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        This book is for my friends. For the ones who reached out. The ones who let me in. Everyone who has ever been a Keila or a Jedrin to me. Or an Epri or Rytal—even a Thaurid. You all mean a lot to me. Maybe I’ll just put your names in print here, because I’ve never told you in person. Tyler, Ty, Neil, Isayah, William, Bloomie, Seth, Joe, and many others. Sorry you didn’t all get individually dedicated books. Yet.
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      Each world shall shatter and the mountains be uprooted. Even the worlds of steam shall disperse and the chains of brightness be unstrung. For Jatok wills that none remain. And each day shall turn to night and each night to day and be nevermore. For Jatok wills that it shall not be. He shall envelop all with his shadow and stop the great arc of time. For all is ill. Unholy. Unholy. The blasphemy of blasphemies is life. Unholy. Anew, anew would Jatok make us. Anew, not from this flesh, but from other material, as of yet undreamt, except by his unfathomed mind. Holy. Holy. Holy.

      Jatok’s hand is upon us.

      
        
        Ja’mahtafa 3:15-16 from The Book of Jatok

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            One

          

          
            Osrua

          

        

      

    

    
      Osrua reminded himself that it was not a moon rising, slim and golden, over the hazy mountain ridges. Not a real one anyway. The sky it sparkled in was a dark wine color, like the robes that swished around his feet as he marched up the broad tiled stairs to the palace’s reception room. A hopeful sky gazed down upon him through the shimmering glass ceiling. Stars twinkled into existence around the edges and the glowing crescent of the false moon rose up the center, ever higher.

      That ‘moon’ was a man-made ball of gossamer gold, steel, and glass, filled with exotic foliage, music, and substances: the Empress Halateira Vantal’s pleasure garden, Ishpara, or Heaven. She was divine, after all. Man-made divinity, residing in a man-made moon. It was a fitting folly, Osrua supposed, smiling bitterly to himself.

      As he reached the top of the stairs, he paused to take in the reception room: gilded tiles and blood-red marble stretched out between tall pillars and equine statues. A long pool extended down the center of the room, flanked by tall, imported fronds that gave off a salubrious fragrance. The far end of the room was a mosaic mural of the first Vantal Empress being crowned by the Incarnate Goddess astride Hernellex, the horse of Elem. Beneath the mural, on a fur-covered moon-throne, sat the Princess Phanateira Vantal.

      Osrua’s fingers found his mother’s ring and twisted it on his finger as his pulse quickened.

      The Princess’s hair was swept up into the divine crest and studded with red jade. Her shoulders were draped in horse-hide, fringed with gold. Since the Empress had ascended to Ishpara, the Princess had reigned the Empire in all but name.

      Osrua cleared his throat quietly and, with his eyes fixed on her face, marched down the left side of the pool, indicating he brought good news. Her lips gave an excited twitch and her eyelids sparkled with gold dust as she leaned forward in her throne—she had been awaiting his calculations, and his approach on the left side could only mean success. His lungs pushed out rapid breaths of doubt—not in his success, but in her use of those calculations. A fur-hooded attendant stood on either side of the Princess, but otherwise, the great chamber appeared empty. Osrua knew her elite guard stood hidden behind the statues of rearing horses.

      Osrua halted before her throne and knelt, his rich robes folding around him into voluptuous ridges and valleys. A faint incense reached him from somewhere in the palace, mingling sourly with the minty cleaner used on the ruby floor. This was his last chance to change his mind—should he really share this knowledge with her?

      “Osrua Va’akoth,” said Princess Phanateira, “rise and disclose to me your tidings of joy.” Her slender, blue-stained fingers curled excitedly around the armrests of her throne. He had to tell her. He must ignore what she represented—forget what had been done in the name of her religion. He had committed the same atrocities in the name of his. He was no more worthy of the knowledge than she…perhaps less so.

      “Your Divine Excellency,” Osrua said, rising and touching his forehead. “I have completed the Calculations. I know where Iara will emerge into the physical plane.”

      The princess stood, trembling, and beamed upon Osrua. Her musk of cloves and horsehair washed over him.

      “Where?” she asked, breathlessly.

      “It were better I show you,” Osrua said.

      “Follow me.” She beckoned him onto the dais and around the throne. The hooded attendants opened a door in the mural and the Princess slipped through it into heady darkness. Osrua suppressed a tremor of trepidation—he’d made his decision. It was too late to change his mind. He must put his trust in the figurehead of the religion that had destroyed his family; only she had the influence and the power necessary to protect the planet, Iara. He steeled himself and followed her into a tiny hall and on, into a gilded chamber secreted in the labyrinth of the palace, enclosed but for a one-way window that looked out upon the courtyard and the city beyond. Incense burned in a censer by the door.

      The Princess led him past tall chairs worked in equine patterns to a huge bowl upon a bronze tripod. The bowl was filled to the brim with clear water. The Princess slid a controller from the bowl’s side and handed it to Osrua. She watched with eager eyes as he took the thin rectangle of metal and passed his fingers over its surface in a series of patterns that brought up the selection of galaxies. He chose one and it shimmered to life upon the surface of the water. Osrua passed the controller over the image and tapped it when it was above the section of stars he wanted. Lowering the controller, he zoomed in until they gazed upon a lonely void between the stars Ta Re, Unhelidavron, and Gebris with its two burning planets.

      “There?” asked the Princess, pointing into the water at the void of space.

      “Yes, your Divine Excellency,” Osrua said. “I do not believe it orbits Gebris, nor relies upon any star for light. The planet Iara exists in another demesne.”

      “It is true Ishpara,” said the Princess. “It is self-sufficient.”

      “Of course, your Divine Excellency,” Osrua said. Her religion held the planet Iara as sacred. She was bound to protect it.

      “You are truly the greatest Astrologer of all time,” the Princess said, turning to Osrua, her eyes shimmering with fervor. Osrua brushed his ring with his thumb; he knew firsthand the danger of fervor, but now it was also essential. “At last, I know where the planet will come, and when. It is not possible that anyone else yet knows. Chirotl…”

      “Cza Chirotl?” Osrua asked, though he knew very well which Cza she spoke of and why.

      “Cza Chirotl of Zabteq,” the Princess said. “He has been gathering unheard of forces and strange advisors. There are whispers of anti-human sentiment and rebellion in the Zabteq Sector. Hints that Chirotl seeks more power and wider territory. But I know what he seeks to gain. Ishpara. The true Heaven. The Bztalec have long been steeped in ancient lore and he knows that out of Iara’s last emergence my dynasty rose to power.”

      “I know what scripture says,” Osrua said carefully, “and I have also heard whispered legends. You think Chirotl has embraced such bold heresies?”

      “I fear he has,” the Princess said. “I will also not rule out the possibility that some legend may hold dangerous truth. Will you indicate again the point of emergence?”

      Osrua held the controller over the water until it hovered over the correct coordinates, wondering how much she knew…how much she believed. He tapped the controller and handed it to the Princess.

      “What amount of truth?”

      “It is difficult to say,” said the Princess, tracing patterns on the controller and sliding it back into the bowl’s side. “But it is the believers of legend, however true or false, that I fear. Whispers have been rippling throughout the darker worlds of the Empire. It is crucial that we be prepared should anyone else chance to divine the point of emergence.”

      “The discovery can only be made with great difficulty,” Osrua assured her.

      “But it can be done, as you have proven,” said the Princess.

      “It can only be done with great skill and certain…data.”

      The Princess narrowed her gold-lined eyes. “Then it is possible that others may find this…data.”

      “It is possible,” said Osrua with a shiver. He knew with whom the data lay, and he knew that despite his attempts to keep them from ever sharing it with anyone else, they would find a way. “But they might not retain their sanity.”

      “Then you are insane, Osrua Va’akoth?”

      “Great knowledge is not without its price,” Osrua said, swallowing. “I too fear certain legends…It would be wise to be prepared.”

      “I think you are not insane,” said the Princess, cocking her head. “How can I reward you for this great service you have performed for me, for the people of the universe, and for Elemra, the Incarnate Goddess?”

      Osrua bowed, relieved. “I am only ever interested in service, your Divine Excellency,” he said. “Allow me to continue in yours.”

      “That I shall,” said the Princess. “You will be my advisor in chief, Astrologer Va’akoth. And anything else you desire shall be yours as well.”

      Osrua bowed again…his only desire was that his desperate game might right some of the horrifying wrong he had done. But the scope of that wrong, and what it would take to right it, were beyond what he could confide to the Princess…it was so far beyond the tenants of her religion. She was a piece in his game, but a powerful and dangerous piece, and he would have to play by her rules. Lest the truth cast him a heretic in her eyes and he suffer the same fate his parents had so many years ago. “May Elem be praised forevermore.” The words were bitter on his tongue, but cloaked with practiced reverence. Like musk of horse cloaked in murky incense.

      The Princess nodded. “May Elem be praised forevermore.”
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            Tesek

          

        

      

    

    
      “Tesek, can I ride in the Cutter?”

      Tesek looked up from buttoning his boots to see his little brother, Cyris, gazing at him imploringly. Tesek shook his head ruefully.

      “You know father doesn’t want you on the machinery,” Tesek said. Cyris drooped.

      “He lets you on the machinery,” Cyris said. Tesek finished fastening his boots and stood up. Cyris’s disappointment rolled off him in waves as he watched Tesek pull on his jacket. Tesek squirmed, wishing he could grant his little brother’s request. It would be perfectly safe in the Cutter’s cockpit—but he didn’t dare provoke their father.

      “You’ll get to work on the machines in due time,” Tesek said.

      “When I’m older,” Cyris sighed, rolling his eyes. Tesek half-smiled and grabbed his bundle of lunch.

      “You can help me fuel up the Cutter,” Tesek said over his shoulder as he opened the door. Cyris gave a little yelp of delight that seemed to brighten the predawn dusk that greeted Tesek outside. The sky was a soft lavender, like the rocks on a sunny day. Now, the rocks were an inky violet in the gloom. The knobby pinnacles of the nearest mountains were outlined against the lavender sky and the xemis fields that spread below the farmhouse rippled in waves of silvery grey. Their ripe, tangy odor wafted to Tesek on a breeze.

      Cyris practically skipped along beside him, boots crunching on the dry gravel. His head bobbed along at Tesek’s elbow, dark-haired and bright green-eyed. All of his siblings were like that. None shared Tesek’s horrifying abnormalities: the colorless skin and hair, the white irises that he’d heard his father call Chamon, or ‘of the off-world demons.’

      That wasn’t the only thing people said about him. But it was hard to think of them now, with Cyris’s happiness tagging along beside him as they followed the path down from the house, winding between the rocks to the barns and tanks.

      “Tesek,” said Cyris.

      “Mm?”

      “You always get out here early and start up the Cutter, before Father finishes breakfast.”

      “Yes,” said Tesek. He didn’t like to eat at the breakfast table. He always ate a morsel of leftovers or a slice of xemis-leaf bread in the kitchen before coming out early. The still coolness of the mornings always calmed him before the day of work.

      “Seems like…like father would like that,” Cyris mused.

      Tesek didn’t say anything. They walked on, into the gloom of the Cutter shed. The Cutter loomed like a coiled insect beneath the shed’s roof, its six spiky wheels supporting a gracefully curved frame that cradled the engine cabinet and cockpit on one end and the processing hopper on the other.

      “Why did you skip breakfast?” Tesek asked, unhooking the fuel hose from the wall and dragging the hose across the dusty floor. It stirred up musty odors of dirt, oil, and dried xemis.

      “I didn’t. I finished really quickly,” Cyris said.

      Tesek climbed halfway up the ladder that led to the Cutter’s cockpit, which towered twenty-five feet off the ground on the top of the engine cabinet. Tesek slid open the fuel hatch and screwed on the hose.

      “Can I turn the wheel?” Cyris asked.

      Tesek slid down the ladder and nodded. “Go for it.”

      The wheel was just over Cyris’s head. He reached up and tried to turn it but it wouldn’t budge. Tesek crossed over to the wheel and gave it a few turns. “There.”

      Cyris spun the wheel around and grinned up at Tesek as the gushing sound of gas burbled through the hose.

      “Cyris,” a cold voice barked from the shed’s entrance.

      Cyris and Tesek twisted their heads in unison to look at their father. He stood silhouetted by the soft glow of dawn, with a head heavy with worries, tense shoulders, and brawny arms ending in fists.

      “Good morning, Father,” Cyris said.

      “Go and help Temril and Hanbra with the Knyars,” their father said.

      “Yes, Father,” Cyris said, running out of the shed. Their father marched past Tesek without a word and headed to the next shed bay where the newer Cutter loomed. Tesek sighed—relieved his father was in a reticent mood. Tesek checked that all six of the Cutter’s wheels were well-greased, then shut off the fuel valve and unscrewed the hose. He dragged it past the Cutter to the dump wagon to fuel it up.

      While the wagon fueled, Tesek returned to the Cutter. He climbed up the ladder to the cockpit and fired up her engines. The Cutter sputtered and roared to life, quivering in anticipation and belching malodorous fumes. Tesek clambered down the ladder to the engine walkway and swung open the maintenance hatch to check over her workings. After ascertaining all was in order, he climbed down and wound up the fuel hose.

      His sister, Tordrah, and the hired hand, Sashna, arrived to drive the wagons behind the Cutters. Tesek climbed back into the Cutter and drove it out of the shed into a soft sunrise. The sky was blue-white, blazing pink on the horizon where the sun would rise in a few minutes.

      The road from the sheds to the fields took them down an incline, along a rocky ridge and past a boulder that always reminded Tesek of a star cruiser he’d once seen on a rare trip into Klero. He tried to ignore the daydreams it usually inspired. There was work to be done. And done well. Again and again, every day. The road dipped and slid quietly into the xemis fields.

      The sun crept over the horizon, glinting off the silvery undersides of the pinkish-white xemis leaves. The field was a veritable forest, capped by the even lines of cables that stretched the length of the field, going from post to post. Cords hung from the cables at intervals and the xemis vines crawled up the cords like pseudo-trees, their full plumage of leaves whispering in the slight breeze.

      Tesek lowered the cutting arm as he approached the field. He could smell the ripe xemis flowers’ sweet, spicy odor over the acrid oil scents of his purring machine. The cutting arm had several snippers on a belt that revolved along the arm. He rolled up to the first vine and the first snipper cut it off at the bottom, grabbed it and pulled it up to the hopper. As the Cutter drove along under the vine, another cutting arm at the back of the machine snipped it off at the top and dropped the vine down into the processing hopper. Meanwhile, the next snippers on the belt in front had cut and carried another vine up to the hopper…and so on.

      The whir of the machinery and rumbling of the engine enveloped Tesek: the snap of the cutting blades and the steady rattle of the belts and the buzzing whoosh of the processing hopper. A monotonous music that could put him to sleep if he wasn’t careful. That wasn’t an option. His father would be furious if he plowed down so much as one vine. Behind him, Sashna drove the dump wagon with its bin under the spout of the processing hopper’s tube, which spat the separated xemis blossoms into the wagon’s bin.

      His father’s cutter was in the next row, with Tordrah in the wagon behind him. They’d started in the middle of the field and would work their way out in either direction to the edges of the fields, nestled up against the grey and lavender rocks of the red-capped mountains. If Tesek was too far behind his father’s finishing time, he would be in trouble, but his father didn’t like it when Tesek finished too early, either.

      None of his siblings were subject to such scrutiny, but Tesek had never questioned it: it was the way things were. Because he was different, with his weird skin and Chamon eyes.

      The Cutter rumbled through the dangling forest, cutting it down as they went, slowly opening up the view. The rising sunbeams sent shafts through the leaves, passing slowly over Tesek’s squinting eyes in the plexi-glass cockpit. Each time he came to the end of a row at the mountain’s feet and wheeled the Cutter around to attack the next row, he gazed up at the reddish rocks of the tallest peaks, wishing he could be among them, exploring the ridges and towers. He’d spent most of his free time in those mountains, away from his father. Away from the other people of the village. Away from the whispers and sideways glances. Work should be enough to blot those things from his mind…but harvest gave him too much time to think, sitting in the Cutter all day.

      He turned the machine away from the mountains and plunged back into the shimmering forest. The leaves and blossoms blurred past him like stars. Sometimes, he imagined he was flying a space cruiser away from Ptöro. Not that he hated the planet itself. He loved those jagged mountains. He even liked driving the Cutter; she was his baby. But someday, he would like to drive a nobler vessel.

      Just after lunch, which he’d eaten in the cockpit while driving to save time, the processing hopper plugged. A strange disquiet crawled up him as he climbed down from the cockpit. And he knew it had nothing to do with the hopper being plugged.

      “Just take the wagon back to the silos and dump it,” Tesek called back to Sashna. Sashna nodded and wheeled the wagon around. Tesek winced as the lip of the bin nearly caught a vine and its wire. Tesek set about prying open the access hatch on the back of the hopper, next to the rear cutter arm mechanism.

      The sun beat down on Tesek’s neck as he swung the hatch open. Heat rippled off the machine, too. The rank odors of mangled leaves and stems and pungent earth filled the air. Tesek rolled up his sleeves and plunged his arm into the knotted mass of vine and cord. Usually, the hopper’s blades and arms cut through the cord and vine indiscriminately, but blockages were still bound to happen eventually. And sometimes there were vinehuggers in the xemis. They tried to keep those out with repellent since they devoured the crop.

      He didn’t think it was a vinehugger this time. He’d be able to smell it.

      Sweat trickled down his back as he dug the mat of blockage out of the machinery. The drone of his father’s Cutter hummed in the distance, mingling with the obnoxious braying of the Knyars back at the house.

      And another sound. Tesek stopped digging in the muck and stood, straightening his sore back. He listened carefully, wondering if he’d really heard anything.

      Yes. There it was. A voice, far away, calling for help. He climbed up the ladder to the cockpit and looked around in all directions. He couldn’t see above the uncut xemis, but down the rows they’d already cut he could see the mountains and a tall cliff he’d climbed many times.

      There was a small dark smudge partway up the cliff. And that had to be source of the desperate cry that rolled gently over the baking earth to Tesek. His breath came short and he swung inside the cockpit and fired it up again.

      Tesek threw the Cutter in gear and turned the throttle all the way up. He careened across the open field, lurching over the uneven terrain and skimming past the tall poles that supported the wires. The hopper rattled madly behind him. From the corner of his eye, he saw his father’s Cutter halting on the far side of the field. Tesek knew he would be furious, but his heart was thrashing at his ribs, just as he was being thrashed around inside the plexi-glass cockpit. The figure on the cliff had filled him with a strange terror.

      He brought the Cutter to an abrupt stop beneath the cliff. Dust rolled around the machine, obliterating his view of the tiny figure. He swung out of the cockpit and down the ladder, coughing in the dust. Behind him, Tordrah’s dump wagon was flying across the field in his direction.

      Tesek squinted up at the figure perched on a tiny outcropping of rock. Where were his binos? Back at the house. He’d shut off the Cutter, but now the buzz of the approaching dump wagon filled the air. A high reedy voice filtered over the machine sound and cold seized Tesek. It was Cyris’s voice.

      Tesek plunged up the incline of loose rock as the dump wagon pulled up behind him.

      “What the hell are you doing?” his father’s voice shouted.

      “Cyris!” Tesek panted, pointing up the cliff.

      The grey and purple rocks shifted under his feet, slowing his progress. He continued to scramble up the sliding hillside, sweat slicking his back. Glancing up, he saw Cyris, clinging to the cliff. How had he gotten up there? He must have climbed out along the ledges from the mellower slopes of jagged rock on either side. Tesek knew that path. It looked like a tantalizing track, perhaps an old Ptöri trail, but it was extremely narrow, with large gaps and stomach-dropping views down the rocks. Tesek had gone up and down it many times. But it was difficult and going down was often worse than going up. Cyris must have reached a point that looked impassable.

      Tesek reached the base of the cliff and turned along it until he found a good handhold and hauled himself up. From the corner of his eye, he saw movement. His father was heading up the mellower rocks beside the cliff. Tesek pulled himself up to another foothold and searched the rock for another. There was the barest crack. He jumped and dug his fingers into the gap. He started to slip. Gritting his teeth, he scrabbled and heaved and drug himself up until he could grab at another bump. With a final heave, he pulled himself onto the trail.

      It didn’t look like a trail from here. He scaled the precarious path towards whimpering Cyris. His father was still slowly making his way up the easier rocks below and to the right.

      “Cyris, I’m coming,” Tesek said.

      “Tesek, I’m stuck,” Cyris said.

      “I’ll get you down.”

      Tesek reached the gap that had halted Cyris’s descent. He leaped it with ease and grabbed Cyris by the wrist. They could barely stand on the tiny outcropping together.

      “We’ll go back up the way you came,” Tesek said.

      “I tried that,” sobbed Cyris. “I can’t go up. It’s too steep, I’ll…I’ll fall backwards…”

      “No, you won’t,” Tesek said. “I’ll help you.”

      Tesek tried to boost Cyris up the sheer rock behind him, but there wasn’t room on the ledge to do so safely. It threatened his balance. So Tesek climbed up and wedged himself against a slight protrusion. He leaned down and held out his hand.

      “Can you reach me?” he asked.

      “I…I…don’t know.”

      “Yes, you can. See that rock? Step on that and stretch.”

      Cyris obeyed. Tesek grasped his little brother’s hand firmly. “Ok, now climb. I’ll pull.”

      “There’s nothing to climb,” panted Cyris.

      “You’ll find it when you go. On three. Ok?”

      “Ok,” Cyris said in a very small voice.

      “Trust me, I won’t let go,” Tesek said, one hand clasped around Cyris’s, the other clutching a rocky handhold with fingers bloodied from the crack further down the cliff. “One…Two…Three.”

      Tesek hoisted and Cyris flailed his arm and legs. Tesek’s arm burned. He let go of the rock, bracing with his legs alone and drew Cyris up with both hands onto the slight incline on which he sat. Tesek held his trembling brother for a moment until his shaking started to slow. Their father was climbing up the rocks beside and just below them.

      “Come on,” Tesek said, helping Cyris stand. He led him up the path, over a few more sticky spots to where the cliff became a jagged mountain slope. “What were you doing up here?” Tesek asked.

      Their father was coming up towards them, a scowl flaming on his face.

      “I wanted to be like you,” Cyris said. Tesek swallowed. Their father’s scowl deepened.

      “Cyris,” he barked, racing up the last few rocks and pulling him away from Tesek. “What were you thinking, stay off the rocks!” He scooped Cyris up and carried him off down the mountain. Tesek followed quietly.

      His father paused in his descent to fire a violent gaze of hate at Tesek. Tesek fell back, letting his father and brother thunder down the mountain ahead of him. Cyris’s wide eyes gazed over their father’s shoulder at him. This fire only surged up in their father occasionally—usually when he’d drunk too much xemis wine. Cyris’s danger must have ignited it this time. Tesek’s arms trembled with exhaustion and sweat dripped down his cheek. When he reached the Cutter and dump wagon, his father was already loading Cyris up in the wagon’s cockpit. Tordrah didn’t look at Tesek, nor did his father. Only Cyris looked at him.

      “Get back to work,” snarled their father as he climbed into the wagon. Tordrah leaped in after him and the wagon turned, churning up dust and rattled off across the field, back towards the house. Tesek leaned against the Cutter’s wheel on the shady side and wiped sweat from his brow.

      He swallowed. A familiar tight knot was growing in his stomach.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Three

          

          
            Zymar

          

        

      

    

    
      Zymar glanced back at the door to the dormitory. He was alone. Alone at last. All twelve beds were vacant, their rough grey blankets rumpled instead of neatly spread and tucked like they were supposed to be. He knelt beside his bed and pulled the music box from beneath where it was hidden behind his boots and rain cloak. He brushed the dust off it.

      It was a battered old red thing with black metal bands. He pulled his sketchbook out from under his pillow and slipped the music stick out of the hidden pocket in the cover. Another furtive glance at the door confirmed its emptiness and the silence seemed to agree there was no one in the hall beyond. His messmates were all out on the town. Their one free day a week. The other boys would be harassing girls on the street, buying cigarettes, and betting on the Olba fights.

      It was Zymar’s only chance to listen to his music. The rest of the week was filled with chores and lessons. He never had the dormitory to himself. He might hear a few bars in certain teachers’ offices or in the monster stable, but even though Nihil Operas were the only music that the Thrik school approved for young Thrikk, it was despised by almost all of the other boys.

      Zymar traced the gold lettering on the thin plastic of the music stick.

      This one was his favorite.

      Hægra Gos Rena, Hægra and the Beast. He slid it into the slot in the top of the music box. He clicked the lever and the music box began to emit terrible, guttural sounds. Zymar crouched beside his bed, waiting. The growls and huffs slowly coalesced into a chaotic rhythm. Suddenly it was shot through with electric crackles and the high-pitched wail of a flesh harp sent shivers up and down Zymar’s spine.

      He opened his sketchbook. A half-formed monster—a sichre—lay on the page. A kind of elongated wolf-beast with six legs, a long rat’s tail, and a small horn on its nose. There were three of them in the monster stable. There were many more Olba in the stable, since the horny amphibians were native to Bothnis. Zymar had long ago grown weary of drawing those things. He didn’t feel like finishing the sichre, either. He turned the page to his faint outline of a strange coiled beast with long wing-like arms, a scrunchy neck, and wide toothy mouth. Kijir Loth. He’d only ever seen one in pictures.

      The most fearsome beast in the universe.

      Roars rippled from the music box and the flesh harp repeated a chilling motif. Zymar grinned. Those were field recordings of live Kijir Loth…he set his pencil to paper and began filling in his sketch with what details he could summon from memory.

      They had no eyes but relied on their hearing and smell/taste and also on extrasensory perception. They could feel fear and locate it with deadly accuracy. They were fast, able to slap down a fleeing urmon with a swift swipe of their long forelimbs. Then their necks would shoot out, elongating, and their wicked teeth would clamp around the unfortunate beast and rip it asunder.

      Their tails were also quick and powerful, and even though their rear legs were small and stubby, they could climb up sheer cliffs and even the steel walls of the fortress towns built on their home world.

      He traced the folds of the monster’s fleshy neck and shaded their contours. A raucous rattle of bells joined the frantic overture coming from the music box. He tapped his foot along to the music as he sketched the beast’s vestigial wing-membranes, drawing delicate vein-work.

      Zymar smiled again when the Kijir Loth roars rattled his speaker at the overture’s finale. What must it be like, he wondered, to see and hear these creatures in real life? He knew some of the elite Thrik Monster Maestros worked with Kijir Loth. That must be incredible.

      The music box emitted grunts and snarls in a rhythmic pattern, underscored by the sound of flesh harps. Panting added a staccato and then the singer began the haunting words, rasped in an old-fashioned dialect of Bothnian.

      They translated roughly as homeless on a world that is home, I wander in a land that is landless, adrift on a sea that is dry, dead though my flesh is alive. I am hurt but feel no pain. Numb to all save the numbness of time.

      He started to sing along.

      Snickers sent his pencil and notebook scattering in a panic. Zymar plucked the music stick from his box and turned to face the door in the simmering silence. Birsek, Sodrin, Elkran, Felun, Sindros, and Chaga stood clustered in the doorway. Their pale faces glowed like moons, their skin bleached alabaster, as was the Thrik custom. Birsek had a rolled cigar in his fingers and an evil glint in his eye.

      “Listen to the songbird,” he said. “Not only does he draw, Zymar’s a little songstress. Why don’t you sing for us?”

      Zymar clenched the music stick. His cheeks were hot. With his toe, he pushed the music box back under his bed.

      Birsek smirked. “Maybe we should make him sing,” Birsek suggested. The other boys chortled. All save Chaga. “What do you say, Diva Zymar? Sing us a tune from…what is that?” He pointed at the stick in Zymar’s trembling fist.

      “None of your business,” Zymar snarled. Birsek snorted.

      “He doesn’t want to share his Nihil Mush with us,” Birsek said. “What kind of craven sentimentalist listens to that pathetic garbage on his free-day?”

      Zymar didn’t answer. Birsek glanced at the others. “Well? Give me some ideas.”

      “A shibak,” suggested Sodrin.

      “A shibak,” agreed Birsek. “Give it here,” he said to Zymar.

      Zymar clutched the music stick tighter and clenched his jaw.

      Birsek grinned and flicked his cigar at Zymar. “You wanna play that game, eh? Remember that sketchbook?” Zymar ground his teeth. He remembered the sketchbook that Birsek and Sodrin had burned. Zymar tried to step back, but ran into his bed. Birsek stepped forward, a wicked smile dancing on his lips. He reached out for the stick, but Zymar pulled his arm away and shoved Birsek in the chest with his free hand. Birsek staggered back but then lunged. Zymar tried to whack him on the head, but Birsek caught his wrist in one hand. The other snatched at Zymar’s music stick.

      Zymar wriggled out of his grasp and seized Birsek by the upper arm and threw him back into the eager audience. Sodrin steadied Birsek and then the two of them advanced on Zymar.

      “Come on,” said Birsek to the others. “Let’s teach the shibak a lesson.”

      Elkran and Felun came forward, too. Zymar feinted and punched Sodrin in the nose. Sodrin cried out and stumbled back, but Felun and Birsek grabbed him from either side. He struggled, snarling, and almost got loose of Felun. Then Elkran rammed into him, knocking out his breath. He gasped.

      The three boys threw him down on his bed. Felun and Elkran pinned his arms and a furious Sodrin sat on his legs. Birsek grabbed Zymar’s throat.

      “We’re only helping you, little shibak songstress. There’s no room in the Thrik for weaklings.” He squeezed Zymar’s throat until he gurgled, then punched him in the stomach. Zymar grunted, trying to curl up in pain, but his captors held him stretched out. Birsek prized the music stick from his fingers and read the inscription.

      “Monsters again, eh?” Birsek smirked. He snapped the music stick in half. Zymar’s already aching throat and stomach tightened in horror and disbelief. He blinked the tears of pain from his eyes and they were replaced by hot tears of rage.

      “Don’t cry,” said Birsek. “You negate the lesson.” Birsek slammed his knee into Zymar’s crotch and spat on his face. Zymar yelped.

      The four boys let him go and he curled at last into a ball of agony. Zymar’s laughing messmates filed out of the room. Only Chaga lingered, sympathy in his eyes. Zymar glared at Chaga through the wavy curtain of tears.

      “I’ll get him for this,” Zymar snarled.
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      Osrua Va’akoth stood beside Princess Phanateira Vantal, seated upon the Imperial throne, as her generals and other advisors assembled before her. Osrua soaked in the hushed anticipation humming through the chamber. It was time to take the first steps on this quest.

      “There are several things that worry me,” the Princess whispered to Osrua. Seven strings of pearls hung from one temple down her cheek, looped under chin and up to her other temple. They rippled softly as she spoke.

      “You do not trust all of your advisors?” Osrua asked, leaning in to her slightly.

      “Not so much that,” said the Princess. “The advisors are only interested in keeping their positions and wealth. It’s the Czas. Not just Chirotl.”

      The advisors and generals quietly filed into position before them.

      “Rebellion has been brewing in more places than the Zabteq Sector,” the Princess said, still speaking to Osrua, but letting her voice reach the assembly below the dais. They knelt, waiting patiently for the Princess to acknowledge them formally. She swept them with her eyes, calculating.

      The advisors were all elderly…wealthy nobles who had served as advisors to the Empress before she had spurned all counsel and ascended to Ishpara. They were heavily attired in fur and gold, with luscious rubies studding their fingers. Only those in royal service were allowed to wear rubies. All of them were humans from Téavra Nor.

      The generals and admirals displayed more variety. There were more Téavrese with distinct epicanthic folds, but there were humans from other planets as well. One of the two admirals was a tall dark-skinned man with thick lips stained blue in the Ungelian style. There were multiple Agon generals, burgundy-skinned and gold-eyed. A tall female Agon with proud features stood near the front. She was naturally bald like all Agon, but did not adorn her pate with an elaborate wig as did many female Agon. Her general’s uniform fit her like a glove, and Osrua noted her fine hips.

      There was also a R’techtlitar among them, garish red hair glowing in the crystal-light and vermillion eyes blazing from his pale face. All of the major humanoid races. There were no Bztalec or Segris or even Zhongbra in the Imperial employ. Osrua himself was the only Kyshar’ta in the room. He was painfully aware of the glances that the other advisors gave him. They had served the Imperium for many years, but it was Osrua who had the Princess’s ear. Of course, they couldn’t know that he was the only one who truly knew what they faced, and thus the only one who could save them.

      “Welcome, my noble advisors and excellent generals,” the Princess said at last. “I have summoned you regarding the great unrest in our Imperial domain. I seek your advice and help. Rise.” The assembly arose, raising hands to diverse foreheads.

      “Your Divine Excellency,” said a barrel-shaped advisor, tightly bundled up in red velvet and gold, “If you speak of the simmering insurrection in Zabteq, I advise swift action. It must be cut off at the start before it be allowed to grow.”

      “Nay, Your Divine Excellency,” interrupted another advisor. “The insidious nature of the impending uprising must be handled with great care. If crushed too swiftly, it will ignite fires around it.”

      “Your Divine Excellency,” said a third, “Tellegron is correct. However, I believe some immediate action should be taken. I have heard rumors of increasing military forces in the Zabteq Sector. Ships are being built on Otrok.”

      “All is only rumor,” said the Princess. “If we struck on mere rumor, the other Sectors would be disturbed, to say the least. And we need their might to strike in the first place, which is why I have summoned you, Admiral Stah, Admiral Thalik, Generals.”

      The fat advisor spoke again, “Your Divine Excellency, rumors can easily be verified. We know that the people of Ankara commit heresies in secret. That alone should be basis enough for the use of force.”

      “Again, Regarth,” the Princess said. “Only rumor. The Bztalec are careful to keep absolute certainty of their dark doings from reaching us.” Rather ironic, Osrua thought. Many peoples throughout the Empire carried on ‘dark doings’ in secret. Chief among them was perhaps Osrua himself, standing at the Princess’s shoulder and giving her the final word in advice.

      “Any form of raid would reveal their treachery,” said Regarth.

      “The unfortunate truth remains that the Imperium must tread with greater care,” interrupted Tellegron. “The Sectors have gained much power in the last two reigns. Cza Tlavjak of Vöxtolla has the largest space armada. And the Ch’ongbra Sector has been developing greater weaponry than anyone else.”

      “Whilst Zabteq is a backwards Sector riddled with superstition and infighting,” said Regarth. “If we are to restore the Imperium’s rightful force of power, we must show the Sectors their place and allowing this insurrection to simmer like this, unchecked, is not only inviting defiance, but encouraging it.”

      “You are both right, to a degree,” the Princess said. “We are constrained to tread with care, but we must also put these arrogant Sectors down. It will be a delicate process. So it falls to you, Admirals and Generals, to take the preliminary steps.”

      The two admirals bowed.

      “Preliminary steps, Your Divine Excellency?” enquired Regarth.

      “We cannot trust the Sectors not to divide and ally against us in the event of any decisive maneuver on our part,” the Princess said. “We must be a force on our own. Something that the Sectors would think twice about before aligning against. It is essential that we grow our military strength, and quickly.”

      “Your Divine Excellency, do you imply a draft?” asked another advisor.

      “And where will the funding come from, Your Divine Excellency?” interjected Regarth. “Soldiers must be fed, their training will cost, and the armament…With our current budget, we cannot think of a draft of any great size. Unless we institute new taxes.”

      “Taxation at a time of unrest would not be wise, Your Divine Excellency,” piped up Tellegron.

      The Princess raised a hand. Silence fell.

      “I do not suggest a draft,” she said. “As you point out, Tellegron, taxation in this climate would not ease the disturbances. Nor would a draft, I think. A draft would also alert any hostile consortiums to our knowledge and course of action. I think I can trust you, Admirals and Generals, to see to an increase in our recruits. Through propaganda, persuasion, even incentive. As to the funding…I have drafted a new budget. I have already secured the Holy Empress’s signature.”

      “Your Divine Excellency,” a new voice joined the discussion and the Agon general stepped forward. “I have one concern: we may lack personnel qualified for the training of a large group of fresh troops.”

      The Princess nodded. “A concern I myself have had. Our resources in that area may have to be spread thin. I will be in contact with the K’mira Sector regarding this. If I can prize some of their instructors away from them, we will be in good stead, I think.”

      The Agon nodded and bowed.

      “Your name escapes me, General,” the Princess said. “Unforgivable, I know, as the advice of my commanders will soon be of utmost import.” Osrua saw the royal advisors shuffle in discomfort. Jealous anger flickered in Regarth’s eyes. A little more tact might be necessary with that one.

      “I am Lady Ybys, Your Divine Excellency,” the Agon said, bowing again.

      The Princess eyed Ybys for a moment, then swept the entire assembly with her gaze. “It is not counseled against, then, my advisors?”

      No one spoke. Regarth shifted on his feet, either in unguarded disagreement or weariness from supporting his girth for so long.

      “Very well, then, I thank you, my royal advisors, and Admirals and Generals. You may return to your duties. May Elemra be praised forevermore.”

      “May Elemra be praised forevermore,” echoed the assembly. The Princess lifted her arms, palm up, and then pushed her palms towards the assembly, bestowing the blessings of Elem. The advisors and Generals bowed, touching their foreheads, accepting the blessing and acknowledging the Princess’s divinity. Osrua stood still, suddenly unsure what he himself should do. He didn’t think there was a required action from him, but the formal etiquette of the Empire was convoluted. The assembly turned to leave.

      “Admiral Thalik, General Ybys,” the Princess said. “A moment more.”

      The dark-skinned Admiral and the Agon turned again and returned to the foot of the dais.

      “I hope I can entrust the enlarging of our military into your hands?” the Princess said. “I want it done quickly. Quickly as possible, considering the time it takes to train new recruits. But be sure to secure those recruits immediately that the work may begin. Do it quietly and smoothly when you can, but you may enlist slavers or press gangs if necessary. Just see that they are properly cloaked.” Osrua appreciated the urgency she impressed.

      “I understand, Your Divine Excellency,” Thalik said.

      “Yes, Your Divine Excellency,” Ybys echoed.

      “Good, may Elem and Xorion give you speed and success,” the Princess said.

      Once Thalik and Ybys had gone, the Princess turned to Osrua.

      “You and I must now work on the diplomatic end of things,” she said. “We must secure the loyalties of the other Czas. Tlavjak and Na Orba, mainly. But also Engra and K’mauthe, although K’mauthe has always given unswerving fealty. It is always good to confirm these things.”

      “Groom the hand before you play it,” Osrua agreed.

      “It is wise to cheat when you gamble with entire systems and planets,” said the Princess.

      “Especially when one planet in particular is at stake,” Osrua reminded her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Five

          

          
            Tesek

          

        

      

    

    
      Tesek closed the door softly. He quickly unbuttoned his boots and slid them into their slot under the bench. He tiptoed into the hall and towards the stairs. The house was oddly quiet, with only a bare minimum of kitchen sound and murmured conversation between the youngest children playing in their room upstairs.

      Tesek crept up the stairs to the bathroom and rinsed off in the shower. He’d ripped his shirt and torn the knee of his trousers while climbing after Cyris. His fingers and arms bore multiple bruises and scrapes.

      After unclogging the Cutter he’d cut the rest of the field and finished the day oiling the Cutter and making sure the dump wagons were greased. His father hadn’t spoken to him in their brief encounters the rest of the day, but his silence had been hostile.

      Tesek climbed out of the shower, dried and dressed himself then paused at the door. Reluctantly, he opened it and went softly down to dinner. The tantalizing smell of beet and Knyar milk dumplings wafted up from the kitchen and his stomach rumbled.

      His mother and littlest sister were in the kitchen when he entered. His mother was the only one that even slightly resembled Tesek: she had a similar facial structure, and her hair was thick and wavy like Tesek’s but vibrant and coppery where Tesek’s was white. And her eyes were deep green where his were colorless. Tordrah and Hanbra had already taken the food to the table. Two-year-old Ekra was playing with a ball on the floor and his mother was trying to pick her up while holding a pitcher in one hand.

      Tesek scooped Ekra up and offered his mother a tentative smile.

      Her lips were terse and she did not smile back. Tesek’s smile melted.

      “Not now,” she said, handing the pitcher to Tesek and taking Ekra away from him. Tesek took the cold pitcher in his scuffed hands. Ekra reached out for Tesek with a burble. The only one to offer him a grin in return.

      Tesek followed his mother into the dining room. She moved with a caution she only used when Tesek’s father was in a foul mood. Tesek didn’t look at his father. He set the pitcher down in the middle of the table and went to his seat in the shadowy corner. He looked across the table at Cyris, whose eyes darted down into his plate.

      “Are you okay, Cyris?” Tesek asked.

      “I’m fine,” muttered Cyris. Tesek felt eyes burning into him and foolishly glanced at his father. His father was watching Tesek so intensely that he plopped dumplings all over the table instead of onto his plate.

      “Keshrot,” he cursed, slamming the dumpling server into the kettle. Tesek stared at the familiar knot in the table’s wood, right next to his plate and twisted his feet around his chair legs restlessly.

      Fury boiled in Tesek, twisting through his gut with fear and confusion.

      His mother rushed to clean up the mess and serve his father fresh dumplings. She moved with rapid fear. Tesek finished his meal quickly and fled the room. The eyes of his siblings seared into his back. They knew whose fault this was. They knew who their father hated, who made him angry. He could imagine them whispering to each other, wouldn’t it be wonderful if Tesek weren’t here? Father could be happy then. He wouldn’t be angry. We wouldn’t all suffer.

      He sat on his bed and tried not to shake.

      “I didn’t do anything,” he said at last, when the shakes would not cease. “I only try to help. Is it too much to ask…” He couldn’t finish. Sobs were thrusting up from within, but he bit them back, afraid someone might hear. He never cried in front of anyone. Not anymore. But he was alone and the tears demanded an exit. He undressed and crawled into bed. It wasn’t the first time he’d cried himself to sleep.

      The next day he kept to himself as usual. He was in the Cutter most of the day, anyway, but whenever he encountered his father or one of his siblings, they refused to look at him. His siblings were furtive about it, glancing, but looking away immediately if they caught his eye. His father stonily ignored him. When Tesek tried to ask him about the plan for the rest of harvest, his father tersely replied that he would inform Tesek of any alterations as they appeared.

      Driving the Cutter was terrible on days like this. Tesek tried to distract himself with daydreams of space travel, fast ships, and distant planets. But there was simply too much time to think. And his thoughts always returned to Cyris and his father. Then his raw knuckles shook on the controls.

      After his work was done, he headed off across the fields and into a range of low foothills that separated their farm from the next valley. He followed a meandering path through the rambling hills as violet dusk fell. The path took him up and curved towards the mountains, climbing higher and higher. When it was nearly pitch dark he saw the glimmering light in the window of Ambrole’s house.

      He rapped gently on the door, wincing as his scuffed knuckles met the rough wood. The door opened and the purplish-grey face of Ambrole peered out.

      “Tesek?” he asked, his voice a soft purr.

      “May I come in, Ambrole?” Tesek asked.

      “Yes, yes, Tesek, always.” Ambrole opened the door wide and waved Tesek in with his large-nailed fingers. Ambrole closed the door and ushered Tesek over to a rough table pressed up against the mud-daubed wall. The Ptöri’s spiral horns brushed against rows of herbs dangling from the ceiling as he moved about the house.

      “Sit down” Ambrole said. “Supper is just ready.”

      Tesek slumped into a seat by the table. The house was cramped and dark, built half of mounded rocks pasted together with mud and half of wood and matted xemis fiber. The only light came from the cook fire and a single candle in the center of the table. The house was always permeated by the mysterious spicy odors of the drying herbs. Weird sour smells, sweet minty smells, and peppery smells. Tonight, the air was also tangy with tuber soup.

      Tesek leaned against the wall and closed his eyes. Ambrole’s hooves clomped back and forth over the rock and earthen floor. Then came the sounds of sloshing and rapping, of fire crackling, and of Ambrole humming an ancient Ptöri tune.

      Here, Tesek could relax. The air in Ambrole’s house was devoid of tension and unease. It didn’t simmer with unsaid words. Ambrole’s house was quiet. Lonely, yes, but there was a soft sympathy in the loneliness. Tesek shuddered in relief.

      Ambrole thunked two bowls of stew down on the table and sat opposite Tesek, regarding him with his glossy black eyes. There was a kind of comfort in those unreadable orbs, too. They weren’t like human eyes; they revealed nothing. He was detached. Unless Tesek looked at Ambrole’s long, expressive ears. They were drooping slightly, which meant he was tired or sad, but perked up just enough to betray curiosity.

      “What is it?” Ambrole asked at last. Tesek looked back into his obliterating black eyes. Away from the treacherous ears and the quivering nostrils of the wide, goat-like nose.

      Tesek shook his head. “I didn’t come to eat all your food,” Tesek said. But his stomach rumbled and Ambrole smiled, pushing the bowl closer to Tesek. Tesek took the bowl and slurped down the soup. It was hot and buttery with chunks of tender ptima tubers. Ambrole refilled his bowl and waited until he was done eating before speaking again.

      “Too much xemis again?” Ambrole asked.

      “That wasn’t the last time I came to see you, was it?” Tesek asked, horrified. That had been long ago…the night after their best harvest in years, when his father had drunk too deeply from the fruits of his labors and raged against Tesek and his Chamon eyes. Tesek had tried to calm him down…Cyris and Hanbra had started crying. His father swore he was a Chamon bastard and that he would kill him. Tesek had spent that night curled up by Ambrole’s fire.

      “No, of course not,” said Ambrole. “I didn’t mean to imply you only come visit me when things are bad. But I can tell that things are bad this time.”

      “Things are always bad,” Tesek muttered. “I don’t come to you for pity. I just need…fresh air.”

      “You would rather discuss herbs and the uses of plants, then?” Ambrole asked. “But you know you can’t have fresh air until the old is exhaled. It is an old Ysiga saying,” Ambrole explained.

      Tesek sighed.

      “If you seek distraction, your troubles will simmer and their brew will be stronger later when the distraction has gone.”

      “Cyris got stuck on the cliff and I climbed up to help him down. My father…didn’t…I don’t know, didn’t like it? I don’t understand. Something set him off. Maybe it was just my flying off across the field in the middle of the harvest. He’s worried about not getting it all cut in time.”

      “Yet surely the peril of his child would soften that?” Ambrole asked. “Is there nothing else?”

      “I…I think he heard when I asked Cyris why he climbed up there…and Cyris said…he said he wanted to be like me. Because he’s seen me climb those cliffs all the time.”

      “Ah…” said Ambrole.

      “It’s my fault Cyris went up there,” Tesek said, tapping his spoon agitatedly against the inside of his empty bowl. “That he got stuck. He could have fallen and…”

      “No,” said Ambrole. “That may be what your father thinks. He’s wrong. He doesn’t want Cyris to be like you, but he can’t control what Cyris wants and that angers him. Cyris’s wants are very natural. You’re his older brother. None of it is your fault, Tesek.”

      “But it is.”

      “If I were your father, I would be delighted if all of my children turned out like you,” Ambrole said. “I would count myself lucky to have one child such as you.”

      Tesek swallowed and rapped the spoon against the bowl faster.

      “Just remember, your siblings will love you, even if he tries to make them hate you,” Ambrole added.

      “They’re afraid of me,” Tesek said, letting the spoon drop from his fingers.

      Ambrole looked at the scrapes on Tesek’s knuckles. “They’re not afraid of you, but of your father,” said Ambrole. “Let me get you something for your hands.”

      Tesek looked at his skinned fingers as Ambrole clomped over to the wall where a rock shelf held an assortment of earthen bottles and jars.

      His own mother was afraid to show him any affection. His siblings were afraid to speak to him. And he was afraid of them, too. Not of them, as Ambrole said, but of his father’s wrath if he didn’t dance the careful ballet required of him.

      Ambrole brought a jar and some loose fiber wrappings. With his thumb, which was the smallest finger on his hoof-like hand, Ambrole scraped a spicy, tingling ointment from the jar and carefully smeared it on Tesek’s scrapes.

      “I’m fine,” Tesek protested.

      “Those little scratches could still slow you down,” Ambrole said. “Or get infected. Then they’d really slow you down. The harvest is waiting.”

      Tesek silently let Ambrole wrap his hands in the fiber. “Can you tell me the herbs in this poultice?” Ambrole asked.

      Tesek held a fiber-swathed hand to his nose and inhaled the mélange of spicy smells. “It’s got nettles and echina vine, golden grass…and some kind of aloe?”

      “Yes, the most important aloe, Aloe Amon,” said Ambrole. “It only grows in very high, dangerous places.”

      “It’s a dark, muddy green,” Tesek said, remembering.

      “Yes,” said Ambrole. “And the flowers are red. They’re good for digestion. Would you like some tea?”

      “I should get back,” Tesek said. “I have to start cutting early tomorrow morning.”

      “Of course,” said Ambrole.

      Tesek let Ambrole walk him to the door. “Do you need a light?” Ambrole asked.

      “No, I think the moon is bright enough.”

      “Very well, remember what I said: you are what you are, not what your father says you are. He can’t change the truth with lies. You are not bad, Tesek. You do good things and good things add to Ysiga.”

      “Thank you, Ambrole,” Tesek said quietly. “Thank you for the stew. I’ll bring you some Knyar cheese if we have any extra.”

      “Thank you, Tesek,” Ambrole said. “Come again soon.”

      Tesek clacked his teeth in the Ptöri sign of respect. Ambrole clacked back as Tesek marched off into the moonlit fantasyscape of crumbly rock turrets and knobs.

      He made it back to the house and slipped quietly inside. He unbuttoned his boots and listened to the silent house. There was a soft glow coming from the direction of his father’s office. The rest of the house was dark.

      “Tesek?” came a whisper from the stairs. Cyris peered down at Tesek.

      “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” Tesek whispered back, glancing around nervously.

      “Yes,” said Cyris. “Father says…well, he says…he says I shouldn’t talk to you so much. I don’t understand. He says I’ll get in your way and you’re busy. But he’s busy, too.”

      “It’s…it’s,” Tesek began.

      “I don’t want to get in the way, but I…” Cyris said. Something in Tesek dropped suddenly, as if the floor had been whisked out from under it. He opened his mouth, but no sound came out. A creak came from behind Tesek. Cyris vanished into the darkness of the first-floor landing.

      Tesek turned to face his father, emerging from the shadows of the house.

      “I was just heading to bed,” Tesek said.

      “Good,” said his father. “There’s a lot to do tomorrow, make sure you get some sleep.” Tesek nodded, waiting for his father to turn away, but he didn’t. “Where were you?” Tesek couldn’t hear any concern in the question. “Were you visiting that heathen animal again?”

      Tesek didn’t say anything.

      “You know that’s heresy.”

      A chill settled on Tesek’s chest. Surely his father didn’t hate him enough to turn him over to the Imperial Inquisitors? Worse, Ambrole would be dragged into it. No, thought Tesek. This is more scare tactic. He’s warning me not to spend any more time with Cyris. Good, maybe he would stop trying to scare Cyris.

      “Ambrole isn’t a heretic,” Tesek said. “His grandparents converted to Elemra and the family has been faithful since.” It was half-truth. All Ptöri had officially adopted Elemra, but their old ways died hard and the Ysiga teachings lingered.

      “They’re still animals,” his father retorted. “Now go to bed.”

      “Yes, sir,” Tesek said, turning and slipping swiftly up the stairs to his room.
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      Tesek couldn’t sleep.

      He kept thinking about what Ambrole had said. But he couldn’t seem to wrap his head around it, couldn’t seem to make it true by thinking about it. And every time he closed his eyes he saw the Imperial Inquisitors. He’d only seen one once, when he was eight, the same age as Cyris. It had been on a rare trip into Klero. There had been a festival for Sephi, the Aspect of Elem that embodied love. There had been a procession, and an Inquisitor had marched at the end, dressed in gold with a red mask, a red whip in one hand and a gold chain in the other.

      “That’s the Imperial Inquisitor,” his father had whispered to him. “He takes away off-worlders, heretics, and Chamon scum and tortures them to death. Look out, or his gold chain might lasso you!”

      Tesek threw off his blanket and sat up. He’d nearly dozed off, but that memory came back, vivid in his half-sleep. Moonlight glared through the slats of his window and cold air stirred around him. He pulled his blanket around his bare shoulders and slipped out of bed, across the hall and up onto the open roof of their house. He sat on the parapet wall, with the blanket wrapped around him, and gazed at the sparkling stars.

      Bright Sedera was the closest star with life sustaining planets: Esron, an industrial center, and Sedran, a poor farming and mining world, similar perhaps to Ptöro. Sedera shone as an eye in the Winedrinker constellation. What the Ptöri once knew as Embliss, the lovers. Most of those stars were in the small galaxy on whose edge Ptöro’s solar system perched. They belonged directly to the Imperium, although they were far out of the compass of the Imperial Sector, which consisted of almost the entirety of what many called the Origin Galaxy.

      The Origin Glaxay was not visible from Ptöro without a sophisticated telescope. The Imperial Sector spread beyond the Origin Galaxy, encompassing several more. The rest of the known universe was divided into various Sectors ruled over by Sectorial Czas, who served the Empress as feudal lords. Beyond were vast unexplored tracts of the universe…empty galaxies that people said were useless. But there were still worlds being developed. There were still worlds undiscovered.

      And new constellations to name on each.

      Voices murmured furtively into the shimmering silence. Tesek froze, straining his ears. One voice belonged to his father. His parents’ window must be open. Tesek heard his name. He slid off the parapet, tiptoed across the roof, and settled softly on the parapet above their window.

      “We can’t do without Tesek,” his mother’s strained voice protested. “Do you realize how much he does around here? Invisibly. I think you’d be surprised what would unravel if he were gone.”

      “The Imperial Navy is offering compensation for farm hands,” his father’s voice cut in. “If an able-bodied worker enlists, they pay out to the family.”

      “So you’d sell him,” said Tesek’s mother.

      “We need the money,” said his father. “I’m worried this harvest won’t pay off. Those gluttonous planetary magnates are demanding a higher percentage every year. We can’t keep up.”

      “Then we need Tesek more than ever,” protested his mother. “We can’t keep up with demand without him! He’s worth more here than any ‘compensation’ the Navy can offer. Who will drive the old Cutter?”

      “Tordrah can run it,” said Tesek’s father.

      “And then who will drive the wagons?”

      “My children are growing up,” Tesek’s father said possessively.

      “But there’s no reason to sell Tesek like this!” protested his mother. “I know you dislike him, but he’s only ever helped!”

      “He doesn’t belong here!” shouted his father. “I’ve tolerated your profane whelp for far too long, you filthy adulteress!”

      Tesek retreated from the parapet, clutching his blanket in a numbing grip. He’d heard that tone in his father’s voice. He prayed his mother would recognize it before he tipped over the edge. He crept back to the parapet and listened, his chest heaving. Would he strike her? Tesek didn’t know what he would do if that happened.

      But the night was silent again.

      The stars watched Tesek tremble.

      At last, he returned to his room, but he did not sleep. He watched the stars between the
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