he saw a young woman, a tall and slender brunette with dark skin. Tankar approached her.

			“Excuse me. Can you tell me where to go? I’m lost.” He spoke in interspatial.

			She gave him a strange look. “Are you a planetary?”

			“Yes.” He nodded. “I was picked up a short time ago.”

			“Where do you need to go?”

			“To the cafeteria I was assigned, if it’s open for service.”

			“Service?” the young woman asked in surprise. “You mean, on your planet you can only eat at specific times?”

			“Indeed,” Tankar replied. When he saw her furrow her brow, he added, “They aren’t absolutes. There’s some wiggle room, at least for civilians.”

			“I see.” Clearly, she did not. “Do you have money?”

			“My card tells me my stipend is 152 stellars per month. Is that a lot? How long are your months?”

			“It seems nobody’s told you anything,” the young woman sighed. “A planetary! Well, one month corresponds to 30 days of 24 hours duration. 152 stellars is a respectable sum, about what I get. So you have a Model-A card?”

			“Yes.”

			“Strange for a planetary. Usually, you only get a B-card and 92 stellars.” The young woman looked Tankar up and down. “You’re one lucky fellow. First order of business: go to the bank and get your money. Do you know anything about our currency?” She did not wait for a response. “No, of course not. A stellar represents 10 planars and those are 10 satellars each. A meal usually costs 30 satellars to about one stellar.”

			“And where will I find a bank?” Tankar asked.

			“Hall 5, along this street. Come with me.”

			In the bank, Tankar could tell that the tellers were taken aback by his Model-A card, but at least they did not comment. A few moments later, he was on the street with a wallet full of strange bills. He followed the young woman, who led him to a large dining room with almost no diners. “Here you go,” she announced.

			Tankar reached out to take her arm. “Please stay!”

			“Why would I do that?” she asked.

			“I have so many things to ask you. Would you please join me for lunch?”

			The young woman stepped away with a look of revulsion on her face. “Kindness has its limits!” Pride wounded, Tankar watched in silence as she walked away.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			The City in Space

			The cafeteria was standard, just like every cafeteria he had ever visited before on Earth or on another planet. The almost military layout of the long tables, most of them empty, was familiar. The walls were decorated with horizontal pictures of planets Tankar did not recognize. A long counter was placed at the far end of the room spread with food selections in glass cages and attended by three servers. The comfort and familiarity of the layout gave Tankar the confidence to approach and pick up a tray.

			“New guy, which city?” asked a smiling waiter.

			“Imperia.”

			“Never heard of it. Must’ve been built after the most recent assembly.” The waiter persisted. “Which clan? I would’ve thought you were a Finn. No? Sveri? Russki? Norwegian? Ah, I have it!” he exclaimed. “You must be an Angle or a Usian.”

			“No,” Tankar replied. “I’m from Earth.”

			The waiter’s friendliness evaporated as his face shut down. “A planetary. Then you don’t belong here. There’s a canteen just for Model-B cards.”

			“But I have a Model-A card!” Tankar handed it over and said, “Look!”

			The waiter squinted at it in disbelief, then handed it back. “Guess it’s true. So planetaries speak interspatial these days?”

			“Speak it?” Tankar asked incredulously. “We invented the language during the reign of Kilos II the Glorious!”

			The man’s face turned to stone, and the nearest of his colleagues walked over. “Kilos the Glorious? Ha! More like Kilos the dog, the murderer!”

			“How dare you insult the founder of the Empire?” Tankar demanded.

			“Your empire is a long ways away, maggot. The sooner you forget it, the better off you’ll be.”

			The third waiter interrupted. “Leave him be, Jorg. He doesn’t know anything. Planetaries are all like that in the beginning. They’re so arrogant it doesn’t matter if they’ve come from the Earth Empire or the Confederation or a free planet.” He addressed Tankar, “Listen up. You wanna eat? Choose, pay, eat, and then F off!”

			Tanker held back. After all, he owed his life to these people, even though they saw him as a refugee. He would have to be patient, do his best to gain an understanding of this new world, and try to adapt. He would have to wait things out.

			As a man of frugal tastes – gourmandizing was discouraged among the Guard – he looked at the food and randomly chose a slice of grilled meat, a green jelly, an oddly shaped piece of fruit, paid his 40 satellars and sat down at an empty table. The food was vastly superior to anything he had eaten before. At the table next to him two young men and a young woman were finishing their meal. The men were dressed soberly in short tight tunics cinched at the waist. The woman, a pretty brunette with coppery highlights in her hair, wore a longer, bright red tunic.

			Her voice was loud, as if she did not care who heard her. “Rumor has it that Tan Ekator gave this scumbag a Model-A card. Just wait and see what happens after the Great Council meets on this!”

			One of the men shrugged and replied, “He has the right to do it, Orena. Nothing in the charter says he can’t. All you can do is vote against him, if you’re still on the Tilsin two years from now.”

			“The right?” the woman queried. “The right? My ass! That’s all you ever say, Ollemi. Our Teknor insults us, and all you can say is he has the right? You disgust me, and the same goes for you, Daras!” She directed the last comment at the other man sharing her table. Then she turned toward Tankar. “What do you think, brother? Do you think that anywhere other than on this stinkhole, Stellarans would let such an outrageous step go unpunished?”

			Tankar did not speak at once, torn between embarrassment and fury at being disrespected. The woman prodded him again. “Where are you from? I’ve never seen you before…did you just get off the boat?”

			He remained mute.

			“So have the Mpfifis got your tongue? Or don’t you have an opinion?”

			Tankar shrugged and stood up. He knew that it would serve no purpose to engage in a quarrel that did not concern him, even though it was expressly about him. The woman, Orena, leaped up and stood right in front of him, her face flushing red with fury. “You’re not going to sidestep this one so easily! When I ask a question, I expect a reply.”

			Ollemi intervened. “Orena, that’s enough. Stellaran law….”

			She turned her head to glare at her friend. “Oh, Rktel to the law. You quote it so often you forget the spirit of the thing!”

			Tankar gently tried to push his way past her. In a second, she slapped him across the cheek. Until the slap, he had been patient in spite of the woman’s humiliating slander, but the slap had him seeing red, more from rage than pain. His left hand reached for his missing fulgurator while instinctively he struck back with his right.

			The woman first rolled onto the table and then onto the floor as plastic plates and cups rained down on her head. Tankar stood, ready for a fight, expecting the two men to attack.

			“Are you completely insane, brother? You know a man doesn’t hit a woman,” reminded Ollemi.

			“But she….”

			“Orena is a piece of work, I grant you that. But the law is the law, and you know she will expect her due.”

			“Her due?” Tankar asked, having no idea what that meant.

			“Your customs might be different from ours. Here, we leave you two in the Great Park. She’ll have 10 bullets to your one, and you’ll have one arm tied behind your back.”

			Another man broke into the circle of rubberneckers who now surrounded them and stood face-to-face with Tankar. “Enough already, you piece of work. Get out of here, now!”

			The circle closed in, and one voice after another spoke up. “A planetary?”

			“Yeah. That’s the guy who got the Model-A card.”

			“Kick him into space!”

			“No! Send him to the experiment cages!”

			“Straight to the converter, I say!”

			“Let Orena claim her due; she never misses.”

			“Yeah. She should aim right for his guts!”

			A head poked out from between the men’s legs. The head had short, tousled coppery hair, a quickly blackening eye and a bloody nose. “You move fast, planetary,” Orena muttered. “Leave him alone, guys. I insulted him without knowing he was there, and I got what I deserved,” she admitted. “At least he has the balls to act on his instincts!” She made a face and spat blood. “But, man, you hit too hard. In the end, I probably won’t claim my due. Nope. It’d give these idiots too much pleasure. They’d enjoy our killing each other without having the balls to join in.” She stood up. “Come with me!”

			Orena took Tankar’s arm and pulled him toward her. “Come on! I want to talk privately.” She led him to a small park where she sat him next to her on a bench.

			“This’ll teach me to look around before I open my big mouth,” she said dreamily. “But I have questions for you, and the first is: why did the Teknor give you a Model-A card?”

			“The Teknor?”

			“Tan Ekator.”

			“Oh.”

			“He’s only a technician, hence the name. At least that’s the case in principle. For a city-state to work, someone has to direct and coordinate, but that’s where his job ends.”

			Tankar shook his head. “I don’t know about that,” he confessed. “I just saw him for a few minutes about two hours ago.”

			“What did he say?” Orena demanded.

			“Nothing that would interest you. He advised me to consult a book by a guy named Mokor at the university library.”

			Orena sighed. “I’m not surprised. The conservos think Mokor’s book is the ultimate. We, the advantists, don’t think much of it; it’s not objective and gives the Pilgrims too much credit.”

			“If you keep talking in riddles like that, I think I will have to give Mokor a read,” Tankar retorted. “I need to find my way around this place, and the sooner the better!”

			“I can help with that,” Orena offered. “I took pretty in-depth history lessons. What do you want to know?”

			“Everything!”

			“That a pretty tall order, don’t you think? I can try and summarize the major points. But, be warned: don’t be surprised if what I say about the early stuff doesn’t correspond to what you learned on Earth.” She paused to ask, “What was your line of work?”

			“Lieutenant in the Emperor’s Stellar Guard.”

			Orena whistled softly. “I better watch what I say! Let’s get started. So, under the reign of Kilos II the assassin….”

			“The Glorious!”

			“If you keep interrupting….” she warned. “So…under the reign of the glorious assassin Kilos II, life became unbearable for every intelligent, freethinking person. Almost immediately after his coronation he issued edicts limiting research, cutting back on the rights of technicians, and setting aside all the important jobs for knights and nobleman. And that was just the beginning. Many universities closed, the professors deported or sent to the mines.”

			Tankar struggled to understand. “What was their act of treason?”

			“You only commit treason if you defy an order you once agreed to carry out,” Orena explained. “You do know how the Klutenide dynasty started out, right? By murder and usurpation? Nobody on Earth or in the outlying lands accepted their legitimacy; the people just submitted. But the Emperors secured the allegiance of military and civilian technicians by handing out massive favors. Those were the real traitors, in my book.” She paused to stare at Tankar before resuming. “Rebellion was out of the question. Flight was the only option for those who wanted to remain free, and it wasn’t easy. Two generations suffered horrors in silence but kept alive the flame of knowledge, stockpiling the right documents. Some of them were found, tortured, and killed.”

			She shrugged. “Why should I spell out the details? You’ll read all about it in the books. Mokor may exaggerate their role in the events, but escape wouldn’t have been possible without the help of the Pilgrims.”

			“The Pilgrims?” Tankar asked.

			“At the time of the constitutional Empire under Antheor the 1st, three hundred years before Kilos II, a new religion was founded by Meneon the Prophet, a priest of ancient Christianity, and….”

			Tankar interrupted again. “I’ve heard of Christians. There still are some in the Empire, but only among the commoners.”

			Orena gave him a look that clearly said: stop interrupting me! “So, as I was saying, Meneon had a revelation. He said that since God allowed humans to conquer space, it must be part of the divine plan. The human race’s time on Earth was nothing more than a trial destined to eliminate original sin –” Orena grimaced at Tankar, “– maybe you know what that is, because I have no idea – one day man would find God in some corner of space, and a new era would begin.

			“Of course, I’m summarizing and probably leaving things out. Anyway. Meneon quickly spawned disciples. This new religion appealed primarily to astronauts and well-off merchants who must have seen the doctrine as a comfort in their crushing loneliness. While the Menians, his followers, were few in number, they were powerful. The early emperors were not the stupid, bloodthirsty monsters that their descendants would become. They protected worship and gave converts perks and rights, especially the right to arm and fortify their monasteries, as well as the right to offer asylum.

			“A few Menian priests joined each interstellar expedition, and most of them were good technicians. But, with the coronation of Kilos II, everything changed. He wouldn’t tolerate the independent-mindedness of the monks, or of artists or scientists. Little by little, he sliced away their perks. The monasteries remained powerful, so the succeeding emperors stopped short of direct persecution. That wasn’t from lack of desire, as the monks were unflinchingly hostile, in part for moral reasons, but their primary issue was that the starships in circulation belonged either to the Stellar Guard or to the merchant marine, and the monks were forbidden to travel that way.

			“And so the monks forged an alliance with the technicians. The monks would provide refuge in the monasteries and help build clandestine starships; eventually, monks and techs would all leave together to escape the emperors’ tyranny and to find a free planet.

			“They succeeded, and 432 Earth years ago the exodus took place. 745 starships took flight and transported 131,000 technicians, sages, artists, writers, and free men and women as well as 12,000 Menian laypeople and monks. The Emperor’s Stellar Guard was so blindsided that only one starship was damaged.”

			Tankar cringed at the news the Stellar Guard had failed in its duty. Orena continued the history of the People of the Stars.

			“Those men and women, our ancestors, found an unblemished planet near a star from the Swan Constellation. They established themselves and developed their new civilization over the next decade. But just as the first cities began to bloom, imperial starships showed up. After a short battle, my people were again forced to flee. Twenty-five years later, imperial forces showed up once more.

			“After that, our ancestors decided to run far away, and, along the way, they found the first city-state floating aimlessly in space. We’ve never discovered who established it. It wasn’t our enemies, the Mpfifis, though they do live and travel on similar craft. The city was intact but abandoned. All the equipment was in working order, but there was no indication as to who might have built it.

			“The size of the gangways, of the rooms and doors, did suggest the previous inhabitants were not very different from us except that their lighting systems hinted that their eyes were especially sensitive to purple. We’ve analyzed traces of radioactive metal and concluded they’d been around for five hundred thousand years.”

			She turned to Tankar. “If you’re interested, you can see the film someday.” Then she continued, “The space city was enormous, and we were able to adapt the engines for ourselves. The weaponry was far better than anything we had known or developed here or in the Empire. I’ve never seen that first ship,” she admitted, “but it’s still in service and is called Encounter. Many refugees established themselves there, and others followed.

			“The initial plan was to use this empty city as a stepping stone to a livable planet as far away as possible because life onboard is so much more comfortable than onboard a standard starship. The seekers struggled to find a livable planet, but, over time, they got used to being nomads. When they did find the hospitable planet, they opted to use it as a base for building more city-states.

			“As the population increased, new city-states were built; we have about a hundred in all now. They all meander through the cosmos and around our planet, which we call Avenir. That’s where we have our home bases and factories, but we only live there when absolutely necessary. We’ve been in touch with some intelligent non-human races, and even some human-inhabited planets. Those planets have been luckier than we were, because the Empire knew nothing about them. The Teknor told us in the lunchtime news that the Empire is crumbling as we speak….”

			Tankar struggled to comprehend their nomadic way of life. “And you can live this way, without roots?”

			“Not only can we, we wouldn’t want to live any other way!” exclaimed Orena. “As you may have guessed, we don’t like planetaries, people who were born and live on planets. You all hook on to little balls and only leave them for a quick hop into oh-so-scary space. We are royalty; we get to travel whenever and wherever we like, from star to star. Soon we will be able to move from galaxy to galaxy.”
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