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  The Seven Suns universe is my love letter to science fiction, a response to all the stories and the sheer sense of wonder I experienced over a lifetime of reading the

  genre.




  This book is dedicated to the creators of the many incredible universes that took me out of a mundane childhood and transported me from everyday life to different planets and

  cultures—including, but not limited to, George Lucas, Gene Roddenberry, Frank Herbert, Isaac Asimov, Robert Heinlein, Arthur C. Clarke, Ray Bradbury, Julian May, Andre Norton, and many, many

  more.




  





  ACKNOWLEDGMENTS




  Writing a novel is a solitary job, but writing a good novel requires a lot of help. For The Dark Between the Stars I would like to acknowledge the valuable

  assistance of Deb Ray, Diane Jones, Louis Moesta, John Silbersack, Pat LoBrutto, and my wife, Rebecca Moesta.




  





  People assume that historians want to witness seminal events, but I must disagree. As a historian, my task is to record, to understand, to be objective. Yet objectivity is

  elusive when one is in the thick of a war that devastates the entire Spiral Arm. Personally, I would rather be an observer than a participant.




  Nevertheless, while living through the conflict we now call the Elemental War, I did acquire a unique perspective. Now that I look back over the two decades since the end of that war, I see a

  time of peace and recovery. Civilization across the Spiral Arm is catching its breath.




  The fiery beings called faeros have been driven back into their suns; the hydrogues are contained within their gas-giant planets. The Klikiss insect race departed on their final swarming,

  disappearing through their mysterious network of transportals to uncharted planets, and their treacherous black robots have all been wiped out.




  The corrupt Terran Hanseatic League has become the Confederation, ruled by King Peter and Queen Estarra and composed of former Hansa planets, independent worlds, and Roamer clans. Although Earth

  remains important to the human race, the Confederation’s capital is Theroc, where the worldforest thrives and telepathic green priests tap into the vast knowledge stored in the sentient

  trees.




  The Ildiran Empire is still humanity’s closest ally, and I admit to a fondness for their race and culture, having spent most of my professional career translating their billion-line

  historical epic, the Saga of Seven Suns. The Mage-Imperator even keeps a human green priest as his consort.




  Impatient readers might consider twenty years plenty of time to chronicle such sweeping events, but in truth we are just getting started. It will take decades of peacetime contemplation to sort

  out the details.




  If only we had that luxury.




  —Rememberer Anton Colicos, introduction to An Initial History of the Elemental War
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    ONE  




  GARRISON REEVES




  He had to run, and he fled with the boy out into the dark spaces between the stars.




  Garrison Reeves stole a ship from the Iswander Industries lava-processing operations on Sheol. Though he’d planned his escape for days, he gathered only a few supplies and keepsakes before

  departing, careful not to give his wife any hint of what he intended to do. None of his possessions mattered more than getting safely away with his son.




  He knew the disaster could come soon—any day now. Lee Iswander, the Roamer industrialist, dismissed Garrison’s concerns about third-order tidal shifts in the broken planet;

  Garrison’s own wife, Elisa, didn’t believe him. The lava miners paid little attention to his warnings, not because they disputed his geological calculations, but because they

  didn’t want to believe. Their priorities were clear. Adding “unnecessary” and expensive levels of redundant shielding and “paranoid” safety measures was

  irresponsible, both to Iswander Industries and to the employees, who participated in profit-sharing.




  Lee Iswander had commissioned follow-up reports, biased reports, that painted a far rosier picture. Garrison didn’t accept them.




  So he made his choice, the only possible choice. He stole one of the company ships, and when she found out about it, Elisa would claim that he stole their son.




  He flew out of the Sheol system, running far from any Roamer settlement or Confederation outpost. Elisa was not only an ambitious woman, she was abusive, tenacious, and dangerous—and she

  would come after them. He needed a head start if he had any hope of getting away.




  The ship was a standard Iswander cargo transport, a workhorse, fully fueled with ekti, run by an efficient Ildiran stardrive. Garrison could fly the vessel without special training, as he could

  fly most standard spacecraft.




  Ten-year-old Seth rode in the cockpit next to him. Garrison made a game of familiarizing the boy with cockpit systems and engine diagnostics, giving him simple navigation problems to

  solve—as any good Roamer father would, even though Garrison had chafed under how his stern father had raised him. He would not make the same mistakes with Seth.




  Roamers were free spirits, sometimes deprecatingly called space gypsies, whose clans filled niches too rugged and dangerous for more pampered people—places such as the Sheol

  lava-processing operations. He had followed Elisa there because of her promotion in Iswander Industries.




  “You should stay away from That Woman,” Olaf Reeves had warned him, not once but dozens of times. “If you defy me, if you marry her, you will regret it. You are spitting on

  your heritage.”




  Now, Garrison hated to admit that his father had been right.




  He closed his eyes, took a breath, and opened them. He studied the markers on the ship’s copilot control panels, then turned to his son. “Go ahead and set the next course,

  Seth.”




  “But where are we going?”




  “You pick, so long as we’re heading away from Sheol.” He tapped the starscreen, which showed infinite possibilities. “On this trip, we’re truly roaming. I just need

  some time away from everybody so I can rethink things.”




  Though anxious, the boy was glad to be with his father. Seth respected his mother, even feared her, but he loved his father. Elisa never let down her walls—not with any business associate,

  not with Garrison, not even with her own son.




  “Will I be able to go to Academ now?” Seth asked. The Roamer school inside a hollowed-out comet had always fascinated the boy. He wanted to be with the children of other clans, to

  have friends. Garrison knew his son would be happier at Academ, but Elisa had refused to consider sending their son there.




  “Maybe we’ll arrange that before long. For now, you can learn from me.”




  Unlike other Roamer children, Seth hadn’t grown up in a pleasant domed greenhouse asteroid or on the open gas-giant skies of an ekti-harvesting skymine. Rather, his daily view was a blaze

  of scarlet magma erupting in a smoke-filled sky. All the personnel of the lava-mining facility lived in reinforced habitat towers mounted on pilings sunk down to solid rock. More than two thousand

  employees, specialists of various ranks—engineers like Garrison himself, metallurgists, geologists, shipping personnel, and just plain grunt workers—filled shifts aboard the smelter

  barges or control towers, surrounded by fires that could have inspired Hell itself.




  No other parents kept their children here. Sheol was no place for a family, no home for a boy, regardless of the career advancement opportunities for Elisa.




  As the two closely orbiting halves of the binary planet adjusted their dance of celestial mechanics, Garrison had analyzed the orbital pirouette, uncovering fourth-order resonances that he

  suspected would make the fragments dip fractionally closer to each other, increasing stresses. He studied the melting points, annealing strengths, and ceramic-lattice structure of the habitat and

  factory towers.




  And he realized the danger to the Iswander operations.




  Alarmed, he had presented his results to Lee Iswander, only to be rebuffed when neither the industrialist nor his deputy—Garrison’s own wife—took his warnings seriously.

  Iswander impatiently told Garrison to go back to work and reassured him that the lava-processing outpost was perfectly safe. The material strength of the structural elements was rated to withstand

  the environment of Sheol, although with little margin for error.




  When Garrison insisted, Iswander grudgingly brought in a team of contract geologists and engineers who found a way to rerun the calculations, to reaffirm that nothing could go wrong. The

  specialists had departed with surprising haste—worried about their own safety?




  Garrison still trusted his own calculations, though. Next, he felt it was his responsibility to warn the Sheol employees, which infuriated Elisa, who was sure that his whistle-blowing would cost

  her a promotion.




  Honestly, Garrison hoped he was wrong. He knew he wasn’t. Convinced he had no alternative, he decided to take Seth away from Sheol before disaster struck. . . .




  After scanning the star catalog, the boy chose coordinates that qualified as little other than “the middle of nowhere.” The stardrive engines hummed and changed tone as they adjusted

  course, and the vessel streaked off again.




  Seth looked up at him with a sparkle in his eyes. “If we had our own compy, Dad, he could fly the ship, and you and I could play games.”




  Garrison smiled. “We’re on autopilot. We can still play games.”




  Because there were no other children on Sheol, Seth had longed for a competent computerized companion, probably a Friendly model who could keep him company and amuse him. At the lava-mining

  facility, Lee Iswander used only a handful of Worker compies, none of which were the more sociable types, not even a Teacher compy.




  “Your mother didn’t see the point in owning a compy,” Garrison said. “But maybe we can revisit that.” After we see what happens.




  In his head, Garrison heard his father’s gruff voice again. “You never should have married That Woman. You’re a Roamer, and you belong with other Roamers!”




  “Elisa’s not a Roamer, but Lee Iswander comes from a good clan,” he had responded, though the words sounded flat in his own ears.




  “That man has more of the Hansa about him than the clans. He’s forgotten who he is.” The bearded clan patriarch had waved a finger in front of his son’s face. “And

  if you stay with him, you will forget who you are. Too many Roamer clans have forgotten. A knife loses its edge unless it is sharpened.”




  But Garrison had refused to listen and married Elisa Enturi anyway. He’d given up so much for her . . . or had he done it just to act out against his father? He had wanted a family, a

  fulfilled life, and Elisa wanted something else.




  “If we find a place and settle down, will Mother come to live with us again?” Seth asked.




  Garrison didn’t want to lie. He stared out at the forest of stars ahead and the great emptiness in which they had lost themselves. “She wants to take her chances at Sheol for

  now.”




  The boy looked sad but stoic. “Maybe someday.”




  Garrison could not envision any other answer but Maybe someday.




  Still running, they crossed the expansive emptiness for days, and then they encountered an amazing anomaly: a cluster of gas bags far outside of any star system. Each bloated globule was twice

  the size of their ship.




  Garrison ran a quick diagnostic. “Never seen anything like these.”




  The membranous bubbles drifted along in a loose gathering with nothing but light-years all around them. In the dim light of faraway stars, the spherical structures appeared greenish brown, and

  each filmy membrane enclosed a blurry nucleus. Hundreds of thousands of them formed an island in a sea of stars.




  Seth studied both the sensor screens and the unfiltered view through the windowport. “Are they alive?”




  Garrison shut down the engines so their ship could drift toward them. “No idea.” The strange objects seemed majestic—silent, yet powerful. Organic? They filled him with a sense

  of wonder. “They remind me of . . . space plankton.”




  “They’re bloated and floating,” Seth said. “We should call them bloaters.”




  A random glimmer of light brightened one of the nodules, an internal flash that faded. Then another bloater flickered and quickly faded.




  Close together at one of the windowports, they stared out at the view. “If we discovered them, we can name them whatever we want,” Garrison said. “I’d say bloaters is a

  good name for them.”




  “So we just made a discovery?”




  “Looks that way.” He moored the ship among the thousands of silent, eerie nodules. “Let’s stay here for a while.”




  





    TWO  




  ELISA REEVES




  Elisa was so furious and indignant she could barely think straight, but she had enough common sense to maintain her composure in a business setting. She stifled her instinctive

  reaction and wore her professional demeanor like armor.




  She could not let Lee Iswander see her as weak. There was too much at stake, and her responsibilities were too great. Her kidnapped son and her husband’s betrayal were only part of what

  she had to worry about. Priorities needed to be weighed and balanced.




  He took my son! He stole a ship, and he left me behind!




  Even before she’d married Garrison, she had known he was a backward bumpkin, but together, they had agreed on a plan. He said he would follow it, keep his eyes on his silly Guiding Star,

  trusting that it would change everything for them.




  And Elisa had believed him. That made her angrier than anything else. She had believed him. She hated to feel like a fool.




  Now, Elisa approached the door to Iswander’s office in Tower One of the Sheol lava-processing facility. Standing high on carbon-reinforced ceramic struts, Tower One held five decks of

  offices and habitation spaces. Scarlet lakes oozed up from molten springs to form a shimmering—some called it terrifying—panorama all around them.




  Standing outside of Iswander’s office, Elisa straightened her uniform and took a moment to compose her expression. She smoothed a hand over her short, professional-length auburn hair with

  highlights of gold. When she was ready, she entered.




  Lee Iswander was busy, an important man, but he always had time for her. As far as she could tell, the industrialist didn’t hold her husband’s irresponsible behavior against her.




  Iswander stood with impeccable posture before the wall of polarized windows that looked out upon Hell. His dark suit fit him well. A frosting of gray at the temples of his dark brown hair gave

  him a distinguished look, a man who inspired respect and confidence at first glance. As a boss and a business leader, he automatically knew what he was doing and thus was able to convince armies of

  middle managers and employees to do as he asked. People trusted him when he made a business decision or took a corporate gamble. Elisa believed in him too.




  Turning from the window, he welcomed her with a smile. “Pannebaker says there’s a new roostertail forming. He’s heading out to the hot spot to get images. You know how he is

  with fresh geological activity.”




  Elisa also knew how dangerous that was. “Did he sign a waiver?”




  “He’s signed numerous waivers. He hasn’t managed to kill himself yet.”




  “Then you’re set, sir.” Elisa took her place beside him at the wall of windows.




  The lava flowed in slow-motion waves, their swells and dips caused by seismic instabilities. A reinforced landing gridwork stood in the middle of the three habitation and control towers.

  Armor-hulled smelter barges drifted on the molten sea, scooping up metals, separating out the valuable ones, and vomiting the detritus back into the pools.




  The cratered other half of the binary planet filled much of the sky, tidally locked with the main body of Sheol. The two planetoids fell toward each other, orbiting around a common center of

  mass. The stresses squeezed and pushed the crust in a gravitational tug-of-war. Garrison claimed to have discovered that the broken planet was unstable—brilliant observation! It was the very

  instability that kept all the hot raw material flowing for easy industrial extraction. Beyond that, he was being an alarmist, looking for problems rather than solutions.




  Right now, Iswander seemed preoccupied. Though Elisa wanted to explode with her news about Garrison—to scream, “My son has been kidnapped!”—she forced herself to remain

  calm. Lee Iswander was her best ally.




  He turned to her and touched the front of his jacket. “New suit for my speech at Newstation in two days. Specially tailored. I want to cut the figure of a leader when I give my speech to

  the Roamer council. What’s your impression?”




  “I’m not a fashion consultant, but it’s a good look. You always look like a leader, sir.”




  Iswander did not hide his smile well. “I don’t ask my wife for her opinion on these things because she always dithers and says it’s fine. I wanted an honest answer.”




  “I give you an honest answer every time. When you present yourself, the Roamers will see that you are a businessman and a leader, not some sloppy worker who shuffled off a production line.

  Your opponent won’t even bother to change out of his jumpsuit. I expect the decision will be obvious.”




  “Then I accept that. Sam Ricks cannot possibly believe he has a chance of winning, although there are some clan members who prefer their eccentricities to the reality of business and

  politics.” He frowned.




  “Roamers are a dying breed,” Elisa said, thinking of her husband and his backward family. Garrison had already caused so much trouble. She searched for a way to tell Iswander, but he

  was obviously preoccupied.




  “I’ve been looking at the records of the Roamer clans, studying their interactions with the Confederation government—the concessions we’ve received, the inroads

  we’ve made. Even though you married a Roamer, I’m not sure you understand the mindset, Elisa: clan connections, seat-of-the-pants innovations, personal promises and barter, exchange of

  favors. My business model takes us away from those old, inefficient ways. It’s time for the clans to get serious. I truly believe that I’m best qualified to be the next

  Speaker.”




  Even with the concern about Garrison and Seth weighing on her mind, Elisa realized in a broader sense that Lee Iswander’s advancement as Speaker would open up many opportunities for her.

  Caught up in his governmental role, he would need to delegate the Sheol operations, put her in charge. “Having watched Roamer politics from the outside, I’d say anything would be better

  than Isha Seward, sir.”




  He gave her a wry frown. “That’s not exactly a ringing endorsement.”




  “You’re obviously the stronger candidate, sir. It goes without saying.”




  “But the clans need it said. Isha Seward was just the interim Speaker after Del Kellum retired. She knows it, and everybody knows it. She was chosen as a compromise candidate because she

  was lackluster and didn’t offend anyone. Now it’s time for vision, and I’ve certainly proved myself.” He chuckled. “Sorry, I shouldn’t be giving you my

  speech.”




  “The election’s only a few weeks away,” Elisa said.




  He went back to his desk where reports streamed across the data-screens embedded in its flat surface. “If I’m going to be elected as the next Speaker I’ll have to keep in touch

  everywhere, in real time. Not just through business shuttles, like I have now. Maybe I should bring a green priest here.”




  Elisa nodded. “Many have hired themselves out, and they take oaths of confidentiality. A green priest stationed here with a treeling could be in instantaneous contact with every other

  green priest at any other outpost, ship, or settlement. Would you like me to look into it, sir?”




  “I doubt it would do any good.” He swiveled in his chair to look out at the oceans of turbulent magma. “They prefer to be back on their forested world—or at least in a

  more hospitable place than this. All this fire and lava would make them nervous.”




  Elisa made a note in the back of her mind that she would send out an inquiry; perhaps with a sufficient financial incentive, she could find an open-minded green priest who would be willing to

  move to Sheol. But she couldn’t devote her time and energy to solving that problem until after she tracked down Garrison and got Seth back. It was time to tell Iswander.




  She struggled with her sense of failure, as well as the guilt of knowing that this unexpected matter was going to take her away from her work. Before she could make her request, though, Alec

  Pannebaker broke in on the comm. “The plume’s about to burst, Chief. Right on schedule, right on target. I’m getting images that’ll take your breath away!”




  Elisa felt tremors in the deck of Tower One, and moments later they calmed down. Sheol was in a constant restless slumber on an unquiet seismic bed.




  Out on the lava lake near Pannebaker’s small shielded craft, a large bubble became a spurting geyser of lava. It sprayed high, then rained down in a roostertail. Pannebaker whistled as he

  withdrew his shielded boat. “Those will make great PR images!”




  Iswander sounded skeptical. “‘Come to Sheol and see the sights’?”




  “No, Chief—I was thinking more of how it shows you’re a visionary with the foresight and the balls to establish a viable industry where even other Roamers feared to tread. No

  one can argue with your profit reports.”




  “It might be good for your Speaker campaign, sir,” Elisa said after the deputy signed off. “But you should delete the part about the balls.”




  As Iswander returned to his desk, Elisa stood straight-backed, anxious. She had never brought personal problems to him before. Finally, she said without preamble, “Garrison’s gone,

  sir. He stole one of your ships.”




  Iswander sat back. “What are you talking about?”




  “He left between six and ten hours ago. He kidnapped our son and flew off.”




  “I can’t believe your husband would do that. He seemed like such a . . .”




  “Passive man?” Elisa said. “Yes, he fooled me too.”




  “I was going to say ‘good father.’ Is he still insisting that we’re operating too close to safety margins? It’s nonsense. We’ve been here for years without

  any mishap, and the recent structural scans should have put all concerns to rest.”




  “He thinks the seismic makeup of Sheol is changing, and the old calculations are no longer valid.”




  Iswander was disturbed. “My consultants double-checked their test results and disproved your husband’s concerns. Even so, he riled up the other workers. If they find out he’s

  fled, they’re going to demand answers—and I don’t need nervous work crews.”




  “I suspected he might be plotting something.” Elisa focused more on her specific problem than on the overall question and its impact on Iswander operations—which demonstrated

  just how rattled she was. “I could tell by his mannerisms. Garrison can’t keep a secret to save his life.”




  “Do you have any idea where he’s gone? For a man to steal a child away from his mother is . . . not a good thing, not a good thing at all.”




  “It’s fortunate I was suspicious, sir. He checked the Iswander ships, saw which ones were fueled and supplied. Garrison thought he was being discreet, but I rigged tracers on all

  vessels. No matter where he goes, each time he stops and changes course, it’ll drop off a tiny signal buoy and squirt a message with his new coordinates.” She fought with the dryness in

  her throat. “I can track him, sir, but I’ll need to leave right away. He’s got a head start.”




  Iswander folded his hands on his desk. “You’re one of my most important employees, Elisa.”




  She thought he was going to refuse her request. “I understand this is a critical time for Iswander Industries, sir. You’re just leaving for Newstation—”




  His expression softened. “And I understand that this is even more important. Choose a ship of your own, any one you like—you’ve earned it. I’ll inform the other team

  leaders that you’re taking an unspecified amount of time for a personal matter.”




  Elisa should have felt relieved, but her anger wasn’t dampened, merely focused. “Yes, Mr. Iswander. This is definitely personal.”




  





    THREE  




  ADAR ZAN’NH




  Orbiting the planet Ildira, the new starship looked out of place and alien, even to Ildiran eyes. The first of its kind, the Kolpraxa had an unusual design developed

  by visionaries, astronomers, and explorers. Unlike the giant fighting-fish silhouette of a Solar Navy warliner, this exploration ship had expanded-range engines, habitation spaces, and enlarged

  cargo holds for supplies on long voyages far outside the Spiral Arm, to push the edge of knowledge.




  After the Elemental War, the Mage-Imperator had given their race a new vision, to explore the unknown, to expand the Empire’s comfortable boundaries that had stood unchanged for millennia.

  Adar Zan’nh, the grand commander of the Ildiran Solar Navy, knew the Kolpraxa would be only the first of many such missions.




  Curiosity, ambition, and exploration were not common to the Ildiran psyche. This drive to seek answers to questions that had never before been asked was clearly a human thing. Zan’nh, and

  all Ildirans, had to adjust to so many changes in recent years. . . .




  The Adar’s inspection cutter arrived at the spacedock facility where the final engineering touches were being applied to the Kolpraxa. Teams of spacesuited worker kith floated

  around like beetles, using manipulator arms to remove the construction framework and nudge it away from the hull.




  Zan’nh landed the cutter inside the Kolpraxa’s well-lit receiving bay and stepped out onto the polished deck. His hair was plaited in a tight braid and done up in a topknot.

  His short tunic was tied at his waist with a green sash that accentuated the greenish gold of his skin. Glittering rank insignia adorned his chest. For this formal meeting with Tal Gale’nh

  before the Kolpraxa’s departure, he wanted to be worthy of the Ildiran epic, the Saga of Seven Suns.




  Yes, history would be made here.




  The halfbreed Gale’nh, who had been given command of the ship, marched forward to greet him. He was a young man with a proud demeanor and creamy features that clearly revealed his partial

  human heritage. A product of the secret Ildiran breeding program, he was the son of the green priest Nira and the legendary Solar Navy commander Adar Kori’nh—Zan’nh’s

  predecessor.




  At twenty-six, Gale’nh was young for his rank of tal, but he had a sharp mind and the ability to make swift and accurate decisions. Because of his mixed heritage, he also had a knack for

  seeing things differently—an advantage in his role, since the Solar Navy suffered from rote adherence to long-established ways.




  Gale’nh pressed a fist to his chest in a gesture of respect. “Welcome aboard my ship, Adar. I hope it meets with your approval.”




  Zan’nh gave the young officer a nod. “You inspected the systems? Drilled your crew? Interviewed your engineers? And it all meets with your approval?”




  “More than I can say, Adar.”




  He gave a brief nod. “You are the Kolpraxa’s captain, so your approval matters more than mine.”




  The two men took a lift to the command nucleus. The blister dome that formed the ceiling of the bridge gave the commander a sense of the universe around him—the starry field, the glare of

  sunlight, the swiftly moving ships and worker pods withdrawing the last pieces of framework.




  Proud of his experimental ship, Gale’nh rattled off a summary of the crew complement, the sophisticated technical equipment, the variety of probe satellites that could be dispatched when

  needed, and—important for the Ildiran soul—groups of artist kithmen, singers, and especially rememberers who recorded history.




  When Adar Zan’nh and Gale’nh arrived in the command nucleus, Rememberer Ko’sh awaited them. The rememberer was a tall, imposing man, dressed in a shimmering gray robe marked

  with symbols. The expressive lobes on his face were able to shift coloration like a chameleon to add flavor and emotion to the stories he told. He lifted both hands in greeting.




  “Adar Zan’nh, this is the greatest mission in our recent history! More significant than Adar Bali’nh’s rescue of the human generation ships and his first journey to

  Earth. Or Tal Bria’nh’s encounter with—” The tall rememberer caught himself and bowed. “The Kolpraxa will be a light that shines into the emptiness between

  stars. It is time for our people to go beyond what was to what can be.”




  Zan’nh was surprised by Ko’sh’s upbeat attitude, for the man had been stodgy in the past, especially upset when the human scholar Anton Colicos had pointed out errors or

  omissions in the Saga of Seven Suns. “Tal Gale’nh will lead you to points unknown. I have complete faith in him.”




  Gale’nh bowed, struggling to accept the praise with good grace. Zan’nh had groomed the young officer, training and mentoring him as he moved up through the ranks. Though he was a

  halfbreed, it didn’t hurt that his mother was the consort of the Mage-Imperator, or that his father was the greatest military leader Ildirans knew. “I can only hope to do great work of

  my own, in my father’s name. I am . . . humbled by my own heritage, the weight of responsibility. The Kolpraxa is so important.”




  Zan’nh knew that Adar Kori’nh had been a greater commander than he himself would ever be—everyone on Ildira was aware of that. “I was just a young tal when I was thrust

  into this position as Adar. I wasn’t ready for it either, and I also felt humbled.” He lowered his voice as he confessed, “But no one was more ready than I was, and so the job

  fell to me. If you had not volunteered to command the Kolpraxa, Tal Gale’nh, I would have assigned you to the task.”




  The young tal’s eyes were shining; his breathing was fast, his excitement plain. “When I saw the opportunity, how could I not seize it? The chance to go outside the Spiral Arm, to

  see what’s out there?”




  A signal on the command nucleus announced that the rest of the docking structures had been moved away. The stardrive engines were fully loaded with ekti and optimal for test firing.




  Gale’nh turned to face him. “The Mage-Imperator has prepared a departure celebration in Mijistra, and you will join me. The people will cheer the launch of this great mission.”

  He lowered his voice and added wistfully, “I wish I were going out there with you.”




  





    FOUR  




  NIRA




  With seven suns nearby, Ildira’s perpetual day kept all shadows at bay. The soaring towers and crystalline architecture of Mijistra caught the bright light and reflected

  it back, celebrating with rainbows and sparkling flares. The capital city’s crowning masterpiece was the Prism Palace, assembled from interlocking multicolored crystal, its central sphere

  surrounded by a symphony of minaret towers, each one capped with a smaller globe.




  In the skysphere audience chamber, Nira basked in the Mage-Imperator’s presence. She and Jora’h were inseparable, bound more surely than by law or telepathic thism, by

  unbreakable ties of love. The two had survived ordeals that threw them together, tore them apart, and at last let them return as eternal partners.




  Overhead, the skysphere dome was a rainbow-hued ceiling, hung with flowers and verdant vegetation. Birds and colorful insects flitted about, enclosed in the shimmering ecosystem. A roiling cloud

  of mist in the center of the dome served as a projection screen for Jora’h’s benevolent three-dimensional image.




  Beside the Mage-Imperator’s chrysalis chair, Nira held a potted treeling from the worldforest, through which she could share her thoughts instantaneously with her fellow green priests. She

  looked forward to seeing her son and saying goodbye before he departed on his voyage on the Kolpraxa.




  She reached over to clasp Jora’h’s hand, only to find his fingers already moving to enfold hers. That was how closely their minds and hearts were linked, although her emerald skin

  looked different from the faint golden sheen of his Ildiran skin.




  The Mage-Imperator sat in the skysphere audience chamber, holding court. Jora’h’s predecessor had become so corpulent over centuries of rule that his chrysalis chair served as a

  reclining cradle to hold his enormous body. By Ildiran tradition, a Mage-Imperator’s feet should never touch the ground, for even his footprints were sacred. But Jora’h had done away

  with that tradition, as well as many others. Nira was glad of that. She loved to walk beside him through the Prism Palace or out in the city streets.




  Knowing she was eager, he raised his voice to the audience. “Send in Tal Gale’nh so that I may bid him farewell.” Noble kithmen and court functionaries repeated the command,

  and attender kithmen scurried about to make way.




  The doors opened, and Adar Zan’nh passed under the glittering archway into the audience chamber, but Nira had eyes only for her halfbreed son. Gale’nh looked dashing in his Solar

  Navy uniform. Though his skin was paler than that of a normal Ildiran, he was young, energetic, and confident.




  Adar Zan’nh stepped aside so Gale’nh could come forward. The young man touched a fist to the center of his chest and bowed in respect. “Liege, I will make you proud of me and

  the Kolpraxa’s crew. We will write a new chapter in the Saga of Seven Suns, and we will lay down threads of our racial thism even beyond the Spiral Arm.”




  Jora’h raised both of his hands. “Yes, your mission expands the reach of our Empire, but we do this not out of mere ambition, but because we are part of the universe and the universe

  is part of us. For thousands of years the Ildiran race slumbered, but now we are awakening.”




  Unable to conceal her proud smile, Nira touched the treeling she held. Her fingers brushed the golden bark scales, felt the multileaved fronds tremble. She dropped her mind into the tree,

  letting her thoughts travel out via telink into the stochastically connected worldforest, where each tree was identical to all others, each one a quantum reflection that allowed her thoughts to be

  in all places at once, without regard to distance or transmission speeds.




  Nira sent images and thoughts back to the primary worldforest on Theroc, as well as to green priests scattered across the Confederation, any colony that had a treeling. Even Ildira had the

  trees, since she had spent two decades tending them. Her telink announcement of the Kolpraxa’s unprecedented mission traveled simultaneously through all of them.




  When she opened her eyes, Nira realized that Gale’nh had been speaking to her. “Thank you, Mother, for accepting me and for being proud of me.” He understood that she

  didn’t love his father, that she had been impregnated by force as part of the sinister Ildiran breeding program to produce a telepath.




  That was long ago, in a time buried in crises. She had survived the ordeal and accepted all five of her halfbreed children now: Gale’nh, Tamo’l, Muree’n—even Rod’h,

  whose father had been the Dobro Designate himself, head of the enforced breeding program and Nira’s worst tormentor. And of course there was dear Osira’h, her daughter by Jora’h,

  whose telepathy was so powerful she could command the hydrogues and the faeros. No, Nira could not hate her children for the acts of their fathers or the misguided requirements of the breeding

  program.




  “You give me great joy, my son, and I love you as I love each of my children. You have no need to make me proud, Gale’nh—go and make all Ildiran people

  proud.”




  After the Mage-Imperator blessed the departure of the exploration ship, the rest of the audience moved outside for the next part of the spectacle. Adar Zan’nh and Tal Gale’nh marched

  out of the Prism Palace, shoulder to shoulder, while Jora’h took Nira’s hand and led her up to their observation balcony. From there, they would watch the grand pageant.




  When they stepped out into the bright sunlight, Nira smiled at Jora’h. The Mage-Imperator’s hair had grown longer over the years, and many of the fine golden tendrils twitched and

  waved of their own volition. His eyes were a smoky topaz with an unusual starflare. Nira thought he was beautiful.




  Beneath the balcony in front of the Prism Palace, the tiny figure of Tal Gale’nh met up with subcommanders who led groups of Solar Navy specialists of different kiths dressed in

  appropriate uniforms, their shoulders spangled with small mirror chips that sparkled in the sunlight.




  The crew marched in an orchestrated parade, a clockwork movement that reminded Nira of the shifting patterns in a kaleidoscope. Overhead, a maniple of warliners cruised across the sky with their

  solar-sail fins extended, trailing silvery ribbons behind them in a spectacular skyparade. The crew flowed aboard forty-nine cutters that took off like a flock of metal birds into the sky to the

  orbiting exploration ship.




  Nira touched a decorative treeling on the balcony and used telink to send her impressions throughout the green priest network, spreading the word that the Kolpraxa would soon depart for

  the fringe of the Spiral Arm. . . .




  As she and Jora’h reentered the Prism Palace, they encountered Rod’h standing there, impatient. He was a strong and hard young man, proud of who he was—the second most

  telepathically skilled of her halfbreed children, after Osira’h. Had it not been for Osira’h’s success, the Ildirans would have relied on him to save them from the

  hydrogues. But he had never been given the chance.




  Because Rod’h so closely resembled the ruthless Dobro Designate, seeing him sometimes gave her an involuntary shudder. Though Nira tried to love all of her children equally, regardless of

  what their fathers had done to her, she could not help but sense that he resented her.




  Rod’h bowed with respect to the Mage-Imperator, but gave his mother only a curt greeting. “Liege, I request permission to bring a team of rememberers to Dobro. For historical

  accuracy, we should record the true facts of the breeding program. My father should no longer be vilified or, worse, ignored. We must not forget what he accomplished.”




  Nira stiffened. Despite making peace with her past, there were still nights she wrestled with nightmares of how the Dobro Designate had forced himself upon her in the breeding chambers . . . and

  he had only been one of the many breeders from various kiths assigned to impregnate her. From that succession of experiments to see what sort of half-breed child a human green priest might produce,

  five of the children had lived, but eight others had been such misshapen horrors that they were stillborn—merciful miscarriages.




  Rod’h saw her instinctive reaction and scowled. “Everyone should know what my father did and why. Our race needed a powerful telepath like me, like Osira’h—someone who

  could force the hydrogues to communicate. That was the only way we kept our race from being exterminated.”




  Nira kept her voice even, but she could not let his distortions go unchallenged. “And that excuses enslaving thousands of human colonists?”




  “Yes, it does! My father did what had to be done. Humans weren’t the only ones in the breeding camps. Ildiran experimental subjects also gave birth to countless mixed-breeds in our

  search for a savior. And the hydrogues were defeated. Osira’h did do her duty—and if she had failed, I would have done it. You, Mother, should have embraced

  your responsibility without complaint.”




  Nira felt as if he had twisted an old dagger inside of her. “How did saving Ildirans become our responsibility? That was done to me—and to the captive settlers,

  generation after generation, against their will. It remains a terrible shame on the Ildiran soul.” She forced herself to be calm. “We’ve put it behind us now. Humans and Ildirans

  repaired our relationship—but don’t belittle their ordeal.”




  Jora’h stood between them, not leaving Nira’s side. “The story of the Dobro Designate and his breeding camps will remain as it is. It is best if we speak little of that sad

  history, so we can heal. Your request for rememberers is denied.”




  Rod’h’s eyes flashed. “I would heal better, Liege, if my father earned respect for what he accomplished. Do we not owe that to history? You commanded that many sections of the

  Saga of Seven Suns be rewritten—are you not the one who insists the Saga must be accurate?”




  Jora’h shook his head. “Other Mage-Imperators sealed away secrets from their reigns, hid dark activities that they did not want future generations to know. My father certainly did. I

  will not hide this away, but neither will I glorify it. My decision stands.”




  Rod’h was so angry that he nearly forgot to make a respectful gesture to the Mage-Imperator before he stalked away.




  





    FIVE  




  ANTON COLICOS




  After the Kolpraxa sailed away with the usual Ildiran pomp and circumstance, the human scholar Anton Colicos returned to his office in the Hall of Rememberers.

  Rememberer Ko’sh had gone off to far, unexplored territories, but Anton was restless here in Mijistra, feeling both the weight and exhilaration of history upon him. He had

  translated—and directly participated in—major events that shaped many races: not just humans, but Ildirans, hydrogues, faeros, wentals, verdani, and even the now-vanished Klikiss.




  And he wasn’t done with his work here yet, not by a long measure.




  Anton ate a quick meal while he organized the various half-completed documents he kept in his office. He intended to spend hours proofreading the next massive translation he had just

  finished—another section of the Saga of Seven Suns, which no human had ever read before. The green priests on Theroc were waiting to read it aloud to the towering trees.




  So many people were counting on him! He was just a shy and dedicated scholar, at least that was the way he saw himself. He preferred that his scholarly works stand on their own merits, but

  already people were offering to become his interns and research assistants—even his biographer. Anton laughed off such requests, insisting that he’d done nothing worthy of chronicling.

  And yet when he thought back on his experiences . . .




  He signaled his scholarly assistant Dyvo’sh by activating a humming crystal on his desktop. Anton considered the thing pretentious. In fact, having Dyvo’sh at his beck and call was

  itself unnecessary—especially someone with such a servile attitude! But Ildiran rememberers considered it a mark of respect and claimed that Anton had earned it.




  The eager young rememberer appeared in an instant, and Anton fumbled to switch off the humming crystal; finally, Dyvo’sh had to do it for him. “Do you need assistance with

  translation, Rememberer Anton?” Dyvo’sh had a hopeful tone in his voice. (But then, he spoke in a hopeful tone even when Anton asked him to fetch a hot beverage.)




  “I’m too restless for desk work today,” Anton said. “I heard that the excavators discovered a new document crypt beneath the old sculpture museum. I’m curious to

  see what’s inside it—aren’t you?”




  The lobes on the young rememberer’s face flushed with a bluish tint that flowed into red, signaling Dyvo’sh’s excitement tinged with reluctance. “Those records were

  sealed away by some ancient Mage-Imperator for a good reason. Whatever is there will not be canon to the Saga of Seven Suns. We should not question his wisdom.”




  “Of course we should—that’s what a scholar does. Questions are our business.”




  Dyvo’sh vigorously shook his head. “A rememberer is taught to repeat and preserve only what is already known. The Saga is the only record we need in order to understand

  Ildira.”




  “But the Saga came from somewhere. Don’t you want to see the original sources?”




  Dyvo’sh blinked. “No. It is not necessary.”




  Anton shook his head. “Before you preserve the words for all time, it’s imperative that you have accurate information. Otherwise, you’re merely perpetuating errors—and

  you know that has happened before. Come on, we don’t even know what’s in that vault. I’ll do this myself if I have to . . . or I can request another assistant.”




  When Dyvo’sh became alarmed, his facial lobes shifted through a rainbow of colors. “No, I am assigned to your care. It is a great honor. I would not have anyone else carry out those

  duties.”




  “Then let’s go.”




  Anton marched out of his office and through the Hall of Rememberers. In the reviewing corridors, Ildiran storytellers stood before wall-sized crystal sheets that recorded every word in the

  billion-line Saga of Seven Suns. Apprentices muttered to themselves as they memorized the entire epic, which was ever growing but never changing once established. At least, not usually.




  Dyvo’sh had been one such apprentice until recently when he had passed his test—a five-day recitation, without sleep and without a single error, of a randomly chosen section of the

  Saga. And Anton had thought defending his PhD thesis on Earth was grueling!




  Now, thanks to the changes Anton had instituted over the past two decades, by command of Mage-Imperator Jora’h, rememberer scribes worked in a new wing of the Hall of Rememberers where

  they also preserved the apocrypha, restoring sections of the Saga that had been deleted or censored in times past.




  For millennia, Ildirans believed that every word in the Saga was the absolute truth, set down permanently by infallible rememberers. Ildirans had never dreamed that the Saga might be

  inaccurate—intentionally so—but previous Mage-Imperators had changed the records to cover up their part in the ancient conflict against the hydrogues, rewriting the story for posterity.

  Oh, the uproar Anton had caused when he revealed that!




  He demonstrated that in order to hide the censored history about the hydrogues, new stories of “bogeymen” had been fabricated—tales of terrifying creatures called the Shana Rei

  that devoured light and infiltrated the Ildiran soul with blackness. Supposedly, they were the reason why Ildirans feared the dark.




  When he studied the matter objectively, Anton noticed striking differences in the passages about the Shana Rei. They were sketchy placeholders, not as rich in detail or implied veracity, and he

  found evidence that these sections were fictional, meant to hide the horrific truth of the ancient hydrogue war. To the stodgy rememberer kith, these revelations had been a greater assault

  on their race than the hydrogues. Later, Mage-Imperator Jora’h shook the entire rememberer kith to the core when he commanded that all ancient records be opened for thorough critical study,

  that all of the sacred texts be reassessed.




  As Anton dug deeper, separating the tales, the reality grew more complex still. Newly resurrected records showed disturbing indications that the Shana Rei might have been real after

  all.




  The confusion among the rememberers verged on insanity and despair. Their kith dealt only in absolutes, and uncertainty disturbed them greatly. Anton didn’t know what to believe anymore.

  He doubted the rememberers had forgiven him, even after twenty years.




  His jaunty step faltered as he led Dyvo’sh along the sun-drenched streets of Mijistra toward the newly excavated document crypt. Maybe it would be wiser if he didn’t inspect

  the new records, for they were sure to cause more turmoil. . . . But if he refused to look at new records, he too would be responsible for hiding true information. He clapped a hand on his

  assistant’s bony shoulder. “Let’s open another can of worms, no matter how big it might be.”




  Dyvo’sh blinked his large eyes. “Excuse me, sir? Why would we require worms?”




  “A human idiom. I’ll explain later.”




  For Anton, the story mattered most of all. He wanted to tell it, preserve it for posterity, and let someone else dicker over the societal implications. Though human, he felt closely

  tied to Ildira as the first human scholar to translate lengthy segments of the Saga of Seven Suns for academics to analyze and interpret. Anton had no interest in becoming one of the

  navel-contemplating breed of academics. He loved the challenge of translating new material and immersed himself in the process.




  After the Elemental War, he’d spent years with his mother Margaret, the famous xeno-archaeologist, recording the chronicle of the Klikiss race—The Song of the Breedex. He

  and his mother had scrambled to preserve the remarkable story before the insect race vanished forever, leaving only the husks of discarded bodies in the bizarre ruins of their cities.




  After Margaret died and her remains were buried on Eljiid, a Klikiss world where she had been studying, Anton had returned to Earth. He took a position at the university, received accolades, was

  named an assistant dean, and—best of all—had a light course load. He taught only one advanced class per semester, which allowed him to write a biography of his illustrious parents. . .

  .




  But Ildira always called to him. After Mijistra was rebuilt following the war, the Mage-Imperator once again extended an invitation to him, and Anton jumped at the chance. He came back to a

  guest office in the Hall of Rememberers and had been here for the past six years.




  When Anton and Dyvo’sh reached the construction site of the old sculpture museum, Anton watched the worker kith, artists, and sculptors who were restoring the exhibits. This restoration

  had the dual purpose of preserving history for Ildirans and edifying the human settlers—a handful of “Ildirophiles” who had formed their own small enclave in the capital city,

  where the expatriates ran traditional stores, cafés, and craft workshops.




  The museum workers recognized Rememberer Anton Colicos, who was one of the most well-known humans on Ildira, even more familiar to them than the Confederation’s King Peter. Considering the

  uproar he so often caused, Anton sometimes wondered if the mere sight of him struck terror into their hearts. After all, his discoveries often resulted in changes and disruptions.




  Anton greeted them with good cheer and asked directions to the newly uncovered document crypt. When the reticent workers talked among themselves, Dyvo’sh stepped forward. “Rememberer

  Anton asked a question! You know he has the blessing of the Mage-Imperator himself.”




  One of the museum administrators directed the two visitors to a debris-strewn staircase that led to underground levels. Anton called for three squat muscular workers to accompany them.

  “And please bring your battering clubs and those Ildiran pickax things. We need to break open the vault.”




  Anton saw the consternation he was causing. Ildirans had so much difficulty accepting anything they hadn’t done before.




  In the underground chamber lit by ceiling-mounted blazers, he and Dyvo’sh stood before the repository that had been walled up in ancient times by a barely remembered Mage-Imperator; over

  the years, other structures were built on top of it. Once “history” was set in stone and a Mage-Imperator’s reign was permanently recorded in the Saga, all else was considered

  superfluous. Anton supposed the Mage-Imperators might feel a kind of rivalry that let them bury the extravagance of their predecessors in order to showcase their own reigns, only to have the same

  thing done to them by their successors.




  But scrap heaps sometimes held the most interesting items for a historian.




  The museum workers hesitated when they looked at the seal. “Well, go on,” Anton said, “break it open. I’d like to study the documents in there.”




  Guard kithmen hurried down the stairs in a clatter of weapons, accompanied by two bustling rememberers. “Halt! We forbid you to break that seal. You cannot defy the clear commands of a

  Mage-Imperator.”




  Dyvo’sh looked frightened, but Anton just groaned. “If you prevent me from seeing the documents, then you are also defying the commands of a Mage-Imperator. I’d say the current

  Mage-Imperator’s orders supersede the orders of one who returned to the Lightsource centuries ago.”




  The guard kithmen took up positions in front of the crypt door, blocking the workers and their battering tools. A museum administrator hurried down from the upper levels. “This vault

  contains discarded records not considered fit for inclusion in the Saga. It holds nothing of interest.”




  Anton was frustrated. “Then you don’t have to look at it, but I’m interested.” He crossed his arms over his chest. “I can send word to the Prism Palace right now,

  if you insist on ignoring the orders of the Mage-Imperator.”




  With another commotion on the stairs, a lean pantherlike warrior woman bounded into the vault chamber. Her movements flowed like liquid, and she was accompanied by another scrappy girl who

  seemed cut from the same pattern. “You appear to need my help once again, friend Anton,” Yazra’h said.




  Anton let out a sigh of relief upon seeing the Mage-Imperator’s warrior daughter. Yazra’h gave him a flirtatious, hungry smile, the kind that always made him uncomfortable. He said,

  “Not quite so dramatic a rescue as you’ve provided in the past, but I’d appreciate your advice on how to handle this situation.”




  Yazra’h’s mane of coppery gold hair flowed in all directions, and her bright eyes gleamed at the prospect of a fight. She wore thin, tough armor with intimidating spines on her

  shoulders, but her legs were bare. The girl beside her was similarly dressed, and Yazra’h nodded to her. “This time Muree’n can help me explain our point of view.”




  The two faced the guard kith who blocked the document crypt, standing firm but uneasy. Yazra’h snapped, “Well? I am the Mage-Imperator’s daughter. I command you to do as

  Rememberer Anton says. I will vouch for him.”




  One of the nervous rememberers stood to one side. “The seal on the vault forbids it. That is the word of a Mage-Imperator.”




  She removed a battle stick from her waist, flicked it open into a nonlethal fighting pole. Her companion did the same. Muree’n was one of Nira’s halfbreed children, and Anton saw

  echoes of the green priest in her face. The girl’s muscles were tense like tightly wound springs. They waited for a long moment, facing off in silence.




  Yazra’h did not flinch. “These records are vital to Rememberer Anton’s work. You will obey the command.”




  Anton swallowed hard. “Maybe there’s no need to—”




  “They will not change their minds,” Muree’n blurted out. “Let us have some practice.”




  She leaped forward without warning, twirling her battle stick and smashing it toward the nearest guard’s face. He brought up a gauntleted hand, so that her blow broke his wrist instead of

  his nose. He yelped.




  Yazra’h sprang into action, trying to keep up with her protégée. The two women fought like dust devils. The battle sticks were a blur, and the expression on

  Yazra’h’s face was intense but also joyous. She loved the fight.




  Years ago, Yazra’h had taken Anton under her wing. She flirted with him, toyed with him, made it plain that she wanted to take him as a lover, though he did nothing whatsoever to encourage

  her. He simply wasn’t interested. Yazra’h respected him, and also protected him when he got into difficult situations.




  She had no lack of energetic lovers—mostly soldier kithmen, but other Ildirans as well. Yazra’h had finally admitted to Anton that she understood he was a delicate sort and must be

  concerned, with good reason, that she might break him if she got carried away.




  Now, as they fought down the guard kithmen, Muree’n seemed even wilder and more reckless than Yazra’h. The hapless guards fought back, but were reluctant to harm a daughter of the

  Mage-Imperator—or maybe that was what they told themselves as they lay broken, bruised, and groaning on the floor.




  Yazra’h retracted her battle stick, while Muree’n remained alert, as if hoping one of her opponents would climb to his feet and fight another round.




  Dyvo’sh stared at the mayhem, wide-eyed. Yazra’h tossed her wild hair, and Anton made a point of thanking her. “Research isn’t normally so combative,” he said.

  “Let’s just hope there’s something important enough in there to make all this trouble worthwhile. I’d rather it wasn’t a pile of old agricultural inventory

  lists.”




  Yazra’h made an impatient gesture to the worker kithmen, who stood holding their heavy tools. “Go on, there is no need for further delay. Rememberer Anton wishes the crypt

  opened—so open it.”




  More afraid of Yazra’h than of some ancient warning, the workers lifted their clubs and pickaxes and smashed open the seal.




  





    SIX  




  GARRISON REEVES




  In uncharted, empty space, the ship floated among the mysterious globules. Two days of unthreatening quiet gave Garrison and Seth freedom to just relax. They played games, and

  Garrison told him about Roamer history and other planets they would someday see. It was the sort of family life he’d hoped to have with Elisa.




  They had plenty of fuel and supplies, but he knew he and Seth couldn’t stay here forever. He had to decide where to go next and what new life they would make. Although the knot in his

  stomach didn’t go away, it loosened a little.




  The strange bloaters drifted around them, occasionally sparkling, moving onward in a big cluster like slumbering space jellyfish.




  With no communication from the outside, Garrison had no way of knowing what might be happening at Sheol. He would prefer to be wrong about his fears for the lava-processing operations. And if

  nothing happened, Elisa would use that to prove his paranoid irresponsibility and claim that he had willfully stolen her son. Garrison knew his wife could be vindictive if she wanted to be. And

  after what he had done, she would definitely want to be.




  During their downtime, Seth studied different types of compies in the ship’s databases, following his fascination with the different models. He could rattle off the capabilities of

  Friendly compies, Listener compies, Teacher compies, Domestic compies, Worker compies, and numerous subcategories. He even knew the specs of the outlawed Soldier compies, which had caused such

  disastrous mayhem during the Elemental War. Thanks to those fears, many people had stopped using compies.




  Seth, however, could talk on and on about the specialized programming and how new fail-safes had been implemented so there was no longer anything to worry about. Despite these facts, Seth had

  little interaction with compies. His mother refused to let him have one, and Lee Iswander used only a few of them at his Sheol operations.




  As they drifted along, Seth called up the research from well-known compy scientists Orli Covitz and her husband Matthew Freling. Over the years, the couple had championed the cause of compies,

  helping to rehabilitate them, trying to prove that fears and hesitations were no longer valid. They took in and rehabilitated compies abandoned by their owners.




  Seth nudged his father to sit next to him when he played video reports Orli Covitz had recorded. He particularly liked an entertaining set of educational loops that Orli and her compy DD

  produced. Although DD was a Friendly rather than a Teacher model, he served as a proper and unintentionally amusing foil when Orli explained ways that compies were helpful and loyal. Seth found DD

  charming, and had mentioned several times that he wanted a compy of his own just like DD.




  On the educational loop, Garrison watched the attractive woman in her midthirties, surrounded by compies like a naturalist surrounded by her favorite animals, clearly loving them. Orli had an

  easy smile and conveyed a childlike sense of wonder as she showed off her compies. She seemed so earnest, both delighted and dedicated. Her sweetness captured Garrison’s attention because she

  was such a striking contrast to Elisa. . . .




  Seth went to the cockpit to do a regular systems check, as Garrison had shown him. Garrison, meanwhile, remained alert, observing the odd nodules as they shifted around. The things were

  beautiful and exotic, possibly organic, possibly some bizarre natural phenomenon.




  His father would have given them a cursory glance and then gone back to work. Olaf Reeves had very little patience for distractions or any opinions other than his own.




  Garrison feared that his most viable alternative would be to return with Seth to the bustling safety of clan Reeves. His family would take the two of them in, but it would involve an apology

  from Garrison and lengthy rebukes from the stern clan leader. He would have to slide himself back under Olaf’s thumb and let Seth be raised in that oppressive, close-minded environment. The

  members of clan Reeves were mockingly referred to as “Retroamers” by the modern and open clans at the new government center of Newstation. Garrison didn’t accept his

  family’s scorn for “clans tainted by civilization.”




  No, he would find something else. He had enough skills and interests that he could apply for any number of useful jobs; his resourceful Roamer background guaranteed that at least. A good job was

  all he wanted, and the best environment for his son.




  Seth called from the cockpit. “There’s static on the screens, Dad—a sort of pulse every thirty seconds. You think it’s a signal from the bloaters? Maybe they’re

  trying to communicate with us.”




  Garrison came forward to look. On the screen, he saw a tiny blip, a flicker of static. Seth counted, and when he reached thirty, the blip appeared again. “See!”




  Garrison used a ship diagnostic sensor to pinpoint the origin. “It’s not coming from the bloaters. They’re all around us, but this signal is coming from our hull.” A

  chill ran down his spine—some kind of a tracer? “I’d better go outside and check it out.”




  “I’ll stay in here and monitor,” Seth said. He couldn’t resist adding, “You know, if you let me have a compy, he could be a copilot too. Orli Covitz would let us

  have one of the compies from her lab—maybe even DD.”




  “Right now, you’re my copilot,” Garrison said. “Keep watch.”




  He donned the flexible environment suit with easy familiarity. Roamers spent half their childhoods in a spacesuit. They knew how to fix things, tinker with all sorts of machinery, rig life

  support from the most unlikely assemblage of scraps. For a long time, that was the only way the outlaw clans could survive, because they got no help from anyone else. But they had proved themselves

  indispensable when they took over Ildiran skymining operations, harvesting the stardrive fuel ekti from gas-giant planets.




  His father insisted that Roamers were forgetting their heritage by being assimilated into the Confederation, but as Garrison fastened the fittings on his suit and went swiftly through the safety

  checks, he knew it was something he could never forget. It was part of him. Standing in the airlock, he clicked his helmet comm. “I’ll be back in a little while.”




  “I’ve got the ship, Dad.”




  Garrison cycled through and emerged into disorienting open space. He had worked outside at the damaged Rendezvous site for years, reconnecting support girders, stringing access tubes from one

  asteroid to another. Although Roamers were renowned for their innovation, clan Reeves workers insisted on rebuilding the old seat of government exactly according to the original plan. Olaf refused

  to consider improvements or modifications. “Rendezvous served us for centuries, and the clans did just fine,” his father said. “I wouldn’t presume that I know more than they

  did—and neither should you.”




  As Garrison moved away from the airlock hatch, he looked up and around him. The eerie bloaters were dimly lit by far-off starlight, as well as the glow from the running lights of the stolen

  Iswander ship. The swollen spheres hovered in silence, fascinating and unknowable.




  Seth’s voice appeared in his helmet. “Find anything? I’m watching the blips—every thirty seconds.”




  “Still looking.” He held on to hull protrusions and worked his way along the ship inch by inch. His hand scanner picked up signals, zeroing in on the pulse. It was coming from

  beneath the engines.




  Like cosmic soap bubbles, the bloaters shifted, rearranged their positions.




  He jetted down, maneuvered over to the exhaust cones. Now that he knew what to look for, he easily found a magnetic tracker, a standard cluster device that dropped out tiny signal buoys.

  Garrison knew how such things worked: no signal could travel while a ship moved faster than the speed of light, but each time they shut down the stardrive and reset course, this insidious tracking

  device would drop a marker with the appropriate information.




  Elisa must have put one on every Iswander ship.




  Garrison cursed her in silence, aware that Seth was listening on the helmet comm. Breathing heavily, he detached and deactivated the tracker—resisting the urge to smash it, since that

  would do no good. Instead, he just let it drift away.




  High above, a glint of light distracted him, and several bloaters sparkled again. One nucleus flared with a bright flash. A moment later another one lit up in a different part of the cluster.

  Like a succession of firecrackers going off, two more flickered in some kind of pattern or signal, followed by three more sparking nearby.




  Then, a surge of light poured out of the nearest bloater. The flash washed over him and the entire ship, overloading his suit systems. His diagnostic screen went dark, as if the pulse of energy

  was too much for the sensors to handle. Static crackled through the helmet comm before he was left in deafening silence.




  He struggled to make his way back to the airlock. Because of the overload, his life support was failing. He had enough left to get inside, but without power assists from the suit’s

  servomotors, he found it much more difficult to move.




  With a crackle, the helmet comm came back on as a backup battery surrendered enough juice for him to hear a signal. “Dad, half our systems just shut down!”




  Garrison crawled along the ship’s hull, grabbing protrusions to pull himself to the airlock. He hoped the controls still functioned. “Coming back inside.” He hammered the

  activation panel, got only a faint blip in response, then nothing.




  Around him, the bloaters were quiescent again. Garrison could already feel deep cold settling in through his suit, though the insulation should have protected him for much longer.




  His breathing sounded loud in his helmet. With gloved hands he fumbled with the access plate beneath the useless controls and managed to trigger the manual override, forcing open the airlock.

  Garrison pulled himself inside, manually sealed the outer door, then used the chamber’s emergency canisters for an air dump that equalized the pressure.




  Worried, Seth grabbed him as he reentered the main cabin, helping unseal the helmet. Garrison reassured him. “I’m all right . . . but I wouldn’t want to be outside during

  another one of those flare-things.”




  “Did you find what caused the static signal?”




  “Yes, it was . . .” He paused, pondering how much he should say. “It was a tracker placed on our ship back at Sheol. Could be just a standard precaution on Iswander

  ships.”




  The boy frowned. “Or maybe Mother put it there.”




  Garrison hadn’t realized it before, but Seth always called him “Dad,” while he referred to Elisa with the more formal “Mother.”




  Garrison was careful to avoid an outright lie. “I don’t know who put it there, but it’s gone now.” He cracked his knuckles. “Better get to work. After that flash,

  we’ve got repairs to make.” Though the repairs could take days, Garrison made up his mind that they should not stay here any longer than was necessary.




  Seth couldn’t resist the opportunity to add, “Of course, it would be a lot easier if we had a compy to help us.”




  





     SEVEN  




  LEE ISWANDER




  Managing the dangerous operations on Sheol was a challenge, but becoming Speaker for the Roamer clans would be an even greater one. With Elisa Reeves gone on her own mission,

  Iswander left the lava-processing facility in Deputy Alec Pannebaker’s capable hands and headed off to Newstation.




  Iswander never stopped looking at the big picture. Considering business possibilities in the Confederation, opportunities that even the most imaginative Roamers had only begun to explore, he

  concluded that the united clans needed someone with vision to lead them into the future. He could fill that role.




  He guided his personal cruiser toward the bustling center of Roamer government—and his future headquarters, if all went well. His cruiser was equipped with the best Ildiran stardrive, a

  well-appointed interior, and redundant systems, though it looked like any normal ship. Iswander had plenty of wealth, but found no advantage in flaunting it.




  The destruction of Rendezvous had scattered the clans, and for years the Roamers were held together by a frayed tapestry of family alliances and habits. After the end of the Elemental War, clan

  Reeves and their stubborn leader persisted in trying to rebuild the old asteroid complex, but the task was pointless and few people paid attention to them. Lee Iswander certainly didn’t.




  In re-forming their government, the Roamer clans constructed Newstation as their cultural and administrative center. The new space habitat orbited a planet named Auridia, which had a working

  Klikiss transportal into the alien transportation network that linked numerous worlds. Iswander approved of the choice.




  His cruiser glided toward the toroidal space complex. With its bright silver hull, Newstation was an old-fashioned but serviceable design, spokes radiating from a central hub out to a main ring.

  It rotated like a giant wheel in space above the bleak and rocky planet, which held little of interest for settlers.




  Plenty of traffic flitted around the station itself, though: cargo vessels, passenger yachts, diplomatic shuttles from Theroc or from Earth, even a pair of gaudy Ildiran vessels. The place was

  vibrant, and Iswander loved it. And Newstation was just the tip of what could be a very large iceberg, to use an old cliché that few Roamers could grasp. Once integrated into the

  Confederation, the clans could become dominant members, rather than just part of the alliance. Iswander should be the one to guide them.




  He logged his arrival on the Newstation traffic band, asked for an appropriate docking slot. The traffic attendant recognized his voice. “Mr. Iswander! Right away, sir. I’ll see that

  you get a priority berth.”




  “I don’t deserve anything more extravagant than any other trader, though. What’s your name?”




  “Klanek. Tony Klanek, sir.”




  “Thanks, Tony. I’ll know whom to call if I need anything.”




  Normally Iswander wouldn’t have asked the young man’s name, since he was just a voice on the comm, a low-level worker doing his job, but winning the position of Speaker would require

  personal interactions, clan votes, family alliances. It wasn’t enough for him to rely on his business successes.




  Guided by Klanek’s signal, he flew his cruiser to the appropriate landing bay and his assigned ship berth. Lights sparkled around the rim of the rotating station.




  Prominent in space nearby was a captured comet, Academ, that now served as a school complex for clan children, run by former Speaker Cesca Peroni and her husband Jess Tamblyn. The comet had been

  diverted to Auridia seventeen years earlier during construction of Newstation, its interior hollowed out, and the ice used for water, air, and fuel supplies. Perfect for a school.




  His wife and son wanted to travel to Newstation for a vacation, but Iswander was always too busy. Men like him didn’t take vacations. Still, there was only so much fire and lava a person

  could look at. If he were elected Speaker for the clans, then Londa and their thirteen-year-old son, Arden, would move to Newstation and spend all the time here they liked.




  Before disembarking, Iswander combed his hair and made sure his clothes were unrumpled. Though he would not be addressing the gathered representatives until tomorrow, he couldn’t be

  sloppy. He worked so hard at maintaining his persona that he had forgotten how to do otherwise.




  As he entered the colorful turmoil of Newstation, Iswander made a point of greeting everyone he encountered, station personnel and visitors alike. Some of them gave him only a sidelong glance;

  most acted professional; others seemed pleased to have a Roamer celebrity among them.




  He took a rail shuttle along the circumference of the station; though the rail was straight, the curvature of the torus made it look as if the rail shuttle were constantly heading up a steep

  hill. He checked into his rooms, found them adequate and comfortable, and took a brief mist shower in the room’s cleansing cubicle. Even though the giant Academ comet orbited nearby,

  containing all the water they could need, the Newstation Roamers conserved their resources. Roamer austerity ran deep. It was admirable in a way, although unnecessary.




  He intended to be well rested and well rehearsed for the following day’s convocation. He had to show that he was far superior to his opponent Sam Ricks, a man who had little fire in him.

  Ricks didn’t know business, didn’t know how to interact with the Confederation or the Ildiran Empire. He barely seemed interested in the job of Speaker.




  Lee Iswander, however, wanted it. He doubted he’d have any trouble convincing the clan heads he was the better choice, but he had to be careful not to insult the current Speaker,

  Isha Seward, a lackluster woman who would go down in history as little more than a name on a list.




  The last strong Speaker had been Del Kellum, who served for fifteen years in the turbulent transition that followed the fall of the Terran Hanseatic League, until he finally said enough

  and announced his retirement. As a parting shot, Kellum said he couldn’t understand why anyone would want the position, but Iswander knew. This was the next natural step in the progression of

  his career. His mindset and his business acumen would serve as the Guiding Star for the future of the Roamers.




  In his quarters, Iswander looked through the windowport as the view slowly changed from stars to the fleeting lights of space traffic, the shimmering comet, the cracked surface of Auridia, then

  to the open field of stars again. The rotation was slow enough as to be almost imperceptible.




  He called up his concise presentation on his datapad, though the clan representatives were familiar with his biography. (And if they didn’t know who he was, what business did they

  have choosing leaders?) Some might call him pushy, but Iswander liked to think of it as being daring, unapologetic about his drive to succeed. He worked hard and wanted everybody else to work hard,

  to exceed expectations, to seize opportunities that arose. The Roamers needed a bold man with a can-do attitude.




  He could have spent the night visiting Newstation’s shops, restaurants, or drinking establishments, rubbing elbows and smiling, being everyone’s friend, but he preferred to be alone.

  In his quarters, he practiced his speech and wished he could have reviewed it with Elisa Reeves, because she was supportive as well as intelligent. She’d give him an objective read and tell

  him what he needed to fix, whereas his wife would merely smile and compliment whatever he said. Good for his ego, maybe, but not necessarily instructive. . . .




  He rested, arose early, practiced his speech again, taking out a few lines that sounded forced, and reviewed the changes. He put on the suit that Elisa said made him look like a leader and

  traveled to the station’s primary meeting chamber.




  Lines of seats extended up the curvature of the walls so that the attendees in the outer rows looked as if they might fall forward into the speaking area, but the station’s rotation held

  them in place. Iswander assessed the clan representatives with their colorful garb, accented with scarves, embroidery, family markings, swatches of red, violet, blue. Many wore jumpsuits instead of

  formal clothes, even for an important meeting. He touched his impeccable suit, wondered if he had made a miscalculation.




  Isha Seward managed the meeting from her Speaker’s platform. Her shoulder-length dark hair was much grayer now than when she’d first been elected Speaker. She was plump, too, having

  gained weight during her administration. Iswander vowed to take care of himself, once he became the next Speaker.




  The business trivialities seemed interminable because Roamers had to discuss everything to death and each clan had to contribute to even minor decisions. Iswander glanced over at Sam

  Ricks, who was casual—too casual. His rival wore an everyday work jumpsuit with a prominent green clan armband. By the Guiding Star, the man looked as if he hadn’t even shaved! Could he

  not at least try?




  When the discussion turned to the upcoming vote, Speaker Seward called on Ricks first. He delivered a rambling and uninspired speech that basically said all the clans knew him and therefore he

  would make an adequate Speaker.




  Stepping up to the podium for his turn, Iswander felt a renewed purpose. Ricks was obviously not serious about his candidacy, so Iswander could proceed. The feeling reminded him of the first day

  when his lava skimmers had produced exotic metals from the magma on Sheol, or when he dispatched the first shipment of prefab modules to Roamer asteroid colonies, or when he paid the first

  profit-sharing bonus to his employees. He had built himself a pedestal of his own successes.




  “I was born a Roamer, and I am still a Roamer,” he said. “But I’m a new kind of Roamer, because we live in a new Spiral Arm. I can guide us into the future and balance

  who we are with who we need to be.” He paused for a moment, letting the idea sink in. “I was just a young businessman at the end of the Elemental War and the birth of the Confederation.

  I was one of the first to embrace our new situation, making alliances with Roamer facilities and doing business with former Hansa industrialists.”




  They didn’t react with as much enthusiasm as he had hoped. A few groans came from the audience. “That’s a good thing?” someone commented loudly enough for the whole room

  to hear.




  “Who cares about the Big Goose?” someone asked, using the deprecating name for the Terran Hanseatic League.




  After being hounded for so many years by the corrupt, repressive Hansa, Roamers still resented the idea of big business. They preferred informal family and trade connections to specific

  commercial guidelines. But those old thought patterns were no longer relevant.




  Iswander kept his impatience in check. “It’s not the Hansa anymore—it’s the Confederation. We should all care about their markets and their facilities, and what they can

  mean to every one of us. I was one of the first to redraw the business maps, to stop thinking of the former Hansa as our enemy but as a new partner. In so doing, clan Iswander used our

  materials-processing factories to supply much of the rebuilding effort. We helped the whole human race recover.”




  He looked at the man who had complained, but he couldn’t place the name. He would have to work harder at memorizing the names of people. “Talk to your parents, talk to the elders of

  other clans. Maybe you aren’t old enough to remember it, but ask them if they liked the war so much that they want to perpetuate it. Chairman Basil Wenceslas is long dead, and King Peter is

  and has always been our friend. Accept it.”




  Iswander turned to the other gathered faces. “Because I was thinking big, I bought out my parents’ stake in our clan business and began building new factories. We specialized in

  supplying modular space habitats and prefab domes for rugged environments, where Roamers have always thrived. I made it easier, safer, and more lucrative.”




  Sam Ricks let out a rude snort. “And you charge the clans as much as you charge Hansa customers. Anyone with real Roamer blood in his veins would give us better prices.”




  Iswander was annoyed that Ricks would interrupt him, when he had politely endured his opponent’s bland speech. “That only proves you don’t understand business. My production

  costs don’t decrease because a Roamer buys the unit rather than some other customer. It’s business. Mathematics doesn’t play favorites. The clans have to stop living by the seat

  of their pants.”




  From the Speaker’s platform, Isha Seward said, “Sam, no more interruptions. Be polite.”




  A dour-faced man with a thick beard and shaggy gray hair scoffed. “Polite? Roamers sure have changed, and not in a good way. Convocations used to be an open exchange of ideas, now

  it’s like some prissy court dance. Should we bow and curtsy too?”




  Iswander recognized the man as Olaf Reeves, Garrison’s father—an idiot by any measure. He wore traditional clothes with pockets, zippers, clips, and clan symbols embroidered on the

  fabric. Some might have called the clothes old-fashioned or woefully unstylish, but the clan head seemed to wear them as a badge of honor. “I don’t mind a frank and open exchange of

  ideas, Olaf Reeves,” he said, then couldn’t resist twisting the knife. “In fact, let me ask why you haven’t finished rebuilding Rendezvous yet? You’ve been working on

  it for years, and if you’d let me supply prefab modules, as I offered, you could have completed the job a decade ago. I did make your son an excellent offer.”




  “We don’t need your shizzy prefabs,” Olaf said. “We’re Roamers. We’re self-sufficient. We don’t need help from outsiders.”




  “I am no outsider,” Iswander said. “I am a Roamer, and Roamers adapt. I have adapted to the Confederation.” He was no fan of the stick-in-the-mud Retroamer leader, and he

  wondered now if Elisa’s husband had fled back to his family’s clan. Iswander crossed his arms over his chest, realized it was a defensive posture, and relaxed as unobtrusively as

  possible. “I offered you a way to finish your project at Rendezvous, but you tossed it aside. Aren’t Roamer clans supposed to help one another? Those who turn their backs on their

  cousins tend to fail.”




  “You’ve had a few failures yourself, Iswander.” It was Ricks again, oblivious to the frown Speaker Seward gave him. “I checked out your business record—a lot of

  risky investments. Some might call them catastrophes.”




  Iswander had been prepared for that. “Yes, I made some risky investments. Some failed, others were successful. Roamers can’t forget how to live on the edge—that’s where

  the profit is. And if Roamers made only safe choices, we would have learned nothing and petered out long ago.”




  He looked around the room. “I understand what it is to be a Roamer. I also understand that we’re citizens of the Confederation now, not outlaws in hiding. It’s time to come

  into the daylight and be who we’re supposed to be. If you’re ready to move forward, I’d appreciate your vote for Speaker. I can see the Guiding Star, and I know where it

  leads.”




  When it was time for his own summation, though, Sam Ricks couldn’t even articulate a reason as to why the clans should vote for him.




  Iswander swept his gaze across the room, meeting as many eyes as possible. “The Roamers can have a bright future, and I’m willing to work hard for all of us to make that happen.

  Thank you for your time.”




  Before the chamber was dismissed, Olaf Reeves bustled out with his younger son Dale and a few other family members. “Doesn’t matter which man you vote for—you’ll never be

  the same Roamer clans we once belonged to.”




  





    EIGHT  




  DEL KELLUM




  For a man who had spent most of his life in space running space-docks, shipyards, and asteroid settlements, Del Kellum loved the ocean. He stood on the metal grid walkway (he

  preferred to think of it as a “balcony”) of his distillery complex that rose on stilts from the shallow seas of Kuivahr.




  He told his distillery workers, unconvincingly, that he went out there to ponder the process lines for the various brews they produced. Actually, he just liked to stare out at the water.




  Green waves slurped against the breakwater and pilings, curling around the fermentation towers and plankton-separation tanks, in a slow-motion waltz as the twin moons of Kuivahr pulled the tides

  one way and then another. Hypnotic, beautiful . . . and a hell of a lot more peaceful than the arguing of Roamer clans when he’d served as their Speaker.




  Del closed his eyes and pulled in a deep breath, savoring the salt and iodine smell that was integral to so many ocean worlds. Instead of fresh sea air, though, he smelled the crisp, malty scent

  of roasting Kuivahr kelp in the seaweed kilns, blended with the sour chemical tang of plankton mash. But that was a good smell too, if he adjusted his expectations accordingly.




  Gray clouds across the sky obscured the two moons. He had erected his distillery in Kuivahr’s tidal transition zone, where the shallow oceans sloshed back and forth, filling the basin with

  fresh frothy water for part of the cycle, pulling in rafts of succulent kelp, and leaving noisome plankton-rich mudflats when the waters receded. There was always something to harvest.




  Not far away on a rock outcropping tall enough to remain above the highest tides, the ancient Klikiss race had left one of their transportals—a giant stone trapezoid that allowed access to

  interdimensional tunnels connecting a whole network of worlds. A quarter century ago, humans had figured out the mysterious gateways and now used the transportals as shortcuts to certain connected

  planets. It formed a fine subsidiary transportation system among the worlds that had once been inhabited by the Klikiss. On Kuivahr, Del was pleased that the transportal made shipping his

  “aqua vitae” (twenty-three varieties, so far) much easier, although cargo ships and Ildiran vessels also came here on their regular routes.




  Kuivahr meant “refuge” in the Ildiran language. The halfbreed Ildiran researcher Tamo’l managed her medical sanctuary domes not far from Del’s distillery, but the

  mixed-breed genetic misfits kept to themselves. They had been on Kuivahr longer. Ildirans, as a race, took comfort in bright sunlight and areas of higher population. Though humans and Ildirans

  lived in separate settlements on Kuivahr, they benefited from living close together and traded with each other on a regular basis.




  Below, Del heard hooting laughter out in the water and saw five Ildiran swimmer kith, the sleek otterlike breed, splashing about. They tugged polymer coracles behind them as they harvested

  kelp flowers. The swimmers reserved the richer, more intense plankton slime for Tamo’l and her facility, but they gave Del most of their harvest, so long as he brewed the nasty kirae they

  liked to drink.




  Since Ildirans didn’t understand economics or payment, it was hard to convince the swimmer kith to bring in regular deliveries of ingredients so Del could plan his distillery process

  lines. But they were good neighbors, he supposed. He made do.




  A grating buzzer sounded from the speakers mounted above the distillery decks. Shift change. He had been meaning to get rid of the abrasive tone: workers should be pleased when their shift

  ended, and that noise sounded like a punishment. He would get around to it, but these days he didn’t get too concerned about small things. He’d had enough of that during his fifteen

  years as Speaker.




  He entered the distillery office levels, greeted the off-shift workers going either to the recreation hall or their own quarters. Many were his distant cousins, or apprentices from other clans

  who had applied for jobs because they felt Del owed them favors from old political days. He wasn’t sure that working in his distillery counted as a “favor,” but it was a decent

  job and better than many Roamer outposts, such as the lava-harvesting operations on Sheol.




  Marius Denva, his line supervisor, met him at the rec-room hall and led him to a table, where he had set out four goblets filled with khaki-colored liquids that exhibited varying degrees of

  murk.




  Del placed a hand on his stomach, which had grown much rounder in recent years, though he pretended not to notice it. His beard was now almost entirely salt with very little pepper. Serving as

  clan Speaker was enough to ruin anyone’s health and peace of mind, and he had promised himself he would get back in shape as soon as he had time to focus on that again. Someday.




  “Del, we’ve got samples of Batch Nineteen,” Marius said. “Different filtration levels, residual yeasts, and three separate plankton varieties.”




  “How do they taste?” Del asked.




  Marius had curly, dark brown hair, heavy eyebrows, and smoky eyes that squinted when he showed off his trademark smile. “I’m not going to be the first one to taste

  it.”




  “Yes you are.” Del handed one of the goblets to the man.




  With a hesitant frown, Marius took a sip, taking great care to maintain a neutral expression, though the flinch at his eyes was unmistakable. “Tastes like shit—but noticeably better

  than Batch Eighteen.”




  “That’s a relief. The seasonal plankton blooms are so unpredictable that the taste varies widely. At least we have six batches good enough to distribute. It sells well.”




  “As a novelty, not because anybody loves it. Give people time to develop a taste, while we improve the process.”




  Moving down the line, he and Marius sipped the alternate varieties, their grimaces growing progressively worse. They were attempting to brew a unique celebratory beverage to be served after the

  new clan Speaker was chosen.




  “Anything’s better than that Ildiran kirae, by damn.” Del shook his head. “We’re shipping tankers of the stuff, but I still think it tastes like eyeballs boiled in

  urine.”




  “One of these days, Del, I’m actually going to cook eyeballs in urine, so you can do a comparison taste test.”




  Del laughed. “Don’t need to, and the Ildirans can’t seem to get enough kirae, so we’ll keep it flowing. Maintain the goodwill between races. A long time ago, we Roamers

  took over their skymines and supplied stardrive fuel from gas-giant planets. Supplying Ildirans with their new favorite liquor needs doesn’t sound as essential, but it’s profitable, by

  damn.” He set the sample aside. “Well, I suppose this batch is good enough if Iswander wins. And he’s going to win.”




  Marius maintained his smile. “I thought you weren’t interested in politics anymore.”




  “I’m not. Not in the least.”




  “Right. Don’t tell me you haven’t looked at the new Roamer Charter to see if there’s a way you could run for Speaker again.”




  Del made a rude noise. “I’d sooner fight the hydrogues again.” He even thought he meant it.




  After the end of the Elemental War when the Roamers came together again, there had been more than a year of convocations. Fed up with the ineffectiveness of squabbling clans and committee

  meetings, Del Kellum had put himself forward as Speaker. He was a blustering businessman who pretended to modesty, as if he could convince anyone that he wasn’t really interested in the

  position of leadership.




  He wanted the clans to be strong, and he wanted decisions to be made. His slogan had been “decisions not dithering,” and Del was not a man who dithered. In fact, some complained that

  he didn’t take enough time to contemplate his decisions. Over the course of fifteen years as Speaker, though, the shine wore off. He had more arguments than triumphs. The Roamer clans had

  changed. Some integrated themselves so well into the business mindset of the former Hansa that they were indistinguishable from the people they had despised in the past. Like Lee Iswander.




  Five years ago, Del retired after one particularly ridiculous feud over two clan embroidery designs that the families felt were too similar, and neither clan wanted to change theirs. Del

  hadn’t taken the argument seriously—until it came to blows and even bloodshed with one young man attacking and injuring the leader of the rival clan. Stupid people!




  Del tried to make it look as if his decision to retire was not made in anger, but that maddening feud was when he made up his mind that he wanted nothing more to do with the nonsense. He gave

  eight months’ notice and set about picking his own successor—a competent, uninteresting woman named Isha Seward, who was so bland and unprovocative that none of the clans could object

  to her selection.




  Del retired to a warm and sunny beach on the planet Rhejak, planning to drink ale and lead an idyllic existence among the reefs. He’d always kept aquariums of angelfish and exotic sea

  creatures even in the ring shipyards of Osquivel, so he expected to enjoy having Rhejak as his personal aquarium. Within a year, he was bored out of his mind.




  After months of intensive research, he established the distillery here on Kuivahr and got back to work. . . .




  He and Marius walked the process lines, smelling the tang of saltwater boiled with kelp flowers and the wickedly pungent smell of fermenting kirae. He did hope that one of his aqua vitae

  concoctions made from kelp and plankton extracts might become a real fountain of youth, but he was more pragmatic than that. “I’d be happy just to create something that tastes

  good.”




  “And is marketable,” Marius added. “I think you need to change the name from Primordial Ooze, though.”




  They were standing above the giant copper pots that gurgled as they slow-cooked kelp mash when Del received notice that the Klikiss transportal had been activated. A new arrival was not itself

  unusual, except that the visitor was a lone man requesting to speak to the distillery manager. His name was Tom Rom.




  “He’s probably selling something,” said Marius.




  “If he is, then you’ll deal with him, by damn.”




  “That’s why I get the big salary.”




  Tom Rom was a tall, striking man with dark skin and a lean physique. His sinewy muscles were in all the right places, wrapped like monofiber cables around his bones. He had a long face with

  prominent cheekbones and bright eyes. A formfitting polymer suit clung to him like a reinforced skin. “Mr. Kellum, I’ve come to investigate your distillations for possible medicinal

  uses.” His voice was rich and deep as if he had taken Shakespearean training, but this man did not look like an actor. Not at all.




  Del stroked his beard and chuckled. “Medicinal uses? I’ve heard that one before.” Of course, Tamo’l did use some of the formulations to ease the suffering of her

  misbreeds in the sanctuary domes, but he doubted that was what Tom Rom meant.




  The strange visitor fixed him with a gaze as intense as a high-energy spotlight. “It is precisely why I’m here.”




  Marius broke in, “We’re always happy to sell our products, Mr. Rom.”




  “Call me Tom Rom—my full name, no honorific, appropriate for all purposes. No need to shorten.”




  Del found it odd, but he had met, and done business with, plenty of odd people. “Fair enough. Do you work for a company? A research project? Anything special you’re looking

  for?”




  “My employer is Zoe Alakis, and she conducts privately funded medical research. We’d like samples of your raw materials for biological analysis. Some of the natural Kuivahr

  substances may have pharmaceutical uses.”




  “Never heard of Zoe Alakis,” Del said.




  “My employer likes to keep a low profile.”




  Del said, “We make no medical claims. Our fine distillations are meant to be imbibed and enjoyed.”




  Marius muttered under his breath, “Enjoying them might be a little much.”




  Tom Rom ignored the comment. “Cost is no object. I require an exhaustive list of your base ingredients and your distillations, as well as liberal examples of each item so we can catalog

  them. I understand that some kelp extracts and plankton varieties produce unusual effects in humans?”




  “And Ildirans.” Del patted his rounded stomach again. “Mr. Denva here will set you up. We’ll even throw in a batch of Ildiran kirae—it tingles when you drink it,

  but no human can stand more than a sip.”




  Tom Rom was utterly humorless, all business. “Thank you. My employer will add that to her studies.”




  Marius said, “We’ll calculate a fair price, but we don’t want to give away any of our trade secrets.”




  “All of my employer’s work is entirely confidential, and not for profit,” Tom Rom said.




  Del suggested, “If you’re after medical research, you might want to meet with Tamo’l in the Ildiran sanctuary domes. She has a whole colony of misfits there, the mixed-breeds

  that didn’t turn out well from Dobro.” He called up a chart. “The tide’s low, so you could take a skimmer over there.”




  Tom Rom turned his gaze toward Del. “My employer may wish to follow up on that at a later date.”




  “Does she focus on any special areas of research?” Marius asked.




  “Her interests are wide ranging.”




  In less than two hours they had given Tom Rom sealed packages of ingredients and of each of their distillations, including kirae, and the stranger headed back through the alien transportal. For

  some reason neither of them could quite explain, the man made them uncomfortable, and they were happy to send him on his way.




  Later that afternoon when a clan trader arrived with expensive medusa meat from Rhejak—which Del considered a delicacy and paid well for—the scruffy woman also delivered news packets

  that included recordings of recent speeches the candidates had given at Newstation: Lee Iswander and Sam Ricks making their case to be elected the next Speaker.




  For half an hour, Del refused to watch. He muttered to himself that he had no further interest in politics, that the election of the next Speaker meant nothing to him. But in the end he gave up

  and reviewed the presentations.




  Running the clans was out of his hands now, and he didn’t need political ulcers again, yet the candidates worried him. Iswander was a Roamer, but he reminded Del too much of the worst

  parts of the Big Goose. Sure, Del accepted the need for the clans to change, but he didn’t want Roamers to become what the Hansa Chairman had once represented. Ricks’s lack of

  preparation or enthusiasm was hardly commendable either. Del was tempted to record a message of his own. He didn’t want to endorse Sam Ricks, but he wanted to rally the clans to remember who

  they were.




  He stopped himself and deleted the recording. No. He would not let himself get preoccupied with the election. He was past that now. He had his own life. If anything, he should have been paying

  more attention to his family.




  In fact, he made up his mind to go to Newstation for the election—strictly for appearances—and then head off to the gas giant Golgen, where he would visit his daughter and his

  grandchildren. Zhett and her husband operated the skymine there quite capably, but they could always use his advice, and it would give him something to focus on other than politics.




  





    NINE  




  ZHETT KELLUM




  The skymine drifted above the blue and gray clouds of Golgen, churning through rising vapors. Probe lines dangled down for kilometers, analyzing the chemical composition of the

  gas giant’s atmosphere. Roamer skyminers could raise or lower the industrial behemoth in order to harvest the densest hydrogen concentrations. The facility reminded Zhett Kellum of an

  enormous jellyfish.




  Thrumming pistons pumped hydrogen from the intake scoop through reaction chambers, and separated out the rare allotrope ekti, which fueled Ildiran stardrives. Exhaust boiled away from huge

  stacks, sighing back into the atmosphere and propelling the facility along its aimless route. The skymine produced ekti for the Confederation as well as the Ildiran Empire.




  Hydrogues still dwelled in the deep uncharted cloud layers below, but their diamond-hulled warglobes had not been seen for years.




  A cargo ship skimmed in across the upper clouds, approaching the skymine. Zhett knew from the schedule that this must be the Verne, part of the Kett Shipping fleet. The pilots, Xander

  Brindle and Terry Handon, were reliable, but more interested in traveling to different places than in establishing a boring regular route. Zhett envied them, but not too much. She and Patrick were

  happy here with their family.




  She touched her ear comm as she rode a lift down to the landing bay. “Fitzy, Xander and Terry are landing in ten minutes. Want to say hi?”




  Her husband responded, “I’d love to, and I’m sure Toff would too, but we’ll have to pass, since this young man seems much too distracted to finish his

  homework.”




  Zhett heard their thirteen-year-old son, Kristof, groan and make excuses, but she tapped the ear comm to silence it, letting Patrick deal with the whining. He was better at it, and this was his

  week to supervise homework while she did the administrative duties.




  The landing bay was a giant open maw in the lower half of the drifting skymine. Racks of sealed metal canisters full of concentrated stardrive fuel were ready to be loaded aboard the

  Verne. Breezes swirled around Zhett as she stepped into the cargo bay, whipping the long dark hair across her face. Just this morning she had found a gray strand and plucked it out,

  indignant. She was much, much too young to worry about going gray. (And she told herself the same thing every year.)




  The Verne came in, adjusting from side to side as the pilot used attitude jets to level it out. Though he wasn’t yet twenty years old, Xander Brindle had more experience than many

  professional pilots; he had been born aboard a ship and grown up at the controls.




  Xander deftly landed the ship on the alignment cross, then powered down the engines. The side hatch dropped down, and he bounded out. The son of Robb Brindle and Tasia Tamblyn had a youthful

  energy, light tan skin, kinky brown hair, and striking blue-green eyes. He grinned as he spotted Zhett. “We’ve got room for a full load of ekti if you quote us a good price.”




  “And we have more ekti than you could possibly carry—so long as you have items to trade.”




  His partner Terry came down the ramp from the cargo hold, accompanied by their compy OK. Terry was a studious young man with short hair, a soft smile, and a quiet demeanor. Antigrav clamps at

  his waist kept his motionless legs and feet just off the deck; he held on to the compy to stabilize himself. Normally in zero-G, Terry’s useless legs didn’t hinder him at all, but since

  the skymine maintained gravity, he used the compy to help him around.




  Terry said, “OK has comparison prices from ten other skymines, as well as the trading hub on Ulio. We can show you the going rate.”




  Zhett shrugged. “Skymining isn’t cheap. We still have production costs.”




  “But you’re not risking death anymore for every load of ekti you distill. The hydrogues have been quiet for years.” Terry held on to a rail and released OK. The compy started

  moving supply crates out of the Verne’s cargo hold to make room.




  Zhett glanced toward the sea of clouds. “True. Now we only have to worry about the normal huge expenses.”




  While Terry called up inventory files on his pad, Xander helped OK haul out crates of goods they had brought from the Ulio trading hub. “We’ll find something to trade, no

  worries,” Xander said. “Saltpond caviar, medusa steaks, and a whole box of mushroom fillets from Dremen, cured in saltwater. They don’t taste too bad, especially if served with

  enough of this—New Portugal wine, last year’s black vintage.”




  Terry added, “We’ve got Theron cocoonweave fabrics. I’m sure your husband would want to give you a nice scarf or dress.”




  Zhett plucked at her work jumpsuit embroidered with clan symbols. “Do I look like the sort of person who wears dresses and scarves?”




  “Maybe your daughter then?” Xander said. “Shareen’s seventeen, right? Two years younger than me. She must like pretty—”




  Zhett’s laughter cut him off. “Then you know Shareen even less than you know me. She’s still at school on Earth anyway.”




  OK kept a complete inventory list. The two traders posted their items, and let the skymine workers dicker over them. After Zhett negotiated a rate for the ekti, skyminers loaded the

  Verne, and Xander and Terry were ready to depart.




  “Won’t you stay for a meal?” Zhett asked. “Fitz would like to see you two.”




  “Sorry—places to go, planets to see,” Xander said. “Too many other spots to check off on the life list.”




  Even a skymine administrator had to fit some time into the schedule to be a mother. Patrick shouldered a lot of the parenting duties while Zhett ran the huge cloud harvester,

  and then they alternated shifts. She met him on the skydeck, a large open balcony platform where breezes gusted through the faint filtering field.




  Their son Toff was bouncing a ball against the wall and catching it. If the ball bounced wrong, it would carom off the edge of the observation deck and plunge into the infinite sky, but he

  caught it every time. Toff had deep red hair, which was genetically unexpected, considering both Zhett and Patrick had dark hair. The thirteen-year-old was blowing off steam, having finished his

  homework (under duress).




  Patrick propped their two-year-old, Rex, against his waist, even though the toddler squirmed and wanted to play with his brother. “I think our Kristof is ready to go back to Academ,”

  he said in a teasing tone.




  Toff reacted to his father’s suggestion with horror and almost missed catching his ball. “I still have two months off before I go back to school.”




  Zhett turned to her husband and said in a mock serious tone, “Hmm, do you think he’d do better studying on Earth, like Shareen?”




  “But Shareen hates it there!” Toff cried.




  “You’ve both got it good,” Patrick said. “Try growing up with tutors at every turn, or protocol instructors who teach you which fork to use at which part of the meal, how

  to fold your napkin, and which side of the lips to dab first.”




  Toff snorted. He bounced his ball on the rail, caught it, then bounced it against the deck, where it ricocheted against the wall, arced up into the air, and came down into his palm again.




  Patrick Fitzpatrick III was a blue blood, the grandson of a former Hansa Chairman. Patrick had been in the Earth Defense Forces, survivor of a disastrous battle against the hydrogues. Zhett was

  the daughter of Roamer industrialist Del Kellum, whose clan had rescued Patrick along with other injured EDF comrades. Their romance had had a Romeo and Juliet quality—more than twenty years

  ago.




  The toddler squirmed and fussed, and Patrick let him run around on the skydeck, but he watched every movement. Patrick was a good father, maybe to counterbalance the fact that his own upbringing

  had been so sterile. Zhett had been surprised by the mellowing and growth in his personality. When she first met him, Patrick was—frankly—a jerk. Now he claimed to have learned as much

  from being a real father as his children learned from having one.




  Showing off, Toff threw his ball again, which bounced sideways in front of Rex. As the ball flew toward the edge of the deck, the two-year-old bounded after it in a cockeyed run. Barely even

  pausing in his conversation with Zhett, Patrick snagged Rex by the collar and held him dangling, arms outstretched, as the ball ricocheted off into the wide-open sky. Patrick didn’t even seem

  alarmed.




  Zhett said, “He could have gone over the edge!”




  “No, I was watching.”




  Toff added, “I could always grab a swooper and dive down to catch him.”




  Zhett took the toddler from her husband and scoffed at Toff’s bravado. “Once he dropped down into the thick clouds, how would you even find him?”




  Toff made a rude noise. “Rex would cry so loud I’d hear him for kilometers.”




  “You might catch him in time,” Patrick said. “But you’d have to change his diaper afterward.”




  “Eww! Now that’s dangerous.”




  Zhett let out a sigh, happy with her circumstances. The clouds below were thick, mysterious, quiescent. She had a good husband, a fine family, a fulfilling career, an important skymine. She

  liked being a wife and mother, she liked being a businesswoman. In fact, she had everything she could possibly want.




  That feeling of euphoric satisfaction should have made her suspicious right away.




  





    TEN  




  SHAREEN FITZKELLUM





  “You don’t know everything, young lady,” said the professor, looking as if she’d just swallowed a chemistry experiment gone horribly wrong. “In

  fact, you don’t even know as much as you think you do.” Professor Mosbach displayed Shareen’s test scores for the other students to see in an obvious and juvenile attempt at

  humiliation. “You need to concentrate on your learning.” Some of the students chuckled.




  Shareen’s cheeks burned, but she didn’t look away. In fact, she faced the teacher, her dark eyes flashing. “I am learning. For instance, I’ve learned that

  professors don’t know everything either. You taught me that by example.”




  This time the students let out guffaws of scandalized astonishment. Shareen was rewarded with seeing Professor Mosbach’s pinched face tighten as if it had just been exposed to a

  hyper-efficient dehydrator. The woman also flushed a bright red.




  Shareen’s lab partner, Howard Rohandas, leaned closer and whispered (but so loudly that everyone could hear anyway), “Don’t provoke her—you’ll just make it awkward.

  And your calculations were wrong. We can all see that.”




  “Who cares about the calculations? My answers were right,” Shareen snapped.




  Professor Mosbach stalked back and forth. “This isn’t poetry class. You can’t wait for the muse to inspire you, then pull out an imaginary answer and expect me to believe you

  understand how you got there. This is a test requiring rigorous calculations, and you are scored on those calculations.”




  Shareen snorted again. “In the tests I’m used to, you rig up your own life-support system, install the components in a suit, then test it out by going into hard vacuum. You quantify

  the test results pretty quickly.”




  At seventeen, Shareen had grown accustomed to being rewarded for her imagination and intuition, for solving problems with innovation using the items at hand. That was considered a useful skill

  among the Roamer clans. Apparently not, however, among stodgy teachers who preferred paperwork to practicality. Letting her imagination wander briefly, Shareen smiled at the thought of how

  Professor Mosbach would fare in a live vacuum-exposure exercise. . . .




  “In my next report to Golgen, Ms. Fitzkellum, I will inform your father about your attitude. Your parents pulled strings to get you into this exclusive school. There’s a waiting

  list, as you may be aware. You took the place of someone who would appreciate an education more.”




  “I very much appreciate an education, ma’am.” Shareen meant it, but to her an “education” did not mean memorizing redundant facts and doing contrived assembly-line

  problems.




  The professor clicked her tongue. “You obviously have intelligence and potential, but you don’t apply yourself.”




  “Because I don’t respect the problems you assign,” Shareen muttered. “Completely useless in an emergency.”




  Howard spoke up to cover her comment. “I’ll help her study, Professor. I promise she’ll be more accurate in the next examination.”




  “Thanks, Howard.” Shareen’s tone conveyed anything but gratitude.




  The dark-haired young man was a good lab partner, she had to admit. In fact, he was basically her only friend here, because he didn’t seem to mind her scrappy attitude.




  Professor Mosbach controlled her temper as tightly as she controlled her unrealistic initial conditions. “I expect you to do better in the laboratory phase.”




  “I will, ma’am.” Shareen did her best to sound meek and chastised. She didn’t entirely succeed, but it was enough to deflect the teacher’s ire.




  She knew her father wanted to give her the best education possible and had used his family name to get her into the exclusive academy, but this just wasn’t working, from her attitude to

  her appearance. Even her hair—Shareen kept her light brown hair tied up in stubby pigtails, which made her look like a tomboy. Since she tucked her hair in helmets so often, she

  couldn’t let it grow long. The other students teased her mercilessly, but she wouldn’t change.




  Back on the Golgen skymine, she had grown up learning how the systems worked. She tinkered with any gadget she could get her hands on and taught herself how to take things apart long before she

  learned how to put them back together. In time, though, she could reassemble them better than they were before.




  She taught herself the basics, spent years at Academ with hundreds of other Roamer students, learned how to solve bigger problems, cooperate with others, and take advantage of her unique

  insights. She had been so excited when she was accepted into an exclusive technical institute on Earth, which had produced some of the best scientists and engineers over the past century. Many of

  her Roamer friends envied her, but Shareen quickly realized that her talents weren’t appreciated here.




  She could be sharp-tempered with students who failed to grasp concepts as quickly as she did. She didn’t consider herself better than they were, but she hated to waste time. She

  didn’t want anyone to hold her back—and teachers like Professor Mosbach certainly held her back.




  It was a miserable year for her, and she couldn’t wait to pass her tests and go home in a few weeks. Her attitude alienated her classmates, which made Shareen even more miserable. How

  could she have survived without Howard’s patience and his calm words? He grounded her in the midst of frustrating insanity.




  He was quiet and unflappable, like a sturdy tree that couldn’t be bent by the storm of her impatience. Some days after classes, when Shareen was by herself in the dorm room, stewing over

  some event, she would realize that she had treated poor Howard badly, and she regretted it, though he never seemed to take offense. What a good friend he was—the only pleasant part about

  being on Earth.




  He helped her with homework, even when she hated to admit that she couldn’t follow the detailed mathematical derivations. Although she grasped concepts instinctively, she couldn’t

  reproduce all the fine print. Howard, on the other hand, used mathematical notation with a deftness that embarrassed her.




  When she’d finally gotten up the nerve to ask him for help, Howard was glad to be of assistance. He patiently went through the work with her, step-by-step. She did comprehend the subject

  thanks to him, and that time she actually remembered to thank him. “I didn’t get it before. I appreciate it, Howard.”




  He had given her a small smile, not a beaming overreaction like a foolish schoolboy. Shareen suggested to Howard that they study together again.




  And the following day, she failed her test. She could see the answer in her head, but she simply couldn’t put down all of the nitpicky steps that were so obvious. When an artist painted a

  tree, did she have to draw in every single leaf? A good artist could convey a “tree” without all that. . . .




  In an engineering lab, though, Shareen could follow her imagination and tinker with interesting gadgets. There, she was in her element with the lab stations, workbenches, tools, circuit boards.

  And it was her turn to help Howard. He observed her closely, and she knew by the intent expression on his face that he was learning as much from watching her as from Professor Mosbach’s

  lectures.




  “I’ve got an idea for a new sort of power block,” she had told him when beginning the project. “Do you want to work on it with me?”




  Howard asked her to explain, and she talked quickly, sketching out the thoughts in her head, without being very articulate. Not surprisingly, he didn’t comprehend her design, but instead

  of growing frustrated, Howard asked for clarification. She tried to explain it another way, but he didn’t grasp how her concept would function. He shook his head in confusion.




  Instead of snapping at him, she realized that she must look the same way when she struggled through complex derivations. And he wasn’t bad to look at either. “Okay, a power block is

  composed of supercharged inverted-energy film, right? The sheets are only a few molecules thick, and when they’re bombarded with high-energy particles, they soak up and retain the energy.

  Then the film is folded up like origami and densely packed inside a neutral casing.”




  He nodded, but she didn’t give him time to absorb. “All the energy stored in the film does no good unless we can release it in a controlled way. I’ve been thinking up a new

  type of quantum valve—control strips on the edge of the power block’s release port—but it would take a special kind of material.”




  Howard had followed her instructions, always at her side in the lab, for the better part of a month as they worked on the project for final exam credit. She wasn’t sure he grasped the

  nuances of her idea, but he did watch and participate. She was glad to help him, and glad for his help.
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