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THE STORY SO FAR





The hydrogue war had ended with a devastating final battle at Earth. Adar Zan’nh sacrificed much of the Ildiran Solar Navy to destroy the deadly warglobes. Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni led the

wentals and the verdani to fight the hydrogues inside their gas-giant planets; the Roamer engineer Kotto Okiah developed a new weapon to shatter the diamond spheres. Finally, the defeated hydrogues were bottled up within their gas planets, where they

could cause no further harm.




The Earth Defence Forces, led by General Lanyan, had already been crippled in a revolt by the black robots, and the final battle around Earth smashed many more EDF ships. Sirix and his black robots hoped to use their stolen fleet to help the hydrogues

achieve victory, but the tides of battle turned against them, and Sirix and his comrades were forced to run for their lives.




The turmoil of the battle gave King Peter and Queen Estarra the opportunity to escape the increasingly irrational Chairman Wenceslas. With the aid of Estarra’s sister Sarein, Deputy Chairman Cain and Captain McCammon of the royal guard, they

slipped away from the Whisper Palace. The Teacher compy OX purged his precious memories to obtain the mental capacity needed to operate a small hydrogue derelict, and he flew them safely to Theroc. There, Peter and Estarra declared a new unified

government for humanity, the Confederation. All green priests refused to serve the Hansa unless Basil Wenceslas resigned, which the Chairman would not do. Seeing few people he could trust, Basil resorted to more reactionary tactics. As Therons, Roamer

clans and orphaned Hansa colonies joined the Confederation, Chairman Wenceslas grew more and more isolated.




On Llaro, the EDF had detained many refugees including Orli Covitz, Hud Steinman, Davlin Lotze and many Roamer prisoners of war. While the EDF guards were waiting to be rotated home after the end of the hydrogue war, Llaro’s

transportal walls activated and hordes of monstrous insect creatures marched through – the ancient race of the Klikiss, long thought to be extinct. They had returned from their distant Swarming and now wanted their colony worlds back.




The long-lost xeno-archaeologist Margaret Colicos and her compy DD accompanied the Klikiss. Relying on her wits and the odd tune played by a small music box, Margaret had found a way to survive among them for many years. Now she became an interpreter

for the hapless Llaro colonists as the Klikiss fenced the people into their colony town.




Meanwhile, unaware that their hated creator race had returned, Sirix and his black robots attacked any former Klikiss world on which humans had established colonies. As replacements for DD, whom he had tried to reprogram, Sirix had wiped the memories

of two other compies – PD and QT – and taught them how to kill humans without remorse. Believing that the former Klikiss planets belonged to them, the robots struck mercilessly, obliterating any settlements. Sirix had resurrected thousands of

black robots over the years, and they were all ready to form a unified robot force to destroy humanity.




Then the transportals activated on the colony Sirix had conquered, and a host of ravenous Klikiss marched through, immediately attacking the robot forces. With PD and QT, Sirix barely escaped this unexpected battle and was forced to eradicate the

transportal and retreat to Maratha, an Ildiran world where the robots were establishing a powerful base of operations.




On Ildira, the Mage-Imperator ordered Adar Zan’nh to launch a frantic programme to rebuild the Solar Navy, erecting shipyards in orbit and diverting the resources of the Empire to the project. Zan’nh also made use of the

innovative skills of the humans who had been forced to remain at Ildira, including Sullivan Gold and Tabitha Huck. With Gold’s administrative abilities and Huck’s engineering ideas, the manufacturing proceeded at a furious pace.




Sullivan’s companion green priest Kolker felt isolated and confused. For a long time he had been cut off from his beloved telink with other green priests, and even after he was given access to a treeling the sensation felt lacking to him. When

he saw how the Ildirans – all Ildirans – were linked through thism, he wanted to understand how it worked. Lens kithmen rebuffed him, telling him that he could never grasp the thism, but Nira’s five half-breed children

were able to show him the key. As Kolker struggled to understand, he finally comprehended in a way he had never dreamed. Incredible mental vistas opened for him; better still, he knew how to share his discovery. He converted Tabitha Huck and many of her

co-workers at the shipyards, though Sullivan refused. Soon, with this unique synchronicity available, Tabitha and her crew led the Ildirans in phenomenally increased productivity.




As the Solar Navy began to be restored, Jora’h’s daughter Yazra’h formed a plan with Adar Zan’nh to begin recapturing lost Ildiran worlds, particularly Maratha, which had been taken over by the black robots. Yazra’h

convinced the human historian Anton Colicos and Rememberer Vao’sh to accompany the military force. This was a terrifying prospect for them, since Anton and Vao’sh had nearly died there in the robot takeover, and Vao’sh had barely

survived the isolation madness when the two of them had flown alone to Ildira. But they agreed to witness the events in order to record them in the Saga of Seven Suns.




Reaching Maratha, the Solar Navy bombarded the robot base, then went to the ground to wipe out the last machine survivors. While they were embroiled in battle, a large Klikiss swarmship arrived and dispatched thousands of warriors, who also meant to

destroy the black robots. After the battle was won, a tense moment followed when the Klikiss insisted that they would re-inhabit all of their own worlds, but Zan’nh held his ground, asserting that Maratha had never been a Klikiss planet, and the

swarmship departed. Shortly afterwards, Sirix and his black robot refugees arrived at what they expected to be a thriving base on Maratha, only to find utter devastation. Once again, they fled, seeing their plans fall apart.




The black robots and the Klikiss were not the only threats to concern the Ildiran Empire. The mad Designate Rusa’h, after suffering a severe head injury during a hydrogue attack on Hyrillka, had led a destructive but ultimately unsuccessful

revolt to overthrow the Mage-Imperator and establish his own thism network. Unwilling to surrender in defeat, Rusa’h flew his ship directly into one of Hyrillka’s suns. Instead of being incinerated, however, he was intercepted by the

faeros, fiery entities that lived within stars.




Though the Ildiran Empire believed him dead, Rusa’h – who had become a faeros incarnate – continued his work. In their war with the hydrogues, the faeros had suffered many terrible losses, millions of their fireballs eradicated,

whole suns extinguished. But Rusa’h showed them new ways of fighting, and the faeros swiftly began to inflict great damage upon the hydrogues, weakening them before their battle with the allied forces around Earth.




Gathering power, Rusa’h led the faeros first to the splinter colony of Dobro, where he confronted former Designate Udru’h, who had betrayed him. The ravenous faeros, needing to increase their numbers, burned Udru’h and stole his

soulfire to create more newborn fiery entities. Jora’h’s eldest noble-born son Daro’h, who was destined to become the new Prime Designate, faced faeros incarnate Rusa’h, who delivered a warning for the Mage-Imperator. Before

departing, Rusa’h declared that the whole Ildiran Empire would burn if necessary, until he removed the ‘false’ Mage-Imperator. Daro’h raced back to Ildira to warn his father of the threat.




Meanwhile, as the hydrogue-faeros battles had raged in Hyrillka’s sun, the young and inexperienced Designate Ridek’h had overseen the evacuation of Hyrillka, and all the refugees were taken to Ildira. Ridek’h had never expected to

become a Designate responsible for an entire planet, but his mentor Tal O’nh, an old one-eyed veteran commander of the Solar Navy, tried to teach him to become a strong leader. Under orders from the Mage-Imperator, Ridek’h and Tal O’nh

went to all the ravaged systems in the Horizon Cluster to reassure those who had suffered during the revolt.




Rusa’h had also travelled across the Horizon Cluster, his faeros burning population after population. On his journey, he encountered Designate Ridek’h and Tal O’nh. Though they tried to escape, the faeros chased them down, surrounded

their warliners and incinerated their crews. Rusa’h burned Tal O’nh, blinding him, but he refused to kill young Ridek’h, claiming he would face the boy again. He left the scorched and empty war-liners drifting in space, while he and the

faeros headed off to Ildira.




Basil Wenceslas, seeing his Hansa crumbling, grasped at straws. Because his captive green priest Nahton flatly refused to send or report any messages, he felt cut off. Basil called upon General Lanyan and Admiral Willis to recapture

the worlds that were defecting. He dispatched Lanyan with military ships to secure the fledgling colonies recently established on abandoned Klikiss planets. Since they had small populations and no defences, they were thought to be easy targets. For her

part, Admiral Willis received orders to take an EDF battle group directly to Theroc, crush King Peter’s outlaw government and take him into custody. Though she was reluctant to do this, Willis prepared to follow orders.




Sarein, Captain McCammon and Deputy Cain came up with a plan to warn King Peter about the impending invasion. They secretly freed Nahton, so that he could run to a treeling locked in a greenhouse and send a telink message to other green priests. While

their involvement remained secret, Nahton was caught just after transmitting his message. The damage was done. Nahton tried to surrender, but the Hansa guards gunned him down. Basil Wenceslas seemed very smug about the results.




Warned about the impending EDF assault, however, the Confederation members scrambled to find a way to defend themselves. Tasia Tamblyn and Robb Brindle had joined the Confederation to rebuild their military (much to the dismay of Robb’s father,

Conrad Brindle, who insisted on remaining loyal to the Hansa). Under their guidance, and with the help of Kotto Okiah, new military-grade ships were being built, but that small fleet would not be enough to deflect an EDF battle group. Estarra and her

sister Celli recalled the gigantic verdani battleships, led by their brother Beneto, who had fused himself into one of the giant trees. When Admiral Willis’s ships arrived, they suddenly found themselves facing not only a surprisingly vigorous

Confederation military defence but also Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni’s wentals and the huge thorny treeships. Knowing she could not win, and sure that this invasion had been a bad idea from the start, Willis retreated and returned to the

Hansa.




General Lanyan’s consolidation of the scattered colonies, meanwhile, went no better. He travelled to Rheindic Co, the hub of the transportal network, and marched his soldiers through to the first colony planet on his list, Pym. Arriving there,

though, they found that the whole colony had been overrun by a huge subhive of Klikiss. As soon as his soldiers encountered the giant insects, they opened fire. The battle was much worse than anything General Lanyan had prepared for, and he lost a great

many soldiers before he finally called his men to withdraw to Rheindic Co. The Klikiss followed them through the transportal, and the battle continued there. Lanyan barely escaped and was forced to destroy the Hansa’s main transportal nexus to

prevent more of the bugs from passing through. He raced back to Earth to inform Chairman Wenceslas of this shocking new threat.




With the failure of both Admiral Willis and General Lanyan, the Chairman was more frustrated than ever. The Hansa had no King (though Basil had a mysterious new candidate undergoing training), and so he put forward the religious leader, the Archfather

of Unison, to build a fervour among the populace, declaring the monstrous Klikiss to be demons and cursing King Peter. Though Deputy Cain was highly sceptical, the gullible people accepted the fanaticism.




Next, the Chairman dispatched Lanyan and the Archfather to make an example of the weak but rebellious colony of Usk. The leaders of Usk had torn up the Hansa Charter and sworn allegiance to the Confederation, but they had no defences and no real

political aspirations. When Lanyan and the Archfather arrived, they unleashed a bloody pogrom, wiping out homesteads, slaughtering livestock, burning towns and finally crucifying the leaders who had defied the Chairman.




Since the Usk pogrom had been such a success (as far as the Chairman was concerned), he dispatched Admiral Willis and her executive officer Conrad Brindle (Robb’s father) to crack down on another upstart colony, the luxurious reef world of

Rhejak. Willis set up her base despite the vehement objections of the locals and settled in, trying to govern the people. She used a light touch, granting them the freedom to go about their daily lives. When some of the locals committed brash sabotage,

however, she was forced to crack down. After meeting the local leaders, she reached a compromise that everyone could live with, and she thought she was giving the Hansa what it needed.




The Chairman, however, was not pleased. He dispatched General Lanyan to complete the job properly – to unleash another pogrom on Rhejak, murder the leaders and punish the populace. By the time Lanyan’s battle group arrived, Willis had

become quite fond of Rhejak and its people, and she did not want to see them massacred. Finally, after so many grievances against the Chairman’s handling of the numerous crises, she could no longer follow a fundamentally criminal government. She

tricked General Lanyan, stunned him and took over his ships before he could launch his attack on Rhejak. It was an outright mutiny, but most of her officers and crew had similar misgivings and they followed her. Conrad Brindle, though, refused to break

his oath to the Hansa. He and a handful of others accompanied General Lanyan back to Earth in disgrace.




On the Klikiss-infested colony world of Llaro, Orli Covitz and Hud Steinman struggled to survive as the bugs built their hive city all around the stockaded town. Accepted among the Klikiss, Margaret Colicos and DD could come and go

as they liked, and Margaret explained how she had survived among the Klikiss for so many years, showing a small music box that her son Anton had given her. Orli herself was quite proficient in playing her own synthesizer strips, and the Klikiss hive

mind, the breedex, summoned her into its great chamber to play. Frightened for Orli, Margaret helped the girl survive the encounter. Orli played her music, and the hideous hive mind let her go.




Margaret finally informed the captive colonists what the Klikiss had in store for them. The Llaro breedex was continuing its many wars with other subhives and also finding and destroying any enclaves of black robots it could find. In order to increase

its numbers and expand its army, the breedex needed to fission – and for that it needed new genetic material. The Klikiss would slaughter all the colonists and use them as catalysts to create a much larger insect force.




Hearing this, the appalled colonists began to develop defences and desperate plans. Davlin Lotze slipped away from the stockade and established a secret hideout where others could be safe. Once his sheltered cave complex was ready, small groups of

Llaro colonists began to slip away, but only a fraction had got to safety before the Klikiss made their move. A large force of insect warriors marched to the stockade to kill all the humans, but the captives did not go down without a fight. They used

makeshift defences, explosives and firearms to kill many of the Klikiss.




In the midst of this, Sirix led his black robots to attack the Llaro subhive. After so much damage had been done to his robots, he wanted to destroy every breedex he could find. The ferocious attack by the black robots, as well as the desperate

fighting from the colonists, caused a great deal of damage to the Klikiss. In the turmoil, Orli, DD, Hud Steinman and many others managed to get away. When they finally reached Davlin’s distant hideout, the refugees didn’t know where they

could go or how they could find safety.




Margaret Colicos, though, had insisted on remaining behind. Back at the blasted stockade, she watched in dismay as the victorious Klikiss devoured the human survivors in order to acquire their memories and genetic material, after which the wounded

breedex underwent a massive fissioning to expand its hive and recover from its losses.




Stinging from his defeat on Llaro, Sirix pulled his remaining robots to safety and tried to come up with a new plan. During his attack on the Llaro breedex he had lost many of his irreplaceable comrades. While the Klikiss could recover from their

casualties, black robots were unique storehouses of ancient experiences. PD and QT suggested an unusual solution – that Sirix should seize an appropriate manufacturing facility and build new black robots. These replacements would not have the

memories of the lost robots, but they could become a key part of Sirix’s army. The black robots searched for a suitable facility they could take over.




Many of the Llaro colonists were Roamer prisoners, and they had not been forgotten. Tasia Tamblyn, Robb Brindle and Nikko Chan Tylar (whose parents were both detainees on Llaro) flew a rescue ship to Llaro, expecting to see a handful of bored EDF

guards and lots of surly colonists and detainees. When they arrived, though, they ran into the Klikiss. Caught unprepared, Tasia’s ship was shot down; it crashed in a remote ravine, where it lay damaged, needing significant repairs before it could

fly again. They were found by Davlin Lotze and taken back to the hideout, where they all made plans to repair the ship and fly away to safety, far from Llaro.




Just as they completed fixing the ship, however, the Klikiss captured Tasia, Robb, Orli, Nikko and Davlin. They were brought back to the hive city and held as raw material for the next upcoming fissioning. Margaret Colicos and DD agreed to help free

them. When another powerful subhive attacked the Llaro breedex, the chaos of Klikiss fighting Klikiss gave the prisoners the opportunity they needed. They had only to get back to Tasia’s repaired ship, load it up with the rest of the refugees and

go. Davlin remained behind, using Orli’s synthesizer strips to play a music that paralysed the hive mind. After making it possible for the others to escape, though, he found himself trapped.




Orli and her friends reached their ship, with the Klikiss in hot pursuit. When Margaret tried to go with them, anxious to be away from the insect creatures, the Klikiss warriors singled her out and refused to let her get away. They also crushed her

music box, removing the only weapon she had. Having retrieved the rest of the survivors, Tasia flew off, sad at being forced to leave Davlin and Margaret behind.




Davlin almost got away from the Klikiss. He reached one of the transportals and tried to pass through, but he was caught. Gravely injured, he was brought before the breedex, which was on the brink of another fissioning. The singular larva of the new

breedex came forward to Davlin, interested in the independent and troublesome human. Before it could subsume him, though, Davlin threw himself on the breedex larva, trying to impose himself upon it. The hive mind swallowed him up.




*




After Adar Zan’nh eradicated the black robots on Maratha and delivered his startling news about the Klikiss, Nira urged the Mage-Imperator to send Solar Navy assistance to other besieged human colonists on former Klikiss worlds.

Zan’nh was reluctant to do this, since he believed the humans had caused their own problems by settling planets that did not belong to them. However, when he witnessed how many innocent humans had been massacred on several devastated colonies, he

was deeply moved. Arriving at another besieged world, he used an ancient translating routine to convince the breedex to release the captive colonists.




After their return from Maratha, Anton Colicos and Rememberer Vao’sh were given an unexpected task – to remove the lies and correct the errors in the supposedly infallible Saga of Seven Suns. This caused great distress among other

rememberer kithmen, particularly the conservative Chief Scribe Ko’sh, but no one could refuse the orders of the Mage-Imperator.




From Ildira, the green priest Kolker continued to spread his telink/thism philosophy, like a new religion, even converting many green priests on Theroc. Sullivan Gold, refusing to be converted despite pressure from Kolker and Tabitha Huck, left

Ildira and returned to his family on Earth. Meanwhile, Kolker also converted the Roamer trader Denn Peroni, Cesca’s father, and he became an outspoken advocate of the marvellous new philosophy.




After leaving General Lanyan and the EDF, and ‘borrowing’ his grandmother’s space yacht, Patrick Fitzpatrick III searched among the Roamers for his lost love, Zhett Kellum. He finally found her on the gas-giant Golgen, where the

Roamers had re-established skymining operations. His reunion with Zhett did not go as expected, however; she refused to speak to him. Trying to come clean, Patrick confessed what he had done earlier, destroying a Roamer trading ship to eliminate a

witness; though General Lanyan was ultimately responsible for the murder, Patrick had given the order to fire. After a trial, Patrick was sentenced to ‘walk the plank’ over the open cloudy skies. He bravely accepted his fate, but at the last

minute Zhett spoke on his behalf and convinced her father to pardon him. Patrick then became a strong supporter of the Confederation and transmitted a damning message that squarely laid the blame for the Hansa’s problems on General Lanyan and

Chairman Wenceslas. Upon hearing this message, Basil rebuked Patrick’s grandmother, former Chairman Maureen Fitzpatrick, for the actions of her grandson.




King Peter and Queen Estarra continued strengthening the Confederation. Seeing the King and Queen as potential allies against the Klikiss and the faeros, Mage-Imperator Jora’h announced that he would travel to Theroc and publicly proclaim an

alliance between the Ildiran Empire and the Confederation. Nira accompanied him, as well as Anton Colicos and Rememberer Vao’sh. Standing together under the worldtrees, the Mage-Imperator and the King swore a firm alliance. This was truly the death

knell for the few remnants of the Hansa still loyal to Chairman Wenceslas.




Upon learning of Jora’h’s announcement, the Chairman took drastic measures. He ordered Admiral Esteban Diente to take a powerful EDF battle group to intercept the Mage-Imperator after he departed from Theroc. Admiral Diente was appalled at

the orders, but he could not refuse, because the Chairman had taken his family hostage.




After Mage-Imperator Jora’h made his promises to King Peter, he felt that he had strengthened the Ildiran Empire. However, Rusa’h and the faeros had just begun their worst ravages. They tracked down Denn Peroni and Caleb Tamblyn, who were

flying a water tanker filled with wentals, and destroyed the ship near the icy planetoid Jonah 12. Denn was killed, but Caleb escaped in a lifepod and was marooned. The faeros also went to the primary wental planet of Charybdis and overwhelmed the living

seas with their flames. Jess and Cesca could feel the agony of the dying wentals, but by the time they arrived the oceans had been scorched, the planet burned. The faeros had declared war on the wentals.




An armada of fireballs emerged from the dead Ildiran sun of Durris-B, reigniting the star and flooding out like a meteor shower. When Tabitha Huck took a newly built warliner on a shakedown cruise, the faeros were able to sense her presence because of

her conversion to the telink/thism religion. They destroyed her and the new warliner, then flew towards Ildira, where they also targeted Kolker and all his converts there. Mijistra began to go up in flames.




Prime Designate Daro’h, left in charge of the Prism Palace, was forced to flee as the faeros incarnate Rusa’h came for him, demanding to know where the Mage-Imperator was. Osira’h and her siblings used their unique powers to protect

the Prime Designate and Yazra’h; they all escaped through water channels beneath the Prism Palace.




Returning from his rescue of the human colonists on Klikiss worlds, Adar Zan’nh found the burned warliners of Tal O’nh’s septa. As soon as O’nh and Designate Ridek’h warned him about the impending holocaust on Ildira,

Zan’nh raced off with his ships. When they arrived, the Solar Navy warliners attempted to battle the fireballs, but they had no effective way to combat the living fire. The Adar did, however, rescue Daro’h, Yazra’h, Osira’h and

the other half-breed children. But they needed the leadership of the Mage-Imperator.




On his flagship warliner, Jora’h could sense the horrific events unfolding on Ildira. Through her treeling, Nira received news that the faeros were burning Mijistra, but her contact abruptly ended when the lone treeling in the Prism Palace

turned to ash. Desperate to get back, Jora’h ordered his warliners to increase speed – only to run into Admiral Diente’s EDF battleships. Diente fired upon the warliner, damaged its engines and captured the Mage-Imperator. Despite

Jora’h’s urgent pleas about the disaster on Ildira, Diente escorted him and all the Ildiran captives to the EDF base on Earth’s Moon. Chairman Wenceslas came to see the prisoners, pleased at his easy victory, and told the Mage-Imperator

that he must remain a ‘guest’ of the Hansa until he abandoned his alliance with the Confederation and denounced King Peter.




The faeros had conquered Ildira, and Rusa’h installed himself in the Prism Palace. Now that he had discovered the telink/thism pathways through his other victims, the faeros incarnate was able to follow them back to the worldforest.

Suddenly, green priest converts on Theroc burst into flame. From there, the hungry elemental fire spread to the towering worldtrees. The forest on Theroc began to burn.




 





ONE





ADMIRAL SHEILA WILLIS





Ten Mantas and one giant Juggernaut cruised across empty space, leaving Earth behind – possibly forever, as far as Admiral Willis was concerned. Though her ships still bore the markings of the Earth

Defence Forces, their crews no longer served the Hansa. No, not after everything they had seen.




Chairman Wenceslas would have called them mutineers. How could anyone not feel bitter about that?




There’d been a time when Willis was young and naïve (or perhaps just insufficiently jaded), when she had thought all decisions were clear cut, all answers black and white. She had believed that the good guys were fundamentally different

from the bad guys. Well, she’d left that attitude behind on Rhejak when General Lanyan’s brutality had forced her to make a previously unthinkable decision.




By seizing a whole battle group and turning her back on her beloved EDF, she had set wheels in motion – wheels that might well run her over. After dumping Lanyan, Conrad Brindle and a handful of hardline loyalists on the outskirts of

Earth’s solar system, she was taking her ships to Theroc, to join King Peter and his Confederation.




No matter how many times she tried to rationalize her decision, though, it still felt like desertion. Her brain was simply wired that way. She scanned the people on her bridge for signs of uneasiness. Willis was surprised at just how many of them had

volunteered to burn their bridges and join her. Abandoning their homes, friends, families and possessions was not a decision to make lightly. Obviously, she wasn’t the only one who had smelled something rotten in the Hansa.




The last time she had brought these particular Mantas to Theroc, Willis had been under orders to arrest Peter as an outlaw ruler . . .




‘Approaching destination, Admiral,’ said her helmsman.




‘Make sure you announce our arrival politely. We don’t want them to pee their pants when all these warships show up.’ She took a few moments to adjust her posture, her uniform, her expression. Ready to go to meet the new boss.




As soon as the eleven ships entered planetary orbit, however, Willis saw that something was wrong. A flurry of mismatched Roamer ships had been launched into erratic orbits. Cargo craft, fast scouts, lumbering barges all lifted off from the forested

continent and raced away from the planet in all directions. Two of the larger Roamer ships nearly collided with each other.




Her young comm officer’s skin turned prominently pink. ‘Admiral, it’s total pandemonium down there! Frantic distress calls, screams – Theroc is being attacked, but I can’t see how.’




The threatening verdani treeships that circled the lush forested world like a crown of thorns were in trouble. Thrashing their enormous thorny branches, they did not even react to the oncoming EDF war vessels. They were battling some pervasive, unseen

enemy.




‘Ask how we can assist them,’ Willis barked. She looked around for any unexpected threat . . . perhaps the return of the hydrogues or one of General Lanyan’s vessels. ‘Get close enough to respond as needed. We’re supposed

to be the cavalry here – I’d like to make a great first impression.’




The feedback shrieks coming over the comm system were worse than fingernails scraping across a blackboard.




Cruising directly in front of them, its boughs twisting and snapping as if in extreme internal pain, one of the thorny tree battleships literally burst into flames. Despite the cold vacuum of space, bright yellow-orange fire cracked out of its core

and spread across the branches, devouring the energized wood.




On the high-res surveillance scans of the forests below, Willis saw intense blazes appear, spontaneously igniting and beginning to spread through the dense worldforest . . . exactly where she knew King Peter had established the Confederation’s

headquarters.




 





TWO





KING PETER





Another worldtree shuddered and then erupted into flames as the faeros possessed its heartwood. With sounds like cannon shots, the malicious fires crackled through the delicate fronds, striving towards

the canopy – burning but not entirely consuming the heartwood.




High up within the fungus-reef city, King Peter shouted for the people to evacuate. The smoke and heat in the air bit the back of his throat. From an opening in the organic walls, he and Estarra saw the flames race greedily up one trunk after another,

but none of the living verdani turned to ash. Not yet.




The green priests who remained inside the white-walled tree city clamped hands like vices against their smooth emerald scalps as pain surged through the worldforest mind. The followers of Yarrod and Kolker, who were joined in their tightly bonded

thism/telink web, had already suffered most of all.




A male green priest stuttered to a halt, then raised his arms in agony. The priest bent backwards and with a wordless wail burst into flames. Other green priests stared at the smear of ash and burning coals that marked where the man had stood. Some

wept; others collapsed to their knees.




Queen Estarra tugged her husband’s sleeve as they ran from the shuddering Throne Room. ‘Peter, we have to get Reynald and go!’ Her beaded braids clicked and bounced behind her head.




In their private rooms, Estarra snatched their baby son from the arms of the Teacher compy OX, who had already gathered him up for the evacuation. Little Reynald was crying from the loud commotion and the smoke from brush fires.




OX was not at all panicked. ‘Before we hurry to the lift platforms, Queen Estarra, I suggest we soak a blanket with water. I will wrap it around the baby for protection as I carry him.’ When Estarra was reluctant to relinquish the child,

OX pointed out, ‘I am physically stronger than either of you, and neither the fire nor the smoke will affect me.’




‘He’s right,’ Peter said, yanking a blanket from the bed and running to the water basin that Roamer engineers had installed. ‘It’s his best chance.’




Outside, the elemental fires continued to spread. After being transmitted through the few hapless green priest conduits, the faeros had formed a parasitic bond with the verdani, converting them into torch trees. From there, secondary blazes had spread

to the underbrush, consuming smaller shrubs and plants.




Peter and Estarra wrapped the wet cloth around the squirming infant and secured the wailing bundle to OX’s chest with a utility cord. The Teacher compy held Reynald firmly, keeping pace with the King and Queen as they rushed through winding

fungus-reef passages to the outer balconies.




Breathing heavily, Peter stepped out into the choking hot air and watched the faeros flames jump from one tree to the next. Normal fires raced across the fringes of the clearing, where people ran pell-mell away from the fungus-reef tree.




Therons crowded the small lift platforms, trying to ride the cables down to the ground. But the elevators were equipped to carry only a few people at a time, not to accommodate such a massive evacuation. When sixteen people crammed on to one platform,

clutching the side rails and each other, the overloaded lift groaned and gave way, spilling the passengers to their deaths. Watching in horror, Peter shouted, but he couldn’t help them.




For just a moment the scope and suddenness of the disaster knocked the wind out of him. Even if everyone got to the ground, how would they cross the meadow safely through growing curtains of flames? There was no time to wonder how this had happened

and no time for panic or grief either. Peter had to keep his wits about him and somehow get his people, and his family, to safety.




Estarra saw it, too, and quickly made her decision. ‘We’ll have to climb.’ In answer to Peter’s concerned expression, she gave a confident nod. ‘It doesn’t matter that I’ve just had a baby. I spent most of my

life scrambling up and down worldtrees. If OX can carry Reynald safely, we should be fine. Can you manage?’




Flashing her a determined smile, Peter shouted to the frantic people, ‘Every able-bodied person, climb down! Treedancers, help the others. Use the platforms only if you can’t climb.’




A few of the overcrowded lifts managed to reach the ground, and the people sprinted across the meadow towards the ring of fire. By now, the fungus-reef tree had caught fire from eager sparks that spread from the initial torch trees. Tongues of flame

raced up the golden bark, consuming small fronds, scorching the bark plates, until part of the city began to smoulder.




Some people swiftly grasped knobs and handholds in the bark scales. Peter could see they didn’t have much time. ‘Let’s go.’




Because OX had lashed the blanket-wrapped baby to his torso, his polymer arms were left free. Without further comment, the compy swung himself over the edge and began to climb down. Peter had never seen OX do anything so nimble or athletic before, but

the Teacher compy seemed perfectly capable of working his way down.




Estarra went next, calling out encouragement to the people still evacuating. Peter followed. Smoke and steam oozed from between the bark plates, burning his hands, but he didn’t let go.




The compy reached the ground first and turned to wait for the King and Queen. He adjusted the wet wrappings around the infant, keeping Reynald secured to his solid chest. By now the wildfire had caught on the grasses and flowers; shrubs burst into

fireballs. Above them, the fungus reef was fully engulfed, and orange flames spat from the upper balconies and windows.




Peter dropped the rest of the way to the ground. ‘To the edge of the meadow!’




Like solar flares, living arcs of fire sprang from torch tree to torch tree. With a crack like an incandescent bullwhip, another majestic worldtree succumbed to the fiery elementals. Its interlocked canopy of fronds became a ceiling of orange embers;

smaller branches caught and transmitted sparks to adjacent ones.




While OX hurried ahead of them, carrying the baby, Estarra kept her head down and ran. But before they could follow the evacuees into the dense surrounding forest, flames cut them off. The perimeter of the grove formed a burning wall, forcing OX to

halt ahead of them.




With a crack and a roar, a thick branch broke loose from above, and a clump of flaming fronds crashed directly down on to the compy in a feathery spray of sparks and embers.




Estarra screamed for the baby. Peter shielded his stinging eyes and dived towards them, but he knew he was too late to save his son.




The little compy pushed his way out, knocking aside the blazing fronds. He kept his synthetic body hunched over, arms wrapped protectively around Reynald. OX’s polymer skin was damaged; ash and soot were smeared like war paint on his smooth

face, but his systems still functioned.




Estarra raced forward in panic to retrieve Reynald. Peeling the steaming blanket away, Peter checked to make sure the baby hadn’t been burned. The little boy was wailing but very much alive.




Green grass smouldered around them, making the smoke burn like acid in their lungs. Estarra pointed desperately across the meadow to the diamond sphere of the hydrogue derelict, which OX had flown during their escape from Earth. ‘There!

That’s our only way out!’




With nowhere else to run, they crashed through the embers of underbrush until they reached the small alien ship. Thankfully, the hatch had been left open. As flames flicked at their heels, Peter and Estarra, along with OX and the baby, clambered

inside. Peter sealed the doorway behind them, and the sudden silence made his ears pop. They slapped at the ashes burning their garments, wheezing, coughing, frightened and shaking with exertion. But safe.




Through the transparent curved wall, they watched angry flames engulf the rest of the meadow and then rush over them.




 





THREE





CHAIRMAN BASIL WENCESLAS





Outside in the Palace District’s main square, the Archfather of Unison carried an elaborate shepherd’s crook. He wore golden damask robes ornamented with frills and simulated brocades, and he

looked like a jovial old uncle with a long, bushy white beard. The religious spokesman delivered another rousing speech, carefully scripted by Chairman Wenceslas.




People could so easily be distracted without a firm hand to guide them.




When properly motivated, the Archfather, a former actor, could really tug on the heartstrings of an audience. Unfortunately, though, during recent coaching sessions the man had begun to express doubts about the Chairman’s agenda. The Archfather

had spent altogether too much time reviewing images of the bloody Usk pogrom. Initially, he had been enthusiastic about delivering a stern message to the upstart colony world – razing the farming town, crucifying the defiant town elders – yet

he now questioned the necessity of such actions.




In times like these, Basil expected his underlings to do what they were told for the good of the Hansa and, by extension, the human race. They were not supposed to have second thoughts. With harsh words and overt threats, he had put the man back in

his place, leaving him white and shaking.




Making certain the Archfather had learned his lesson, Basil watched the show from the Whisper Palace observation gallery, accompanied by a concerned-looking Sarein and an unusually contemplative Deputy Eldred Cain.




‘The Archfather is doing well today,’ Sarein pointed out. ‘You talked to him, didn’t you?’




‘I had to fan the flames of his enthusiasm a bit. This time he seems to have got the point.’




From the square below, the bearded man bellowed his words. ‘Yes, the Klikiss are demons, but demons cannot help what they are. They may be evil, they may be destructive, but it is in their very nature. Far worse are those who

choose evil – people who ally themselves with the Klikiss, with the demons, with our enemies. By this, I mean our treacherous King Peter and his rebellious Confederation.’




The sermon was, naturally, being transmitted across Earth. Cargo ships and fast traders would deliver recordings of the Archfather’s message to the handful of colonies and industrial worlds that still paid lip service to the Hansa.




In his seat, Deputy Cain looked decidedly uncomfortable, and Basil could tell he wanted to say something. He sighed, waiting. ‘What is it, Mr Cain?’




The Deputy answered promptly. ‘Complaints have been forwarded to me by several law-enforcement stations, sir. The police don’t know what to do about them.’




Basil’s eyebrows drew together. ‘Complaints? There are always complaints.’




‘These seem to have some merit. It appears that a well-organized vigilante group has taken it upon itself to quell certain public discussions.’ Cain pulled out a report. ‘For example, here are two incidents in which the group smashed

businesses and roughed people up. They target anyone who speaks out against the Hansa. They don’t even try to hide themselves.’ He presented surveillance images and pointed to a young woman wearing a dark uniform. ‘This costume appears

to be based on early EDF uniform designs. I have identified one of the ringleaders responsible for these strong-arm tactics, a woman named Shelia Andez, an EDF officer.’




‘Yes, I know. I reassigned her myself,’ Basil said. ‘She spearheads an elite force to help maintain order and loyalty on Earth. I call these soldiers my clean-up crew, though I suppose they deserve a more formal name.’




‘You’re actually aware of this? Their activities go against any number of laws.’




‘Andez is doing the work I’ve assigned her. What you call strong-arm tactics I view as a last-ditch effort to maintain much-needed order. The Hansa is in an extremely fragile state right now.’




The people in the square below suddenly cheered, and the Chairman turned to watch, brushing aside Cain’s concerns. The Archfather bowed. Basil tried to recall what particular line might have evoked such a reaction; he decided to review the tapes

later. That way he could also critique the man’s performance.




The Archfather lowered his voice as if he were telling a secret to billions of listeners, delivering the preposterous suggestion with complete gravity – the very part of the speech to which the man had objected so strenuously, before Basil had

vetoed his concerns. ‘King Peter and his fellow traitors in the Confederation may actively be playing into the plans of the Klikiss. Roamer clans may be assisting the demon creatures in their conquests. In an insidious plot to destroy our beloved

Hansa, the Confederation rebels and the Klikiss have agreed to split what’s left of the Spiral Arm between themselves.’




The audience gasped, predictably and on cue.




‘That’s ridiculous, Basil,’ Sarein muttered. ‘Please be cautious. When accusations get so extreme, you can’t really expect people to believe them.’




Basil gave her a hard, sidelong look. ‘I disagree. It is a perfectly reasonable conclusion, considering what else the people have been told. We can’t afford to lose popular support right now. Our attempted pogrom at Rhejak was a complete

mess.’ He felt his face flush with anger and embarrassment. ‘Admiral Willis deserted us, taking a Juggernaut and ten Mantas. General Lanyan returned home like a whipped dog, in total disgrace.’




‘You’ve kept his ignominious defeat very quiet.’ Cain looked up at him. ‘Where is the General now?’




‘I’ve had to remove him from public view until he can fix the problem that he caused.’




‘How is he going to accomplish that?’ Sarein did not seem to look forward to the answer. ‘I thought you would consult us—’




‘It was straightforward enough. I gave him the opportunity to achieve a clear victory.’ Basil laced his fingers behind his head, careful not to mess his steel-grey hair. ‘King Peter’s outlaw Confederation is our enemy, and we

must treat them as such. They have resources that we require, primarily ekti. Therefore, we’ll raid Roamer facilities and take what we need. After all, we’re at war.’ His lips quirked in a smile, wilfully ignoring the horrified

expressions on his companions’ faces. ‘General Lanyan’s battle group is on its way to a known Roamer skymining centre. Our intelligence suggests they have no viable defences. It is my fervent hope that the General can finally redeem

himself.’




 





FOUR





GENERAL KURT LANYAN





The Juggernaut Goliath, five Manta cruisers, a Thunderhead weapons platform, more than two thousand Remoras fully loaded with jazers and explosive projectiles – yes, that would keep even the

most unruly clans in line. General Lanyan was quite certain of an EDF victory at Golgen.




He was glad to be at the helm of his Juggernaut again. The Goliath had been heavily damaged in the fighting at the end of the hydrogue war, but the giant vessel had finally been repaired and placed back into service. One small step towards

having a fully capable EDF again.




Acquiring plenty of stardrive fuel . . . that was the next step.




When the gas giant came into view, Lanyan transmitted to the lead Manta in the attack group. ‘Admiral Brindle, verify that all personnel are at their stations, all Remora pilots ready to launch and all weapons ready to fire. I don’t intend

to leave anything to chance here.’




The older, dark-skinned commander acknowledged. Recently promoted to fill one of the officer slots vacated by the decimation of the Earth Defence Forces, Conrad Brindle left no doubts about his competence or dedication. When the rest of the Rhejak

battle group had mutinied, Brindle had been one of the few who remained loyal to the EDF. The promotion and this new assignment were his reward.




Lanyan straightened in his command chair, loudly cleared his throat and addressed his subcommanders. ‘According to our fast recon and recent intel, Golgen has more than a dozen skymines, but they’re industrial facilities, not military

bases. Once we’ve knocked down any resistance, our objective is to seize their stores of stardrive fuel.’ Now his voice held a cautionary tone. ‘But cause as little damage as possible. We want these facilities to remain functional. The

Chairman wants to return and administer the facilities under Hansa auspices. For now, the EDF just need the ekti.’




Sounding battle stations, the warships raced towards a buttery-yellow globe laced with white cloud bands. Long-distance sensors spotted towering cities that rode the cloud tops converting atmospheric hydrogen into ekti.




As the main attack group fanned out, the Mantas each approached a different Roamer skymine, while the Thunderhead remained in a stationary position, a citadel on higher ground. ‘Remember, Roamers are cowards at heart,’ Lanyan continued.

‘They like to run and hide. They sneak around in unmarked ships, keeping their locations secret. It’s not in their nature to fight.’ The Goliath headed towards the largest skymine, a complex of many floating platforms abuzz with

space traffic and support vehicles.




He shook his head in disgust. ‘Just look at them all!’




Once, as a boy, he had turned over a rotten log to find it squirming with tiny black beetles. Suddenly exposed to the light, the insects had scattered, seeking dark corners and holes in which to hide. He had taken a stick and spent more than an hour

hunting down and crushing the small bugs.




These Roamer ships reacted as the beetles had. Instead of mounting an orderly defence, the mismatched clan ships flew in all directions, every man for himself. The General found it pathetic. He gave his anxious weapons officers permission to take as

many potshots as they liked.




On the crowded screen, he identified the spidery cargo escorts holding canisters of ekti. He pointed his index finger, raising his voice. ‘There! Those are the ships I was telling you about. Remember my orders.’




His weapons officers fired at the evacuating cargo escorts, aiming carefully and missing intentionally. The barrage, however, was merely a diversion so that tiny pingers could attach to the hulls without the Roamer pilots noticing. The locator beacons

would activate later so that Lanyan could track the cargo escorts to other fuel-distribution depots. If the EDF made a diligent effort, they could unravel the whole Roamer network and find all of their hidden facilities.




As the raid commenced, Lanyan ignored the outraged cries and threatening comm messages from the skymine managers. ‘Prepare to be boarded,’ he transmitted to the largest facility. ‘With your unconditional surrender, we can eliminate

– or at least minimize – casualties.’




A gruff voice yelled back at him. ‘This is Del Kellum, and I’m in charge of this skymine. I do not – repeat, do not – grant you permission to land.’




Lanyan chuckled. ‘Exactly how are you going to stop me? With harsh language and a disapproving look?’ He switched off the transmission, stood up and stretched.




An hour later, from a troop transport filled with heavily armed EDF soldiers, Lanyan looked out at the enormous floating city with its many decks and docks, its antennae, sensor probes and observation balconies. The Goliath hung nearby, huge

and ominous in the sky. Admiral Brindle had already reported a swift victory at his assigned skymine, as had the other EDF Mantas. Chairman Wenceslas was going to be pleased when he heard how much stardrive fuel this operation would yield.




Before disembarking, the General checked his uniform, quickly combed his dark hair and surveyed the guards ready to exit the transport with him. Lanyan thought of the successful commanders he had learned about in military school, their proud victory

speeches from conquered ground. He wanted to make a memorable impression here when he set foot on the beaten skymine and showed everyone that he was not to be trifled with.




The hatch opened, and he stepped proudly down the ramp. ‘I hereby take control of this new facility in the name of the Hansa.’




A group of agitated Roamers waited for him. He recognized bearded Del Kellum, with his barrel chest and his angry expression. Next, he saw a completely unexpected young man, who would have looked more familiar had he been wearing an EDF uniform.




‘General Lanyan,’ said Patrick Fitzpatrick III, ‘I see my new opinion of you was absolutely correct.’




 





FIVE





JESS TAMBLYN





Once, Charybdis had been a primeval ocean world whose turbulent seas hosted countless thriving wentals. And then the faeros had come.




Jess and Cesca had not been here when angry fireballs had rained down to blast the elemental seas, but now they stood together on the smoking ruin of the planet. The air was laden with heavy sulphurous steam, the cadaverous smell of dead wentals. He

drew a deep breath, felt the anger burn through him.




This is war.




‘The Roamers can help us,’ Cesca said, her voice brittle with fury at the sight of the blackened, glassy landscape that had once been a calm and fertile sea. ‘We should ask the clans to join our fight.’




Kneeling, Jess put his fingers in a warm, scum-covered puddle. The water felt oily and dead. He shook his head, trying to find an independent reservoir on Charybdis. Something must have survived. ‘What possible weapons could Roamers

devise against them?’




Cesca raised her eyebrows. ‘Jess Tamblyn, are you really doubting Roamer ingenuity?’




He took hope from that, and with his fingers still dripping he began to walk across the wasteland. Understanding the wentals all too well, he did know what the largest problem was. ‘Wentals and verdani are forces of life and stability. Hydrogues

and faeros are the embodiments of destruction. When they clash, the chaos and aggression inevitably overwhelm the quiet and peace. The wentals don’t know how to fight effectively against an enemy like this.’




Cesca followed him. ‘Unless we change the rules of engagement.’




A small crack opened up in the ground, and steam sighed out like the last gasp of another wental that had surrendered to its fate.




Ten thousand years ago the wentals and verdani had nearly been annihilated in the great war. Sorely beaten, the hydrogues were driven into their gas-giant planets, and the faeros took up residence in their stars. When hostilities had flared up again,

the unresolved conflict triggered into full fury. But now the landscape of the Spiral Arm was quite different.




From his contact with the wentals, Jess knew that the faeros had nearly been defeated by the hydrogues until the fiery beings had changed their old chaotic tactics. The former Hyrillka Designate Rusa’h had caused that difference. He had fled

into the fires of a nearby sun where the faeros consumed and joined him, much as the wentals had with Jess and Cesca. As a living embodiment of the fiery creatures, Rusa’h had showed them new ways to fight, and they had overwhelmed the hydrogues at

one battleground after another – and won. His guidance had made all the difference.




Jess stopped as these thoughts roiled through his head. When the wentals had been weak and few, they had saved him by permeating the tissues of his body, rescuing him from his exploding ship. Out of gratitude, Jess had led water bearers to disperse

wental seedpools from planet to planet.




Now he and Cesca had an even greater challenge. Like Rusa’h, they had to take charge and guide the wentals in an effective fight. They had to show the watery elementals how to take aggressive action.




He turned to Cesca, and his eyes seemed to fill with steam as he looked at the blasted landscape. ‘It’s time for the wentals to be angry, time for them to become warriors – to fight in a way that is more than just

defensive.’




Power surged through his bloodstream, and he felt an overwhelming urge to strike something. Jess wasn’t normally an angry man, but now with his hard fists he struck the glassy eggshell surface and felt the baked barrier crack. He pounded again.

Yes, he sensed something deeper here! The oceans of Charybdis had been blasted away, but there was always water, always life.




He struck a third time and broke through the crust. Water filled the hole he had made, liquid percolating from deep aquifers. The water was hot, near boiling. Steam drifted about – not putrid brimstone steam, but vaporized water. Wental

water. More and more of it welled up, as if trying to break free.




Cesca thrust her hands into the thermal pool. Bubbling water spurted out of the hot spring and flowed across the baked ground. Another geyser blasted through the crust, where more wentals had awakened from the hot aquifers.




Cesca stood up and clenched both fists. ‘As we touch and spread these wentals, our just anger will charge them with fresh purpose. Together we will find new ways to fight back.’




Beside her, Jess felt the power sing through his body, assuring him that all of the wentals would awaken and follow them. ‘We have a new Guiding Star.’




 





SIX





TASIA TAMBLYN





After escaping from the Klikiss on Llaro, the damaged ship limped back to the Roamer shipyards. Tasia refused to leave the piloting deck, afraid that if she let her attention waver, some other crisis

would hit these beleaguered people.




‘Almost there, Tamblyn,’ Robb Brindle said from the co-pilot’s chair, afraid to relax unless she did. ‘Almost there.’




‘You’ve been saying that for days.’




‘And each time we’re closer to home, aren’t we?’




The ship had originally been sent to rescue Roamer detainees held in a small EDF camp, but none of them had expected to fight a planet full of Klikiss. Damned bugs!




‘Almost there,’ Robb said again.




‘Enough already.’




The Osquivel rings were a wide, sparkling disc, paper thin in relation to the bloated gas planet they encircled. Clear infrared signatures marked the largest industrial operations dispersed throughout the orbiting rubble: spacedocks and construction

bays, admin asteroids, storage bunkers, independent complexes that specialized in ship construction or component fabrication, debris plumes that fanned out into space like cockerels’ tails.




Tasia sent out their ID signal and requested an approved approach vector. In the large passenger compartment, the refugees began to get restless. Looking through the windowports, they watched the gas giant growing larger and larger.




‘Is that a Roamer base?’ Orli Covitz entered the pilot deck, her interested eyes fixed on the front screens.




‘Beautiful, isn’t it? Bet you’ve never seen anything like it.’




Hud Steinman, a scrawny old man who always looked dishevelled, came up next to the fifteen-year-old girl. ‘Looks crowded. How many different habitation domes and industrial facilities do you have?’




‘Exactly enough,’ Tasia said. ‘No, strike that. We could use a few more. We’re building up the Confederation’s military against the Big Goose . . . and now we’ve got the bugs to worry about, too.’




‘It’s probably noisy,’ Steinman grumbled.




‘If you prefer Llaro, we could send you back,’ Robb teased.




‘We’re docking within the hour,’ Tasia said. ‘There’ll be quite a few Roamer families anxious to welcome us. Go and tell everyone to get ready.’




‘All we have are the clothes on our backs,’ Orli said.




‘And lucky to have that,’ Steinman added.




As their ship came into the centre of the complex, numerous craft converged around the largest artificial structure. Small cargo pods and transport flitters raced in from other complexes as people gathered to welcome the refugees. Once Tasia gave them

an earful about what had really happened at Llaro, she expected to rile up the whole Confederation before any more human colonies were trampled by the waves of returning Klikiss.




While she docked at the hub and went through the tedious lockdown and verification procedures, the eager passengers crowded against the hatches. Finally, after the equalization lamps blinked green, Tasia opened all four side doors at the same time and

extended the ramps. In a flood, the survivors of Llaro exited into the bustling complex. Many looked shell-shocked. Many wept. Some couldn’t stop laughing.




Standing together, Tasia and Robb enjoyed watching the happy reunions. Without even looking at each other, they reached out at the same moment to clasp hands. ‘I’m proud of what we did, Brindle, but I’m also as mad as hell.

We’re going to have to do something about the Klikiss, and pretty damn quick.’




Robb followed. ‘You’re ready to lock and load, aren’t you, Tamblyn?’




‘I’m anxious to go back to Llaro and clean up the mess. I want to teach those bugs a lesson.’ Too many – including Davlin Lotze – had sacrificed their lives during the rescue so that others could get away.




‘At least let me grab a shower before you jump head first into another battle.’




‘This is a Roamer complex with standard resource-management protocols.’ She looked into his amber eyes. ‘We’d better take that shower together – to conserve water.’




Kotto Okiah, who was acting administrator of the shipyards, scratched his curly hair and blinked his owlish eyes at all the people who had showed up unexpectedly. When he spotted Tasia and Robb, he hurried over. ‘Well, it looks like you’ve

got this under control.’ Tasia wasn’t sure he even recalled why the rescue ship had gone to Llaro in the first place.




She said, ‘Kotto, there’s another danger that the whole Confederation needs to prepare for. We’re going to need some brand-new weapons and defences.’




‘Oh? That’s excellent.’ The engineer raised his eyebrows. ‘Which enemy are we talking about now? I thought the hydrogues were defeated. There’s the Hansa, of course, but nothing really new. Is there something I’m

missing?’




‘Worse than the Big Goose, maybe worse than the drogues.’ Taking Kotto by the elbow, Tasia said, ‘You’ve still got a green priest at the shipyards, right?’




‘Yes. Liona should be on her way over here. I, uh, sent for her in case the clans wanted to hear news of their loved ones. Planning ahead—’




Tasia cut him off. ‘We need to send out messages to rally all the Confederation fighters. King Peter knows the Klikiss have returned, but I doubt he knows they’re attacking colonies. No time to lose.’




The din in the reception bay was deafening as refugees chattered eagerly with clan members. When the female green priest finally entered the admin complex through the metal-lined hall, many Roamers rushed towards her, hoping to send telink notices to

friends and family.




But something was wrong with Liona; Tasia picked up on it immediately. The green priest looked aghast as she pushed her way into the clamour. She gripped her small potted tree, and the delicate fronds seemed to shudder. Liona’s distraught shout

brought everyone to a startled silence.




She looked around wildly. ‘The faeros are burning the world-forest!’




 





SEVEN





CELLI





A searing, sentient heat engulfed the stately trees and worked its way to their very cores. Yet the verdani heartwood refused to burn, so that the possessed trees shone like torches, unable to

throw off the fiery elementals. Meanwhile, a normal fire had spread to vulnerable wood and underbrush, ravaging the forest as well.




At the edge of the meadow, Celli clenched her fists. ‘What can we do for the worldtrees, Solimar? How can we help them fight?’




‘The faeros are torturing the trees they’ve captured.’ Her friend pressed his hands against his smooth scalp, wincing and then forcing his eyes open again. ‘Burning! It is hard to concentrate.’




Though new to her abilities as a green priest, Celli could hear the wordless agony of trees. When the fires attacked one of them, they all felt the pain. Many green priests in the forest nearby were overwhelmed by the tragedy, unable to disconnect

from their bond. Others fought back the clamour and the horror, afraid to open themselves to telink at all.




Though most of the trees in the central grove were caught up in elemental fire, Celli realized that the large trees were struggling to hold on to the faeros, to keep the fire from jumping to other worldtrees. She could feel the verdani

fighting, but they were losing the battle.




With a shudder and then a surge of dismay, one of the weakening trees could no longer maintain its hold, and the faeros gleefully leaped to another towering trunk. Energetic flames raced up the golden bark scales to reach the vulnerable fronds, and

within moments that tree had also become a living torch.




Solimar turned to her, his face drawn but determined. ‘Those faeros were transmitted through telink along mental pathways opened by Yarrod and his green priests. But these faeros are different somehow from the ones we’ve seen

before.’




Celli sorted the information from the bedlam in her mind. The telink/thism connection had inadvertently created a passage for faeros sparks to hurtle through. After consuming the green priest conduits, they had possessed the nearest trees.

Yarrod himself had been the first to die, and Celli was unable to drive the horrible image of her uncle bursting into flames from her mind. He had tried to do a good thing, and it had incinerated him.




‘These are newborn sparks – and they aren’t as strong as the others,’ Celli said. ‘We can fight them, if the green priests will rally. We can strengthen the trees, give them hope, just like you and I did with our

treedancing!’




She felt a rush of optimism. When the worldforest had nearly given up after the first hydrogue holocaust, she and Solimar had danced for the trees. That exuberance, that show of life, had awakened a new strength in the worldforest, had let the

deep roots tap into something the verdani had not previously known how to summon. Their human spirit had shaken the worldforest out of its old malaise.




She and Solimar could do the same thing now. ‘We have to tell the other green priests!’ Impulsively, she placed her palms against the bark of a nearby tree and opened her mind to telink.




Solimar shouted, tried to stop her. Too late, Celli realized her mistake. As soon as she made the connection, the mental uproar hit her like a cannon blast. She could not block the overpowering cacophony.




Solimar threw himself to the tree beside her, held her with one arm and touched the bark with his free hand. Instead of dragging her away and breaking the connection, he added his strength, helped her hold on. Celli squeezed her eyes shut and fought

the background roar. Her narrow shoulders shuddered, but she forced herself to keep her palms in place. For the worldforest. She shouted through telink. We are here for you. Draw on our strength.




She suddenly realized who else might be able to help them, just as he had helped the verdani understand the power behind the treedancing. Beneto had fused with one of the giant verdani treeships encircling Theroc, and he was still up in orbit. Even in

cold, dark space, the great battleship trees struggled against the newborn faeros trying to reach them through the telink conduits. Two of the treeships out there had already caught fire and were surrounded by an unnatural blaze.




Celli sought out the distant mind she missed so much, and Beneto broke through to her briefly. The burning trees must cut themselves off. Stop the spread of the fire before the faeros conquer all the worldforest.




Like the sound of shattering crystal in her mind, a burst of pain nearly deafened her. Travelling invisible pathways, the faeros had jumped to Beneto – and now his immense battleship body became a torch high above Theroc . . . too far away for

her to help him, burning and burning, but not dying.




 





EIGHT





QUEEN ESTARRA





Huddled inside the sealed hydrogue derelict, Estarra held the baby close. In the panicked flight from the fungus reef, she hadn’t even noticed how her hands and arms were blistered and smudged from

falling embers. Peter’s face was scalded, his voice raspy from inhaling so much smoke.




Outside the insulated diamond walls, the flames roared so brightly that she had to shield her eyes. The meadow was entirely ablaze, and another huge branch crashed down.




‘I can still fly this vessel,’ the Teacher compy offered. ‘Its systems are functional. I am perfectly capable of guiding it out of the fire.’




Estarra felt a surge of relief. ‘Of course you are, OX!’




The compy placed his polymer hands on the crystal knobs and accessed the complex etched circuitry. The hydrogue engines made no sound; there was no roar of liftoff or blast of rockets, but the small sphere heaved itself up from the ground. OX guided

them higher, above the conflagration, above the torch trees.




Across the sweep of the canopy Estarra spotted other islands of fire where faeros had caught on specific trees, perhaps weak points in the telink network, or places where Yarrod’s green priests had inadvertently created a vulnerability. But most

of the world-forest had not yet succumbed. It was bad, she knew, but it could have been worse.




Past the circle of fire that had trapped them, they saw many Therons running to scattered Roamer cargo craft. ‘Better land among them, OX,’ Peter said, his eyes darting from side to side as he raced through possible options. ‘We

might need those vessels to take people to safety.’




‘Eleven large military ships have just arrived in orbit, King Peter,’ the Teacher compy announced. ‘They belong to the Earth Defence Forces.’




Estarra felt sick inside as she jumped to the obvious conclusion. ‘The EDF are attacking us now?’




Peter’s left hand unconsciously tightened. ‘Damn the Chairman! Send a message, OX. Tell them that we intend to vigorously resist any Hansa aggression. Don’t let them think we’re vulnerable.’




An older woman’s voice replied to the transmission in a hard drawl; Estarra recognized Admiral Willis. ‘King Peter, I’m not here to give you a black eye – I came to offer a helping hand. Looks like you could use it, too. My

ships and I no longer serve Chairman Wenceslas.’




‘That’s good news, Admiral, but as you can see, we’re in the middle of an emergency here. I don’t have time for formalities.’




‘Then I’m glad we got here when we did. I’m coming down in a shuttle – if you promise not to shoot me out of the sky.’




‘That’s a promise.’




OX guided the derelict into the open area among several intact worldtrees, where Therons had gathered. Peter and Estarra emerged from the hatch and tried to organize all the people. Before long, an EDF command shuttle descended towards their position,

alarming many of those gathered there, especially Roamers, but Peter called for calm.




When Willis disembarked, she ran an appraising eye over the royal couple. She straightened, gave a salute, then a bow, as if she wasn’t sure which gesture was expected. ‘I was hoping to be a bit more diplomatic about this, King Peter, but

the circumstances are unusual. The eleven capital ships under my command have come to throw in our hats with the Confederation. Could you use a few battleships?’




Estarra couldn’t believe the offer, especially considering what she’d expected. ‘We certainly wouldn’t turn them down, Admiral – but right now we’ve got our hands full with other problems. Can you help

us?’




Peter added, ‘I don’t suppose you have any experience with wildfires?’




Willis answered with a shrug of bravado. ‘How about we consider this our first assignment on your behalf?’




 





NINE





NIRA





As the only green priest imprisoned on the Moon with the Ildiran captives, Nira felt cut off, unaware of what else might be happening in the Spiral Arm. The base commandant kept them separated in randomly

chosen groups ‘for security reasons’ – guard kithmen, Solar Navy soldiers, attenders, bureaucrats, even Rememberer Vao’sh and his companion Anton Colicos.




The rock walls of the lunar base were cold and dry, sealed with transparent polymer, but Nira tasted dust in every breath. The lights were painfully artificial, too bright, too white. She longed for something green and alive.




But she felt a much greater concern for the Mage-Imperator than for herself. She could see in his red, haunted eyes and jerky mannerisms that Jora’h was desperate and lost. Her heart went out to him, filled with love, fear and indignation at

what Chairman Wenceslas had done to him – and Nira’s pain could be only a whisper of the ragged agony Jora’h must be feeling through the thism. His people needed him!




The Mage-Imperator knew that Rusa’h and the faeros had unleashed an inferno in the capital city of Mijistra, driving Prime Designate Daro’h out of the Prism Palace and destroying many warliners in Adar Zan’nh’s Solar Navy. When

the fiery attack had begun, Nira had briefly received information through a treeling aboard the warliner. Through his thism connection, the Mage-Imperator had sensed the panic and death of many Ildirans. And just when the people needed their

leader more than ever before, Chairman Wenceslas had seized Jora’h’s warliner and brought them all here as political prisoners. Hostages.




‘I can still feel it,’ Jora’h said to her. The star-sapphire glint in his eyes showed an edge of frenzy. His hands trembled, and his long braid had begun to unravel. ‘Ildira is wounded.’




The Chairman refused to set him free. Though he knew the faeros were attacking Ildira, he remained oblivious to the urgency – or perhaps, Nira thought, he was well aware of the situation and was using it for his own purposes.




The dozen bestial-looking guard kithmen growled and flexed their clawed fingers as they prowled the perimeter of the former mess hall where the hostages were allowed to gather. Though stripped of their crystal katanas, the hopelessly outnumbered

guards were ready to tear the humans apart, given the slightest signal from their Mage-Imperator. Nira tried to calm Jora’h, and as he relaxed, so did the guard kithmen.




At the sound of approaching footsteps, Jora’h turned to whoever was coming, setting his face in a hard, commanding expression. Even under these appalling circumstances he clung to a pride and dignity that Nira admired. She moved next to him,

offering all her support.




Five EDF soldiers with rifles on their shoulders marched to the doorway and stopped. Base Commandant Tilton, a man with large, slightly bulging eyes, entered next and scanned the chamber to assess where everyone was. He had a weak chin that seemed

designed for a beard, despite EDF regulations prohibiting facial hair. When Tilton finally spoke in a reedy voice, he addressed someone behind him in the hall. ‘The room is secure, Mr Chairman.’




Basil Wenceslas stepped in alone, wearing a business suit that set him apart from all the military personnel. The guard kithmen closed in around the Mage-Imperator, and Jora’h did not tell them to back down. He coldly faced the Hansa Chairman,

refusing to address his supposed counterpart with any title or formalities. ‘My Empire is under attack. Millions, if not billions, of my people are dying because you keep me here. Release me.’




‘Certainly . . . provided you agree to a few simple terms. I thought I had made my expectations perfectly clear.’ He responded with an obviously false smile. ‘Break your agreement with Peter and the outlaw Confederation. Declare that

he’s a rebel and publicly support me. You can do it all in a single speech.’




Jora’h’s voice was ragged and distraught. ‘I am the Mage-Imperator. My promises are more than wind. By holding me here, you have declared war on the Ildiran Empire. My Solar Navy will hold you responsible for every Ildiran death

that—’




The Chairman gave him a dismissive wave. ‘Your Solar Navy is in a shambles. Bluster all you like, but now that I know your battleships are busy fighting the faeros, I have even less to fear from them.’




Jora’h’s journey to Theroc to cement an alliance with the Confederation had been a dramatic move. He had admitted the errors of previous Mage-Imperators, and King Peter had suggested that the two great races put their pasts behind them.

New leaders, new times, a new future.




But now the relationship between Ildirans and humans – at least these humans – had forever changed.




Ironically, Nira realized that Jora’h’s father, like Chairman Wenceslas, would have betrayed anyone necessary to achieve his own ends and to protect the Empire. He would have had no qualms about breaking his alliance with the Confederation

and making a pact with the Hansa if it served his purpose; nor would he have balked at breaking the newly made pact to be safe again. Mage-Imperator Cyroc’h had kept many secrets from the Ildiran people and even killed his own rememberers when they

discovered too much.




Jora’h, however, was most emphatically not his father. He would never give in to the Hansa’s coercion.




Chairman Wenceslas continued to prod him. ‘Where is the Confederation now? Are they here to help you? Have they responded to your alleged crisis on Ildira, or have they left you entirely alone? Why remain loyal to such fair-weather friends? Why

not end this? You can be on your way in no time.’




‘I don’t believe he has any intention of freeing you, Jora’h,’ Nira said. ‘His actions speak clearly enough.’




‘I agree. It makes my decision even more straightforward.’




The Chairman was not impressed. ‘In the meantime, we’ve finished an analysis of your flagship. Or should I say the newest addition to our fleet? Since the Earth Defence Forces have been severely depleted, we need every viable ship.

Enemies continue to abound . . . in all directions.’




Jora’h said in a cool voice, ‘Then perhaps you should not have made so many enemies. I will not permit you to incorporate part of the Ildiran Solar Navy into your military.’




The Chairman shrugged. ‘It’s a perfectly functional ship. I can’t let it go to waste.’ He turned to Commandant Tilton. ‘Send word to Admiral Diente to prepare for a thorough test cruise.’ Recognizing the name of the

man who had ambushed the Mage-Imperator’s warliner on its way from Theroc, Nira scowled.




The Chairman flashed Jora’h a distasteful smile. ‘Admiral Diente will take your ship far outside our solar system to see what it can do. And, since you still need to come to your senses, I have decided that you will accompany him –

all alone, so you’ll have uninterrupted time for contemplation.’




‘If you isolate him from all Ildiran contact, he’ll go insane,’ Nira cried. ‘Even the Mage-Imperator can’t bear that.’




‘Oh, dear. That hadn’t occurred to me.’ The Chairman’s voice was rich with sarcasm. ‘He can change his mind any time he likes.’ He waited, but Jora’h did not respond. Annoyed, Basil Wenceslas shook his head.

‘I am so tired of people being obstinate and intractable instead of pulling their own weight to solve a crisis that affects us all.’ As if a timer had gone off, he signalled the guards in the hall. ‘That is all the time I can devote to

the matter. I must get back to Earth. Admiral Diente has his orders. Enjoy your solitary journey, Mage-Imperator. I trust it will help you to think more clearly.’




 





TEN





PRIME DESIGNATE DARO’H





Mijistra was on fire, and the faeros revelled in it.




Thanks to the sacrifices of countless guard kithmen, Prime Designate Daro’h had escaped from the Prism Palace along with his sister Yazra’h and Nira’s five half-breed children. They had barely got away from the flaming avatar of

Rusa’h as he surged through the crystalline corridors, destroying everything in his path.




On a barren hilltop far outside Mijistra, Daro’h ached as he observed the sprawling shape of the glorious city. In the distance, the faeros continued to bombard the Ildiran capital.




To save as many of his people as possible, the Prime Designate had commanded a mass exodus, ordering all kiths to flee into the countryside while fireballs continued to hover over the skyline. Crowds of refugees streamed into the open hills, following

rivers, looking for places to hide. Several Solar Navy warliners cruised low to the ground, delivering more survivors and supplies.




Next to Daro’h, Yazra’h also stared at the spectacle, her eyes like hard chips of topaz. His sister’s mane of long, coppery hair drifted in the breeze. ‘Clustering together makes the people vulnerable. They have no defences if

the faeros decide to incinerate them. They cannot fight.’ Although one of her Isix cats had been burned to death during Rusa’h’s conquest, the remaining two prowled around her legs.




‘So far the faeros have not chosen to attack,’ Daro’h said. ‘I must postulate – I must believe – that annihilating the Ildiran people does not serve the faeros plans. Rusa’h seems to be in control of

them. He wants something more – the Mage-Imperator, perhaps.’




But their father was not on Ildira. In fact, no one knew where Jora’h was.




Yazra’h crossed her arms over her chest. ‘Nevertheless, I will not let you stay in one of the open camps or exposed villages, Prime Designate.’




‘You want me to hide.’




She gave him a hard look. ‘I want you to survive. I swore an oath to protect you.’ With the Mage-Imperator missing, Ildirans had no one else to look to; Daro’h was their de facto leader.




Yazra’h had found a set of deep caves and mining tunnels in the mountains not far from Mijistra. ‘I have chosen the best defensive location I can. Adar Zan’nh is anxious to take you there.’ She glanced uneasily up at the sky.

‘He feels you are too vulnerable out here, and so do I.’




Daro’h held his overwhelmed emotions in check, so they would not bleed into the thism. Although it pains me to surrender our city to the faeros, we must choose our battles wisely.’ He took a last look at the troop carriers and

supply streamers crisscrossing the skies. ‘I will do as you suggest. Summon the Adar.’




Riding aboard a small, swift cutter, Daro’h sat next to one of the windows, staring out at the landscape, shocked by how much it had changed. Osira’h and her half-breed siblings had joined him as well, singed and

bedraggled but very much alive.




‘We are establishing as many camps as we can,’ Zan’nh reported, piloting the cutter himself. ‘The Solar Navy is delivering food, medical supplies, tools and prefabricated shelters.’




The Adar had already learned that his warliners could not fight the blazing ships directly; to extinguish a single fireball, he had sacrificed two warliners with their full crews. Now only five warliners remained of the septa he had brought to Ildira.

The rest of the Solar Navy, the ragged remnants of his cohorts that had survived the climactic battle against the hydrogues, were dispersed thinly across the Ildiran Empire to watch over all the splinter colonies. Tabitha Huck and her work crews had been

rapidly assembling new warliners in the orbiting industrial facilities when Rusa’h had arrived.




And so Zan’nh had explicitly instructed the captains of his few ships trapped at Ildira not to engage the faeros in direct conflict. Solar Navy ships returning from their routine patrols received transmitted orders to station themselves at the

edge of the star system, waiting for an opportunity to move. They could not win, and he could not risk losing more warliners. Daro’h knew how much it galled Adar Zan’nh to issue those ‘cowardly’ orders; nevertheless, the warliner

captains obeyed and kept their large vessels ready – and safe.




‘With your permission, Prime Designate, one of my captains has requested to take a warliner filled with refugees and attempt to flee this planet.’ Zan’nh turned from his piloting controls. ‘We can load ten thousand of them from

the most exposed camps and fly them to safety.’




Daro’h considered. ‘That warliner would not be able to return. Can we afford to lose it?’




‘My warliners cannot fight the faeros, Prime Designate. At least this could save ten thousand lives.’




‘Then it is a good choice. Tell the captain he has my blessing to make the attempt.’




The cutter flew towards the barren cliffs, and Daro’h saw small holes in the overhangs, caves accessed by wide gravel roads laid down centuries ago by digger kithmen. They landed on a broad rocky ledge. Tal O’nh and Hyrillka Designate

Ridek’h are already in the tunnels,’ Zan’nh reported. ‘They have begun to set up the necessary equipment for our new command centre.’




Daro’h emerged from the craft, looking in dismay at the round tunnel that was to be their new home for now. Yazra’h gave him a scolding look before he could say anything. ‘For all its magnificence, the Prism Palace is merely a

structure. Remember, you are the Prime Designate. You are currently our leader. You matter more than Mijistra.’




Daro’h tried to convince himself that it was true. He had to make sure he was worthy of that faith in him.




 





ELEVEN





FAEROS INCARNATE RUSA’H





Rusa’h settled into his rightful place like a bright coal at the heart of a blazing bonfire. With its towers, minarets and gem-like ceilings, the Prism Palace was meant to be his – not for his

own ambitions, but for the Ildiran race . . . and for the resurrection of the faeros and the bright igniting of the universe. Rusa’h had taken action for his people, for Ildira, for all those who had lost their way to the Lightsource.




Once he was ensconced in what remained of the skysphere, his power should have begun spreading like wildfire. He had tried to weave another thism web, to save some Ildirans by the necessary purging and sacrifice of others. But this new victory

was not what Rusa’h had expected. Though bright soul-threads bound him to the faeros and the Ildiran people under his care, he still felt alone.




Although the faeros had helped him, they wanted more . . . always more. Every combustible object in the Palace had already burned. If he gave them free rein, the fireballs would surge across the landscape consuming everything, stealing every Ildiran

soulfire they could find in order to spark new young faeros. He did his best to prevent a total Armageddon.




Rusa’h had shown the flaming elementals how to defeat the hydrogues. He was the faeros incarnate, but he was also the saviour of the Ildiran Empire.




At the moment, his faeros were sweeping around the Spiral Arm to reclaim their cold, dead stars. The fiery elementals had already extinguished a major concentration of wentals on Charybdis and, thanks to the discovery Rusa’h had shown them,

newborn faeros had raced along soul-threads of thism/telink to Theroc. The battle with the worldtrees was already raging, burning . . . burning.




But Rusa’h had to keep at least part of Ildira intact. He had to hold the faeros in check.




Inside his Prism Palace, he drank in the crackling sound of flames around him. Yet Mijistra itself seemed too quiet and empty, most of the people having fled into the hills and wastelands. He was disappointed that true Ildirans would abandon their

sacred metropolis, but they continued to stream away as if the new light were too bright for them. They hid in scattered encampments, huddled together for comfort and perceived protection. In spite of their desertion, he would shield those people from

the faeros whenever he could. After all, Ildira was his.




Huge numbers of them were evacuees from his own beloved world of Hyrillka, people who had sought sanctuary on the Empire’s capital world. Rusa’h felt such compassion for them, such responsibility, but many of the reluctant refugees had

never found homes here, nor had they been able to return to Hyrillka. That was Jora’h’s fault.




All would have been well if the Hyrillkans had just stayed where they belonged.




Rusa’h alone could save them, or he could let the faeros incinerate them.




Now that the hydrogues were defeated, the faeros needed to propagate. The bright, pulsing fiery entities wanted more soulfires. Insatiable, they demanded to burn more of the refugee camps, to obliterate whole splinter colonies.




Inside the dazzling skysphere his voice and thoughts boomed out to the fireballs. ‘You will not harm the people of Hyrillka.’ The faeros shuddered and thrummed against his command. He could sense them blazing brighter, but he remained

firm. ‘You will leave them alone.’




A searing backlash made the faeros response clear. They were hungry. The flaming elementals demanded more, and Rusa’h was required to give it to them. He had to find something to appease them.




Up in orbit, he detected a lone warliner quietly departing from the abandoned shipyards. Rusa’h was well aware that Adar Zan’nh’s few Solar Navy ships continued to deliver supplies that helped the evacuees . . . but this particular

warliner held ten thousand Ildirans, all of them seeking to escape to some distant colony in the Ildiran Empire. The pilot had loaded his warliner with as many survivors as it could carry and had flown off, intending to take them far from

Rusa’h.




He could not allow that to happen.




Once the moving warliner had attracted the attention of the faeros, Rusa’h knew this was an acceptable sacrifice, his best compromise. He groaned, then surrendered to the need and unleashed the fireballs. They raced off to the new target.




From the Prism Palace, he watched through blazing eyes as the fireballs swiftly closed on the crowded vessel. Through the thism, he could feel both hope and terror emanating from the refugees aboard the warliner. Ten thousand of them . . . all

desperate to find sanctuary on some other Ildiran planet.




At least they weren’t the people of Hyrillka . . . He drew some consolation from that.




The faeros ellipsoids strained, ravenous as they began the chase. When the ornate battleship detected the approaching fireballs, its flight pattern became erratic, heading back towards the complex of heavy spacedocks and industrial facilities, as if

hoping to find a place to hide.




The desperate warliner tried to dodge through an obstacle course of girders and half-built ship frameworks. Flying magnificently, the Solar Navy pilot dived beneath a tethered stockpile of armoured plating. As they streaked past, the weapons officer

fired an energy blast that severed the clamps holding the plates in place. Vibrating from the impact, the metal sheets spread apart, twirling like an artificial storm of flat meteors.




The faeros careened into the plates, flashing into blinding brightness as they vaporized the metal, leaving only a shower of molten globules in their wake. The fireballs barely slowed.




After a brief attempt to hide, the warliner accelerated away from the abandoned shipyards at maximum thrust, trying to get far enough away for the pilot to engage his Ildiran stardrive. Three comets of fire clipped the rear engines, melting them. The

warliner spun out of control, its solar sails flapping outwards like loose and tattered garments. In a final gesture of defiance, the warliner’s captain fired all of his weapons at the oncoming faeros ellipsoids.




Flames surrounded the Solar Navy ship, ate through its outer hull and incinerated the vessel. Ten thousand Ildiran refugees and many more Solar Navy crewmen flashed into a bright blaze. Every soulfire aboard was absorbed.




And the faeros grew brighter.




In the Prism Palace, Rusa’h sighed. He hoped that would keep them satisfied . . . for now.




 





TWELVE





BENETO





His body was more than human, an extended tree whose branches spread into space, whose trailing tendrils and mental roots connected with the overall worldforest mind. And now his body was on fire.




Beneto and his fellow verdani battleships had been orbiting Theroc as guardians, but the faeros had found a secret vulnerability in him, jumping through telink, seizing on to the union of wental and verdani that created his treeship body. Now, high

above the continents, he felt the flames from below surge through his heartwood. He could hear the other treeships screaming.




He shouted his thoughts out to all green priests, thinking of the worldforest rather than himself. Give the trees your strength. Do not despair. Celli was right to remind him, and he tried to help her by concentrating on the efficacy of hope,

the foolish but brave human drive to fight even when a battle seemed lost.




By treedancing, his little sister and Solimar had once reawakened the seeds of life in the worldforest. The verdani and their wental counterparts simply did not have the dogged, foolish determination to wring a victory from almost certain defeat

– but humans did. Now, even as the elemental fires caught on his gigantic body and fought their way deeper into him, Beneto called to the remnants of green priests inside the other verdani battleships, insisting that they not give up.




Beneto made a defiant stand against the newborn faeros even as flames flickered at the thorny ends of his outermost branches. A chain of sparks ricocheted up and down the bark plates of his wide trunk, but he quenched the first waves of fire. There

was hope!




Around him, the verdani battleships smouldered, on the verge of crossing the flashpoint and bursting into living bonfires. Far below, Beneto could feel the main worldforest struggling as young faeros flashed from tree to tree. The fiery elementals

waged a fierce battle for each victory among the towering groves, but the trees could fend them off. It could be done! He had demonstrated that himself, and he wasn’t alone in his fight.




The other verdani battleships, along with green priests on the ground, were joining together. His sister Celli was one of the strongest fighters. She and Solimar used every mental skill they had to defend the forest.




Beneto’s thoughts thundered through telink. We can snuff out the faeros before their fire overwhelms us.




The verdani battleships shuddered as they pulled strength from the worldforest mind, wrung it from their own heartwood, forcing themselves to endure the pain.




The flames grew hotter and more insistent in Beneto’s body, and he could not entirely push them away. He struggled so hard that a long crack split along his thickest bough, and the glowing golden blood of his sap spilled out into space. The

flames bit deeper, jumping into the point of weakness.




Nearby in space, two more verdani treeships lost their battle to possession by the elemental fires. They weakened, faltered, and then each spiny battleship became a corona of gleeful flames.




Even so, the infested treeships refused to let the faeros possess them. Rather than becoming full-fledged torch trees, the two lost verdani battleships intentionally allowed themselves to crumble into ash. Fragments of embers sparkled and drifted

apart in space.




Although Beneto kept fighting, the flames ate at him, pushing deeper into his core, and he could not stop the burning.




 





THIRTEEN





ADMIRAL SHEILA WILLIS





With hundreds of small EDF craft in her battle group – Remoras, fuel tankers, cargo carriers, troop transports and survey flyers – Willis was able to mount one hell of a bucket brigade. This

wasn’t exactly something she had covered in basic training, but her people called up all their available databases on wildfire-fighting techniques. They would figure it out as they went along.




Using her own landed shuttle in the middle of a clearing as a field command post, she watched her display screens, frowning or cursing as images rolled in from recon flyovers. The Admiral activated the comm system and shouted, ‘I’d better

see water dumping on these trees within the next five minutes, or you’re going to think serving under General Lanyan was a Sunday picnic.’




‘On our way, Admiral,’ came a crackling voice. ‘First squadron ETA in four and a half minutes, just under the wire.’




The first Remoras and fuel tankers swooped low, then opened their cargo bays to dump water on to the blazing worldtrees. Smaller ships emptied their reservoirs, releasing water they had scooped from Theroc’s lakes. Steam gushed into the air,

rising through the dense forest canopy.




The faeros blazed paradoxically brighter as they drew energy from the worldtrees to fight off the quenching water.




Willis heard a groan, saw Celli and Solimar hunched over their treelings inside the command shuttle, both of them connected through telink. The green priests had come aboard her shuttle to act as intermediaries. Their eyes were squeezed shut, faces

drawn in identical grimaces as they fought with all their hearts and minds. Celli hissed in pain and gripped her treeling. She blinked but didn’t focus on anything around her. Her words sounded hollow. ‘That hurt them, but not enough. The

faeros are ravenous.’




The small ships, now empty, circled back towards the nearest sources of open water. ‘Second squadron inbound, Admiral.’




‘The drenching will be continuous now,’ Willis said. ‘I don’t care how tough these fires are. We’ll stomp them again and again until there’s nothing left but a puff of smoke.’




A second barrage of water hindered the further spread of the fire. The torch trees shuddered and thrashed as if undergoing some kind of internal conflict, an elemental battle that Willis couldn’t understand.




‘Four more green priests have died,’ Solimar announced. ‘They were unable to wall themselves off from the trees they were helping through telink.’




‘Green priests have spread the alarm across other planets,’ Celli said.




‘For whatever good that’ll do us now,’ Willis said.




‘The wentals are also aware,’ Celli said. ‘Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni have arrived at Osquivel. Liona has told them what’s happening here.’




And what can they do?’




‘They can bring the wentals.’




As the third group of EDF water tankers cruised in, the flaming trees tensed and the fires intensified at the crowns. Celli suddenly screamed, and Solimar reeled backwards. The torch trees shot out tendrils of fire that curled upwards like solar

flares and incinerated two of Willis’s ships before they could dump their loads of water. Another blast of targeted fire raged from the clustered burning trees, vaporizing a large tanker.




Willis shouted into the microphone, ‘Scramble! Scramble! Evasive action.’




Her crews responded instantly. A thick pillar of fire knocked out another Remora, but the remainder of her ships scattered. Now they were too dispersed to provide a good target for the brute-force blasts; on the other hand, they could no longer drop

their water effectively.




‘Circle around and stand ready,’ Willis growled into the comm. ‘We must’ve hurt the bastards or they wouldn’t be lashing out like that. You’ll have to dump your water from a greater altitude. It won’t be as

accurate, but those flame plumes can reach only so high.’




Most of the EDF pilots responded with anger instead of fear. More and more ships streamed in, released their loads from a great height and circled back to nearby lakes to refill, relentlessly drenching the worldforest.




Finally, through the steam and rain Willis saw several of the smaller torch trees begin to gutter and go out. She sat back, crossing her arms. ‘Another couple thousand trips, and we might just have this thing under control.’




 





FOURTEEN





PATRICK FITZPATRICK III




In the belly of the Golgen skymine, shouting EDF soldiers and complaining Roamer skyminers created a remarkable din. Men dropped tools on to the deck with loud clangs; ekti tanks were rolled into

clusters, then lifted with levitating forklifts. Outside, the high-altitude winds whipped and roared in a continuing storm. The Goliath hovered nearby.




No one was able to stop the continued outrage. Patrick stood beside Del Kellum noting the trim EDF uniforms, the determined soldiers following orders. ‘I used to be just like them.’ ‘No wonder Zhett was always picking on you.’

Once, he had believed everything that General Lanyan told him. The Hansa had been at war with the hydrogues, and the Earth Defence Forces needed stardrive fuel, which the Roamers had ‘unjustly’ withheld. Therefore, when they had seized a

Roamer cargo ship, the decision to destroy the witness and remove the evidence had seemed perfectly reasonable. Patrick hadn’t thought twice about it: the EDF took what they needed.




Just as they were doing now. Patrick’s stomach knotted. Yes, he understood what drove these soldiers, and now he was ashamed of it.




A constant flow of military ships landed in the skymine’s open cargo bay, loaded up with ekti canisters, then returned to the nearby Juggernaut. General Lanyan followed a coterie of administrative aides; he wore a dress uniform rather than

rugged combat fatigues, as if to show his contempt for any possible resistance from the Roamers.
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