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    Praise for THE SAGA OF SEVEN SUNS




    ‘The scope is vast and the plot is just revealing enough to keep you on the edge of your seat. It is impossible that The Saga of Seven Suns will be anything less than a hit’ ENIGMA




    ‘Everything about Anderson’s latest is big – the war, the history, the aliens. These are elemental forces battling here, folks. Yet the characters are always the heart of the story, and their defeats and triumphs give perspective to it all. A page-turner of a series that fans of sprawling sagas won’t want to miss’ STARLOG




    ‘Weaves action, romance and science with a rousing plot reflecting the classic SF of Clarke and Herbert with the glossy cinematic influence of Lucas and Spielberg’ PUBLISHERS WEEKLY




    ‘Space opera on a grand scale. Anderson has created a fully independent and richly conceived venue for his personal brand of space opera’ SCIFI.COM




    ‘A Forest of Stars is so sure-footed, suspenseful, and tragic that a reader will ultimately be confident that its carefully nurtured characters will shine when the time comes. The author clearly has great plans for them, and for his complex, war-torn galaxy. Seeing those schemes carried to fruition promises to be an exhilarating experience’ LOCUS




    ‘Anderson blends the story and the technical elements together masterfully. Suspense, technology and very good character moments make this book stand head and shoulders above most others in the genre. Get this book now: it will become a classic. In my opinion it already is!’ THE ALIEN ONLINE




    ‘A rip-roaring space opera full of treachery, mystery, adventure, intrigue, suspense, aliens, superscience, space travel, and just about everything else you can imagine’ CHRONICLE




    ‘A soaring epic with a large cast of characters and mind-boggling battles and events. This isn’t the end, either; in fact, it’s just the opening phase of a new round of conflict, one that will consume entire worlds. A space opera to rival the best the field has ever seen’ CHRONICLE




    Kevin J. Anderson has over 16 million books in print in 29 languages worldwide. He is the author of the X-FILES novels GROUND ZERO (number 1 bestseller in THE TIMES and voted Best SF Novel of the Year by SFX magazine), RUINS, and ANTIBODIES, as well as the JEDI ACADEMY trilogy of STAR WARS novels – the bestselling SF novels of 1994. He is also writing the prequels to Frank Herbert’s monumental DUNE series, with Frank’s son, Brian Herbert – the US deal for this was the largest contract in SF publishing history. He has won, or been nominated for, the Nebula Award, Bram Stoker Award, Reader’s Choice Award from the Science Fiction Book Club, and many others. He is currently writing the fifth volume of the SAGA OF SEVEN SUNS.




    Kevin Anderson lives in Colerado.
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    SUMMARY OF


    


    HORIZON STORMS





    After the alien hydrogues attacked the sentient worldforest on Theroc, human colonists struggled to pick up the pieces. Green priests, telepathically linked to the worldtrees, were psychologically stunned; many of their volunteers who served the Earth Defence Forces (EDF) abandoned their posts and returned home to the devastated forests.




    Next, the hydrogues turned their antagonism against the faeros, a fiery alien race that lives within stars. While hydrogues and faeros engaged in battle on planets and suns, King Peter and Queen Estarra announced a major new military initiative from their Palace on Earth: the EDF would launch more Klikiss Torches – doomsday weapons capable of imploding gas giants – a test of which inadvertently started the entire hydrogue war. Also, following the example of the Ildiran military hero Adar Kori’nh, the EDF would build a fleet of kamikaze rammers to be flown by new-model Soldier compies against hydrogue warglobes. As King Peter delivered his message, the dangerous, and sometimes murderous, Chairman Basil Wenceslas quietly watched him for any mistakes.




    Tasia Tamblyn, a Roamer who had joined the EDF, was chosen to deliver the first new Klikiss Torch. Unknown to Tasia, her friend Robb Brindle and a handful of other humans were imprisoned in a crystalline hydrogue city at the core of the targeted gas giant. There the Friendly compy DD, held by the sinister Klikiss robots, managed to speak with Robb. Just before Tasia’s Torch weapon ignited the clouds, the hydrogues evacuated the gas planet, and the Klikiss robots and DD fled.




    Meanwhile, Tasia’s brother Jess found himself marooned on an isolated water planet after his ship was destroyed by hydrogues. In order to keep him alive, his secret cargo of wentals – strange water entities – infused his body with their energies. With the help of the wentals, Jess built an exotic ship and flew away in search of his lost love Cesca Peroni, the Speaker of the Roamer Clans.




    In the Roamer capital of Rendezvous, where Cesca struggled to keep the clans together, the scout Nikko Chan Tylar brought proof that the EDF was preying on Roamer cargo ships, stealing their supplies of stardrive fuel (ekti), and destroying the vessels. Outraged at these acts of piracy, the Roamers cut off all trade with the Terran Hanseatic League. Cesca delivered an ultimatum to the Hansa government: Earth would receive no more stardrive fuel until the culprits were identified and punished.




    The Roamers themselves kept a few EDF detainees, whom they had rescued from the recent battle in the rings of Osquivel. Patrick Fitzpatrick III, a spoiled blueblood, was a particularly unhappy prisoner, despite the flirtations of Zhett Kellum, beautiful daughter of Del Kellum, the clan leader in charge of the Osquivel shipyards. Kellum’s crew also reprogrammed salvaged EDF Soldier compies to become menial labourers.




    The Hansa, seeking a means of space travel that did not depend on ekti, dispatched teams of explorers through ‘transportals’, an ancient alien system of gateways found on abandoned worlds. One of these explorers was the intrepid spy, Davlin Lotze. Since all transportal coordinates were enigmas, many destinations held unexpected dangers.




    Also, hoping to break their dependence on Roamer stardrive fuel, the Hansa established their own ekti-harvesting skymine, run by Sullivan Gold and his green priest Kolker at the gas planet Qronha 3, where Adar Kori’nh had fallen in his dramatic showdown against the hydrogues. Sullivan’s crew produced a great deal of ekti until a group of Ildiran warliners arrived, also intending to mine the clouds. Sullivan negotiated an uneasy truce with the Ildirans, and both skymines cruised the clouds, always on the watch for the hydrogues’ return.




    Wrestling with his fresh thism-knowledge of unexpected plots, new Ildiran Mage-Imperator Jora’h attended the funeral of his poisoned father. Caught in the hydrogue war, the Ildiran Empire was running out of ekti as well. Jora’h’s brother, Designate Rusa’h – who had been in a sub-thism sleep since a hydrogue attack on his planet of Hyrillka – suddenly woke up in the Prism Palace’s infirmary. His personality dramatically altered, Rusa’h claimed to have seen powerful visions while he was comatose. Uneasy, Jora’h sent his injured brother with Prime Designate Thor’h back to Hyrillka to rebuild his planet that had been devastated by the hydrogues, along with Pery’h, the next Hyrillka Designate.




    Although the grim Dobro Designate Udru’h paid tribute to the new Mage-Imperator, Jora’h could not forgive his brother for secretly subjecting Jora’h’s beloved green priest Nira to years of breeding experiments. Nira, now supposed dead, had given birth to Jora’h’s half-breed daughter Osira’h, whom the Dobro Designate believed might become a saviour of the Ildiran Empire because of her remarkable telepathic abilities. Nira was not dead, however, but hidden on a remote island where the Mage-Imperator would never find her.




    On an isolated Ildiran colony, the human scholar Anton Colicos studied The Saga of Seven Suns with his friend and mentor, Rememberer Vao’sh. They remained with a skeleton crew in the domed city of Maratha Prime on the dark side of the planet, while work crews of Klikiss robots completed a sister city on the opposite side of the world. The Ildirans discovered an unusual network of tunnels but could not figure out who had built them. One evening, while Anton and Vao’sh told stories, an explosion occurred in the generators beneath the city, cutting off all lights and power. It was clearly sabotage. Left without enough power to survive, the crew-members decided to trek over to the sister city. After contacting the Klikiss robots to explain their plight, the refugees set off in three shuttles – two of which exploded. More sabotage! Anton, Vao’sh, and a few others managed to get out of their craft safely, only to find themselves stranded. They set off on foot in the darkness towards supposed sanctuary among the Klikiss robots, but Anton was very suspicious . . .




    In secret, the Klikiss robots had long planned to destroy both humans and Ildirans. Dragging the compy DD from enclave to enclave, the robot Sirix resurrected long-dormant groups of Klikiss robots, which were now almost all activated and ready to move, much to DD’s dismay.




    When a Klikiss robot appeared at the Ildiran Prism Palace, demanding details of the secret breeding projects on Dobro, Jora’h refused to tell him anything. The Mage-Imperator then caused a stir by travelling to Dobro to meet his daughter Osira’h and to visit Nira’s grave. Ildirans were upset that their leader would go against long-standing tradition and leave the Palace. Jora’h flouted tradition further by appointing his warrior daughter Yazra’h as his personal bodyguard, a position that had never before been held by a female . . .




    Desperate to continue its expansion even under such austere circumstances, the Hansa encouraged citizens to pack up their belongings, travel via the restored Klikiss transportals, and colonize a virgin planet. Among the first takers were an unreliable dreamer named Jan Covitz and his young daughter Orli. The merchant captain Rlinda Kett and her favourite ex-husband Branson ‘BeBob’ Roberts shuttled colonists to the nearest transportals, through which the settlers transferred to new colony worlds. Orli and her father went with a group to the abandoned Klikiss world of Corribus and began to set up a new life for themselves.




    After many risky explorations through the transportals, Davlin Lotze appeared in secret in the rooms of Chairman Wenceslas and announced that he wanted to retire to a quiet colony. Although the hydrogue war was going poorly, the Chairman was unable to deny Davlin’s demands, and sent him off with Rlinda to the sleepy world of Crenna. Frustrated by the war, King Peter’s continued intractability, and the disappointing behaviour of Prince Daniel, the King’s potential replacement, the Chairman was further infuriated by the Roamers’ unreasonable ekti embargo. In fact, deciding to use the Roamers as scapegoats on which to focus the public ire, Wenceslas met with General Lanyan, head of the EDF, to discuss measures against the arrogant clans.




    At the same time, the exotically transformed Jess Tamblyn arrived at Rendezvous. Jess, whom many Roamers had thought dead, was no longer entirely human. His body crackled with wental energy, which made it impossible for him to touch another human, lest he kill them with the discharge. Cesca, still in love with him, could hardly believe they were together again, yet forced to remain separate. Telling the Roamers how he had rediscovered the wentals, ancient enemies of the hydrogues, Jess asked for volunteer ‘water bearers’ to help him distribute wentals to other watery planets, where they could grow strong and prepare to fight the enemy. A group of ambitious pilots, including Nikko Chan Tylar, joined him. Setting off on his new mission, Jess visited an isolated comet where he and Cesca had once had a romantic rendezvous, and seeded the water essence there, making the comet come alive.




    Meanwhile, Cesca decided to send Roamer aid to the devastated forests on Theroc. She had once been betrothed to their leader and now felt obligated to assist them, since the Hansa was offering little help. Roamer engineers tackled the problem of rebuilding the tree cities and stabilizing the forest. On Earth, Ambassador Sarein discovered that she was ostensibly the next leader of her people. Chairman Wenceslas, eager to turn this to his advantage, dispatched his staunch ally Sarein to take up her role. Arriving at the burned wasteland of her former home, she was sickened – and then doubly alarmed to see the ruined forests crawling with Roamer workers!




    Chairman Wenceslas instructed the EDF to ‘teach a lesson’ to representative Roamer targets. Though King Peter expressed grave reservations, General Lanyan planned a fast attack on a Roamer facility, Hurricane Depot. EDF ships surrounded the depot, captured all Roamers, then destroyed the whole station. Nikko Chan Tylar, en route to deliver wental water, witnessed the attack and immediately warned other Roamers, including the reconstruction team on Theroc. Speaker Cesca Peroni angrily accused Sarein and the Hansa of trying to instigate a war, and rushed off to confront Chairman Wenceslas.




    In the Roamer shipyards at Osquivel, Patrick Fitzpatrick resisted the idea that he was falling in love with Zhett Kellum. The EDF detainees constantly searched for a way to escape, but when one of them tried to fly away in a stolen ship, the soldier died tragically. Afterwards, the friction between Roamers and EDF detainees increased.




    On a scouting run among the battlefield derelicts in the rings, Zhett and her father discovered an intact hydrogue spacecraft – something never before found. Hoping that an analysis of the alien vessel would provide clues about how to defeat the enemy, they summoned the genius engineer Kotto Okiah to study the hydrogue sphere. Kotto managed to break into the alien ship, and immediately discovered that the hydrogue technology had much in common with the Klikiss transportals . . .




    While Davlin Lotze was starting to settle in at his colony on Crenna, he saw hydrogue warglobes cruising overhead. The aliens did not attack, though they seemed to be searching for something. Through a telescope several days later, Davlin saw the hydrogues battling their mortal enemies, the faeros, within Crenna’s sun. The star began to die, and Davlin urged the colonists to take desperate survival measures. As the sun winked out, the seas and continents froze, and Davlin took a salvageable ship to find help. The colonists dug in and tried to survive as the atmosphere froze solid. Davlin managed to reach the nearby colony of Relleker, but the governor refused to help. Fortunately, Rlinda and BeBob arrived on a supply run and helped Davlin rescue the Crenna colonists, digging them out of their frozen bunkers.




    The Klikiss robots took DD aboard an EDF battleship, part of a group of human ships they had stolen and modified. The battleships were now crewed entirely by reprogrammed Soldier compies, and DD learned that all Soldier models – widely distributed throughout the Earth military – contained insidious programming that the Klikiss robots could trigger at any time. As a test, the Klikiss robots took their stolen battleships to attack Corribus. Though DD tried to stop the robots, they proceeded to destroy the human colony there. Orli Covitz, exploring cliffside caves, looked on in helpless horror as the EDF warships obliterated the settlement, including her father and all her friends. She watched Klikiss robots and Soldier compies comb through the wreckage, kill the survivors, then depart. When Orli finally picked her way down to the burning settlement, she saw that she was the only survivor.




    The Hyrillka Designate, still acting oddly after his head injury, told his protégé Prime Designate Thor’h that he had seen the truth in visions, and that Mage-Imperator Jora’h (Thor’h’s father) was leading the Ildiran Empire to ruin. At first concerned at this talk of rebellion, Thor’h eventually threw in his lot with his deluded uncle. Rusa’h commanded the population of Hyrillka to consume the mind-altering drug shiing, which softened their thoughts and allowed him to seize control of them. Rusa’h then publicly accused Jora’h of poisoning his predecessor. Claiming that he himself was the rightful Mage-Imperator, Rusa’h took on all the trappings of the Ildiran leader. Only the apprentice Designate Pery’h remained loyal to the Mage-Imperator. When he resisted the overthrow, Rusa’h and Thor’h imprisoned him.




    While sending out an assassination team to kill Jora’h, the Hyrillka Designate executed Pery’h to distract his brother from the danger. The Mage-Imperator, saved by the quick actions of his bodyguard daughter Yazra’h, now knew that the mad Hyrillka Designate meant to overthrow the Empire. He dispatched Adar Zan’nh with a group of warliners to restore order to Hyrillka, not realizing he was sending them directly into a trap . . .




    Isolated on her island, the captive green priest Nira secretly built a raft and escaped, drifting for days on an open body of water until she crashed on a barren shore, lost but alive – and free of Designate Udru’h at last.




    On Earth, Cesca demanded that the EDF cease all attacks on Roamer outposts, whereupon Chairman Wenceslas dismissed her concerns and commanded her people to surrender and begin delivering vital stardrive fuel again. Cesca departed angrily, vowing that he would never find the secret Roamer locations. However, General Lanyan had decoded the navigation module from a stolen Roamer ship and learned the coordinates for Rendezvous. He sent a full military force to the asteroid cluster and completely destroyed the Roamer capital. Cesca and other survivors scattered, their centre of government gone. They were now outlaws . . .
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    ADMIRAL LEV STROMO





    Though Admiral Stromo was the ranking officer aboard the prowling Manta cruiser, he let acting commander Elly Ramirez make the day-to-day decisions. It generally worked out better that way. Stromo didn’t feel the need to throw his weight around, and he liked to keep someone handy to take the fall if anything went wrong.




    For decades in the Earth Defence Forces, he had made a career out of delegating responsibility. He rarely participated in active field operations – he hadn’t joined the EDF just to put his own butt on the line! – but sometimes it was useful to do so. Maybe the unqualified success of crushing the main Roamer complex of Rendezvous would be enough to rehabilitate his image as an obsolete desk commander.




    Even so, right now Stromo longed to be back at his desk in a comfortable military base on Earth, or at the very least Mars. He’d never counted on a devastating war with powerful aliens who lived in the cores of gas-giant planets; for that matter, he hadn’t imagined a conflict with a ragtag bunch of space gypsies, either.




    As the Roamer hunt continued for a second week, Stromo watched the newer EDF officers cut their teeth on real line duty. The sooner this fresh crop of battle commanders proved themselves out in the field, the sooner Stromo could get back to his much-preferred Grid 0 liaison duties. With his too-obvious potbelly and his occasional digestive problems, he wasn’t cut out for this.




    ‘Do we have any valid tactical data on our next target, Commander Ramirez?’ he asked, though he had asked the question before. ‘What’s the place called again?’




    ‘Hhrenni, sir.’




    ‘Sounds like a horse sneezing.’




    ‘The name comes from old Ildiran star charts, sir. The EDF has no up-to-date recon, though.’




    A frown tugged down his jowly cheeks. ‘A failure in our intelligence and surveillance, you think?’




    ‘Never any need before, Admiral. It’s a crappy star system, without many resources.’ Ramirez called up long-range images and dotted-line diagrams showing their best guess of where the secret base might lie. ‘Unconfirmed evidence of a cluster of settlement domes in the asteroids. Roamers seem to enjoy living in rubble, sir.’




    ‘If they like rubble so much, then let’s give them more of it.’ He smiled. ‘Just like we did at Rendezvous.’




    Ever since the disorderly clans had wilfully cut off all trade with the Terran Hanseatic League, Chairman Basil Wenceslas had attempted several legitimate – and thus far ineffective – responses. Though Roamers had been hit as hard as anyone by hydrogue attacks, they refused to cooperate against a shared enemy, refused to provide vital stardrive fuel, refused to follow perfectly reasonable instructions. The Hansa couldn’t tolerate that.




    Thus, to demonstrate how serious the matter was, the EDF had destroyed a Roamer fuel-transfer station. Just as an example, a bit of bluster, but enough to make the clans see they didn’t have a chance against the powerful Earth military. Instead of cowing the Roamers, this action had only served to renew their ridiculous defiance. The space gypsies became even more intractable, which forced the Chairman to take the unprecedented step of declaring outright war against them, for the good of humanity.




    If the Roamers had been reasonable people, the war should have lasted no longer than an hour. Alas, it hadn’t turned out that way.




    A week ago, Stromo had led the punitive attack that destroyed Rendezvous, and the clans had scampered away, making it necessary for all Grid admirals to waste more time and effort chasing them down. It was maddening! Stromo and his counterparts had orders to seek out Roamer infestations, confiscate any of their goods that might be useful for the war effort, and somehow bring those people in line. Sooner or later, they would have to sue for peace.




    Ramirez looked up at him from her command chair, her full lips showing no smile, her face cool, her regulation-short dark hair perfectly in place. ‘Would you like to assume operational oversight as we approach, Admiral? Or should I continue?’




    ‘You’re doing just fine, Commander Ramirez.’ Although he suspected she didn’t like him very much, she was an excellent pilot and navigator, who had been promoted rapidly, just like many young officers during the devastating hydrogue war. ‘Can we get better magnification on the screen? I want to have a look at our target.’




    ‘The first wave of Remora scouts have set up relay stations, and imagery is coming through now.’




    The scattered rubble around Hhrenni looked like a handful of oversized gravel that someone had tossed against the blackness of space. From a distance, the drifting rocks looked unremarkable, but the distribution of metals and the albedo profile of some geometrical objects were a dead giveaway: an uncharted human settlement was hidden there. Roamers.




    ‘There they are, just as we thought.’ He rubbed his chin. ‘All right, let’s head forward and have a look at this rats’ nest. Power up fore and aft jazer banks and load primary projectile launchers. Tell our Remoras to intercept any ships that try to escape.’ He gestured towards the screen. ‘Onwards, in the name of the King, and so on . . .’




    As the EDF ships swooped in, the audacity of the clans became more obvious. A secret base indeed! Transparent domes dotted the asteroids like pus-filled blisters. Hanging suspended above them at gravitationally stable points, thin arrays of solar mirrors directed sunlight through the shadows to illuminate and provide energy to the dome settlements. Artificial stations orbited at various distances like gnats. Inflatable storage chambers, perhaps?




    ‘Look at all that! Those Roachers are certainly ambitious.’




    ‘They have a lot of energy and ingenuity,’ Ramirez said, not sounding overly eager. ‘Commander Tamblyn proved that often enough.’




    Stromo frowned. Not long ago this very Manta had been commanded by Tasia Tamblyn who, because of her Roamer connections, was reassigned to less critical duties before the strike against Rendezvous. Was Ramirez demonstrating loyalty to her former commander? He’d have thought she’d be pleased with her own promotion.




    ‘The clans should channel that creative enthusiasm to help all mankind, not just themselves.’ Surveying the asteroid complex, with its light-filled domes and expansive mirrors, he shook his head. ‘Why can’t they just live on planets like everyone else?’




    Though every operation had gone against them so far, the gypsies showed no signs of bowing to authority. They had scattered like wildly fired shotgun pellets, which the Hansa considered a victory, of course. Divide and conquer. With the Roamers leaderless and broken, it should have been easy to bring them back into the fold . . . but they were as hard to catch and tame as angry, wet housecats. Since Stromo had spent his life in military service, such anarchy made his stomach queasy. ‘Hooligans.’




    When they were unified under Speaker Peroni, he supposed the clans had felt obligated to show some kind of stubborn backbone. Now, though, with their government centre destroyed, who would speak for them? Who had the authority to negotiate on their behalf? Somebody had to sign a surrender order and call for the others to turn themselves in and get back to work. It would take a hell of a long time to root out all the squalid little settlements like this one.




    ‘We’ve detected four ships, Admiral. Nothing large enough to threaten us. None of the facilities here look like they’ll cause any problems.’




    ‘Didn’t expect any.’ Stromo cracked his knuckles.




    Detailed projections of asteroid paths and accurate representations of the domed settlements appeared on the screen. Ramirez stared at the tactical projections and tucked a strand of dark hair behind her right ear. Something was clearly bothering the young commander. ‘Admiral . . . permission to speak freely?’




    Stromo steeled himself. That was always a bad preface to a conversation. But since Ramirez had spoken her question aloud in front of the rest of the bridge crew, he had no choice but to respond. ‘Be quick about it, Commander. We have an operation to run.’




    ‘If I might ask, what do we really expect to get out of this? Earlier, when we hit Hurricane Depot and Rendezvous, our objective was to scare the Roamers into lifting their ekti embargo. But if we keep increasing their hatred towards us, they’ll never cooperate. If we wreck them, how will they ever be in a position to be viable trading partners again?’




    ‘That’s not the point any more. The Hansa will bypass the Roamers, and they’ll be left out alone in cold space. We’ve already got one full-fledged cloud harvester producing ekti for us on Qronha 3, and you can bet there’ll be others.’ When Ramirez still looked sceptical, he decided it was best to distract the bridge crew. ‘You’ll see what I mean in a few moments, Commander.’




    He leaned back in his padded observation chair, eager for the engagement now that he saw it would be a cakewalk. ‘I’m ready for the show to begin. Let’s make a lasting impression.’








  



    

       

    




    TWO
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    NIKKO CHAN TYLAR





    On his random route across the Spiral Arm, Nikko found himself close to the hidden Roamer base where his parents tended orbiting greenhouses that provided fresh food and supplies to many of the clans. Unlike his parents, Nikko was a true Roamer and preferred wandering from system to system, seeing what there was to see. Still, this was home. How could he not stop for a visit, even if he couldn’t stay long?




    His ship, Aquarius, was configured for delivering samples of wental water to uninhabited worlds on which the elemental entities could grow powerful enough to fight the hydrogues. Unfortunately, it was hard to concentrate on that mission when the Big Goose – the Roamers’ deprecating name for the Hansa – kept stabbing the clans in the back with malicious raids like the ones at Hurricane Depot and Rendezvous.




    Nikko stepped into the largest greenhouse blister, enjoying the feel of solid ground under his feet, and gazed up at the transparent panes. The blackness outside, spattered with stars and orbiting asteroids, was dominated by a dazzling mirrorfilm window that reflected a splash of warm solar light through the armoured glass. Up near the top of the main dome, cottony masses of aerogel foam drifted about like clouds.




    Smaller satellite domes on other rocks were maintained at various temperatures and humidities: a hothouse dome held palm trees and succulents; another encompassed fruit orchards. In each one, the plants thrived in artificial soil created by mixing sterile asteroid dirt with fertilizer chemicals and recycled human waste. As good as any farmland back on Earth, his mother always said.




    Marla Chan and Crim Tylar, delighted by their son’s unexpected visit, inspected their vegetable fields while Nikko chatted with them. He showed them the canisters of vibrant wental water in his ship and explained that these strange beings could be the key to ending the terrible war against the hydrogues. They were both awed and a little surprised to hear what he was doing to help the fight.




    ‘To be honest, I always thought you’d just help us with the greenhouses, or the skymining at Ptoro,’ his mother said, smiling at him. As she talked, Marla kept an electronic datapad inventory of their crops and output. ‘I never knew you had such big things in store for you.’




    He blushed. ‘Well, who would have thought Dad might like being a farmer? Working with dirt on his hands, sowing seeds, tending plants?’




    Crim Tylar’s brow furrowed. ‘Shizz, this sure beats skymining. Give me dirt any day. I always hated Ptoro – cold, windy, bleak.’ He made a face.




    ‘You saw the images after the Eddies used their Klikiss Torch, right?’ Nikko said. ‘Ptoro’s nothing more than one big ball of fire.’




    ‘Then at least it’s warm there now,’ Crim grumbled.




    His parents couldn’t cover their pride as they led him through a lush vegetable sector. ‘You’ve got a grand galactic mission, Nikko, but take a few seconds to enjoy the little things,’ Marla suggested.




    ‘When all the big words are stripped away, that’s what we’re really fighting for, you know.’ Crim bent down to pluck a soft, red tomato. ‘Eat this. You’ve never tasted anything like it.’




    ‘I’ve had a tomato before.’




    ‘Not one of my tomatoes. This is as good as it gets.’




    Actually, Nikko had eaten one his father’s tomatoes, but he humoured the older man. He popped the small tomato into his mouth and bit down to release a gush of moist flavour. ‘Yes, as good as it gets.’




    A huge shadow crossed the fields like the black shape of a vulture passing overhead. The three of them looked up and Crim squinted to get a better look. ‘What the hell is that?’




    Nikko recognized the profile of an enormous warship drifting in front of the solar mirror array, blocking the reflected sun. ‘It’s an Eddy battleship! I saw them hit Hurricane Depot—’




    As if to reinforce his claim, the silhouetted vessel launched a volley of explosive projectiles into the gossamer mirror array. The artillery punched bright blossoms of fire through the reflective film, which sent dazzling ricochets of light in all directions. The tether cable snapped, and the mangled reflectors drifted, twirling like tissue blown in a high wind. The greenhouse dome was plunged into shadow, illuminated only by starlight and uncertain glints from the tattered mirror.




    Alarms sounded throughout the dome, and relay messages came from the artificial storage stations and satellite asteroids. Marla shouted, ‘Get an oxygen mask. Tell everyone to suit up if they have time—’




    Her instructions were cut off by an announcement from the EDF battleships over the dome’s intercom systems. ‘This is Admiral Lev Stromo of the Earth Defence Forces. By order of King Peter, this facility has been seized by the Terran Hanseatic League. All assets are forfeit to the war effort for the protection of humanity.’




    ‘Oh, piss off,’ Crim grumbled.




    ‘Roamers have been declared hostiles. Therefore, all inhabitants of this facility will be taken away and processed. Our ships will accept your surrender. Any resistance will be considered grounds for immediate and decisive retaliation.’




    Jumpsuited agricultural workers scrambled to their meeting points, as they had been drilled to do, but an overwhelming force of Earth military vessels already loomed above the greenhouse complex. They were bottled up here.




    The emergency lights cast strange shadows among the growing plants, and flickering alarms added to the nightmarish quality. Without the sun mirror, the temperature inside the dome was already dropping. Because they had no official military branch, Roamer security depended on secrecy and rapid dispersal of their ships.




    In direct defiance of the admiral’s order, one small cargo ship accelerated like a bullet down from a food storage satellite. The greenhouse intercom picked up the pilot’s transmission over a private Roamer channel. ‘I’ll keep them busy while the rest of you get away! Everybody better evacuate immediately.’




    ‘It’s Shelby. That idiot – what the hell does he think he’s doing?’




    The cargo ship flew in like a matador provoking a bull. Shelby launched one tiny potshot directly at the lead Manta cruiser.




    Nikko and his parents made their way to the nearest emergency station and grabbed breathing masks, tugging the straps to secure them firmly over mouth and nose. Hands on his hips, Crim grumbled through the breathing mask. ‘Even if he did manage to distract them for more than a nanosecond, none of our evacuation ships could outrun those EDF vessels.’




    True to his word, Admiral Stromo responded with deadly force. Two jazer beams lanced out from the Manta, played across the small ship’s hull and ripped it open.




    ‘Shelby,’ Crim mumbled in disgust as his wife moaned. ‘The man wasn’t fit for recycling. Now he’s made it worse for all of us.’




    Nikko grabbed his mother’s arm. ‘I’ve got the Aquarius. It won’t take many people, but we can still—’




    Marla turned an intense, determined look on her son. ‘You’ve got the wentals aboard, Nikko. You have to get away. Think what the Big Goose might do if they got their hands on something like that.’




    ‘Probably pour them down the drain,’ Crim said with a snort.




    Incensed by Shelby’s ineffective harassment, the EDF invaders fired a single jazer pulse at the main greenhouse dome. It was probably meant to be a warning shot, but the beam ruptured the armoured glass.




    The wave of explosive decompression sent a thump through the dome. A hurricane of escaping atmosphere ripped plant trays and hydroponics tanks off their racks. Nikko’s ears popped. The wave of cold struck him like a sledge. The air grew thinner with stomach-lurching rapidity.




    Air geysered into space with the force of a rocket engine, sufficient to nudge the greenhouse asteroid off its rotational axis. Thrown to their hands and knees, agricultural workers cried out in dismay.




    Caught in the vortex of escaping atmosphere, the aerogel clouds spun, clumped together, and then covered the blasted opening. The polymers and resins that made up the ultralight material broke down upon exposure to vacuum; like gauze packed into a wound, the artificial clouds filled the rupture, providing enough protection for the people to survive. The seal was imperfect, though, and leaking air shrieked through gaps in the aerogel plug.




    Crim saw many of his plants already withering, the pots tumbled about as if a giant hand had scattered them. His angry curses were drowned out by loud alarms in the thinning air.




    Marla pushed Nikko urgently away. ‘Run to your ship. Don’t wait for anybody. Just fly out of here and take the wentals. Take the wentals!’




    ‘I can’t just leave you here! Come with me—’




    ‘We need to stay with our people.’ Marla gestured to the Roamers around them. ‘But you’re too important.’




    ‘Then let me gather a group. I can fit maybe a dozen or so aboard—’




    ‘You’ve got a responsibility.’ His father cut him off as shadows of more EDF ships closed in overhead. ‘Seems to me that if you lose even a minute, you’ll never get out of here.’




    Marla met her son’s flustered expression. ‘Don’t worry, the Eddies have to take us somewhere. At least we’ll find out what happened to all the POWs from Rendezvous and Hurricane Depot.’




    When Nikko still hesitated, his father bellowed, ‘Go now, Nikko – and don’t let us down.’




    In the low gravity, flashing lights, and shrieking wind, Nikko ran.








  



    

       

    




    THREE
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    KING PETER





    Despite the newsnet footage of the ‘triumphant destruction’ of Rendezvous and the gala celebration of the EDF victory, King Peter did not see much cause for joy. General Lanyan was beating his chest, proclaiming a clean and decisive win, but it was in a battle that had never needed to be fought. Peter knew that from the inside, but no one in the Hansa government had listened to his objections. After all, he was only the King.




    Riled up, the Hansa citizens had been primed by months of skewed coverage, reports and rumours that painted the Roamers as shifty, unreliable, greedy. No reason had been given for the clans’ refusal to provide stardrive fuel to the war effort, though Peter knew that the Roamers were reacting to secret EDF raids on their unarmed cargo ships. Certainly, that was sufficient provocation for the Roamers to cut off trade relations, but Chairman Basil Wenceslas had never admitted any culpability, even unofficially. Instead, he used the Roamers as scapegoats to distract the people from other military failures. That was how the Chairman did things.




    Peter felt it would have been easier to address the problems and attempt to negotiate instead of bully. Basil could have resolved the Roamer problem in a much less incendiary fashion; now, however, he would never back down. The Chairman had become more dictatorial and strident with each passing month.




    How is this going to end, Basil? You’ve showed your muscle – but did you leave an option for resolution? And is this really the worst problem facing us?




    What about the numerous fringe colonies, not yet self-sufficient, left stranded without regular supply runs? What about the devastated worldforest on Theroc? What about Peter’s suspicions of embedded Klikiss programming in tens of thousands of Soldier compies? Basil was intentionally turning a blind eye to the possible threat. What about the hydrogues?




    Wearing a false smile, Peter and Queen Estarra appeared at the celebratory banquet, as was their duty. The blond-haired, blue-eyed, and classically handsome King had been instructed to read a brief script full of vague references about ‘standing up against the enemies of humanity’.




    A dash of dusky and exotic beauty amidst the regimented spectacle, Estarra stood placidly at the velvet-wrapped podium beside Peter as he gave his speech. Out of view of the newsnets, though, she clutched his hand so tightly that his knuckles hurt, and he tried to deliver the words without choking on them. She, like everyone from independent Theroc, understood the Roamers’ resentment at being forced to follow a leader they did not acknowledge. Her heart had been touched by the plight of the damaged worldforest, and she knew how little the Hansa and the EDF had done to assist Theroc, while the Roamer clans had helped willingly, without being asked.




    Even though theirs had been an arranged marriage, a political alliance, Peter loved her desperately. Estarra – having been plunged into the same strange world of governmental alliances, manipulations, and power struggles as he – had opened herself to him, and now they shared their hearts, their secrets, and their plans.




    Basil Wenceslas did not know the half of his problems.




    In the grand reception halls of the Whisper Palace, guests revelled far into the night, listening to music, offering toasts. Protocol officers had coached the King and Queen in every moment of the evening. Polite and acceptably sociable, the royal couple spent the correct amount of time with each important guest, but they remained only as long as was politically necessary. By the time Peter and Estarra returned to the royal wing, both of them were exhausted and edgy.




    Over the past several months, Chairman Wenceslas had been annoyingly effective at cutting Peter out of any real participation in Hansa politics. Like Old King Frederick before him, Peter’s place was merely for show, and the Chairman never let him forget it. When he tried to think for himself, when he attempted to be a real leader instead of a puppet in a colourful costume, Basil punished him severely. During his youth, Peter had not truly appreciated his freedom. Back then he had been poor, but happy, with a loving family, taking pleasure in the small joys of daily life. But Peter knew full well he could never slip away, nor could he go back to being the street-smart commoner he had once been.




    Now he was trapped, friendless except for Estarra and possibly the Teacher compy OX. And he had to be very, very careful. Basil had already tried to assassinate him once.




    The couple had no sanctuary even in the Whisper Palace. When they reached their private quarters, Peter and Estarra found the Chairman waiting there. He, too, had slipped away from the reception just long enough to ambush them.




    Dapper and unflappable, Basil sat in Peter’s favourite comfortable chair. In an adjacent chair by a small table, Eldred Cain hunched over papers and a datapad. The pale and hairless deputy paused in his discussion of details with the Chairman; it seemed he took advantage of every free moment. Seeing the two enter, Cain straightened his papers and stored the analysis in his datapad.




    Peter drew a slow breath to cover his surprise and anger at finding the man there. ‘Why don’t you make yourself at home, Basil?’ He modulated his tone, showing only a hint of his displeasure so as not to invoke Basil’s wrath. ‘Were all the normal conference rooms booked at this time of night?’




    Basil rested casually, as if he considered himself welcome anywhere. ‘Business hours never end in the Hansa, Peter.’




    Peter struggled to mask his hostility towards Basil, although he would never forgive the man for attempting to kill both him and Estarra, and for orchestrating the murders of his whole innocent family. ‘Then by all means, let’s get down to business, Basil. It’s been a long day, and I didn’t see your name in my appointment book.’




    ‘I always have an appointment.’ Basil marked his place in the report he was reading and handed it to his deputy, who added it to his stack. ‘I came to inform you of a change in plans. Prepare to embark on an important trip, a visit of state that Hansa officials consider necessary.’




    After removing Estarra’s gem-studded shawl for her and draping it over a sculpture of a fat man holding a bowl of grapes, Peter unfastened his heavy ornamental cape and stretched his arms. Weariness got the better of him, and he couldn’t resist baiting the Chairman. ‘Where am I going? To make a truce with the Roamers?’




    Basil frowned at the suggestion. ‘To Ildira. You leave in two days.’




    Peter and Estarra had both heard wonderful stories of the Ildiran homeworld, bathed in the light of seven suns, but neither had visited the alien capital.




    The Chairman explained. ‘Not long ago a new Mage-Imperator took the throne. It is appropriate that the Great King of the Terran Hanseatic League pay his respects. Recent months have been unusually hectic, but even so, we have been remiss in our duty.’




    Peter gave a tired sigh. ‘Political games.’




    Eldred Cain finally arranged his documents into a sufficiently neat stack. Although Peter saw the deputy often, he had rarely talked with him. For the most part Cain kept his silence, not hiding in Basil’s shadow but always watching. Now, however, he spoke. ‘They are necessary games, King Peter – and well worth the investment of ekti for the journey. We need to keep the Ildirans as allies in our war against the hydrogues. And we certainly need the Solar Navy to help us fight.’ His voice was quiet, as if he didn’t like to bother anybody.




    Basil nodded. ‘I could take care of the matter myself, but diplomatically it is a greater honour if our King makes the overture. That’s what the Ildirans understand. We’ll make it a swift journey and stay just long enough to meet and honour the new Mage-Imperator. You’ll be there on public display.’




    Since they were in private, Peter decided to dispense with subtlety. ‘How do I know you won’t simply blow up the ship en route to get rid of me?’




    The Chairman didn’t seem to take offence. ‘Because I will be with you. I wouldn’t entrust such an important diplomatic visit to the King alone.’




    ‘Then I will go, too,’ Estarra insisted, standing close to her husband. They held hands, supporting each other.




    Basil gave her a condescending smile. ‘That is not necessary, my dear.’




    ‘Yes, it is,’ Peter said. ‘In addition to the obvious symbolic tribute to the new leader, it offers opportunities for pageantry, and an excellent way for me to be sure of her safety. I don’t want any . . . accidents to befall my Queen while I’m away.’




    Basil sighed. ‘Now, Peter, I thought we were beyond all of that.’




    ‘We will never be beyond all of that.’ He softened the comment with a bland smile that masked his inner turmoil. Cain looked back and forth between the men, apparently disturbed by how little they trusted each other.




    Estarra’s voice was soft and persuasive. ‘Remember, Mr Chairman, my brother Reynald visited the Prism Palace and spoke very highly of Jora’h when he was just the Prime Designate. They were good friends. I should . . . tell the Mage-Imperator how the hydrogues killed him.’




    ‘I’m sure you could use that to your advantage, Basil,’ Peter said.




    The Chairman conceded with grace. ‘As you wish. Yes, the King and Queen together will make a fine show for the Ildirans and for the newsnets. I’ll have functionaries take care of all the details.’ Satisfied, he turned and walked briskly out of the royal wing.




    After picking up his documents with spare and efficient motions, Deputy Cain paused beside Peter on his way out, sizing him up. ‘Why do you provoke the Chairman? It seems you have a personal animus against him.’




    Peter looked at the pale man, searching for sincerity in his eyes. How much did he know about Basil’s other activities? ‘Maybe it has something to do with that time he arranged to kill us.’




    Cain’s surprise seemed genuine. His pale face shifted, as if puzzle pieces were rearranging themselves in his mind, giving rise to new questions. His mouth opened, and Peter waited to hear what the deputy might have to say, but Basil called down the hall for Cain to hurry. They didn’t have a chance to finish their conversation.








  



    

       

    




    FOUR
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    OSIRA’H





    In recent days the testing had grown more intense, more desperate. Though none of the Dobro instructors had told Osira’h and her siblings the reason, she knew their time was running out. Or was this emergency another lie to manipulate the telepathic half-breed children?




    She pretended to be innocent and cooperative, but in her secret heart Osira’h suspected everything, distrusted everyone since learning the dark truth of what her uncle Udru’h and his fellow experimenters were doing here on Dobro. Her beloved mentor had deceived her, distorted the truth so that she would be a more willing pawn. Her mother had been kept from her, and her real father – the powerful Mage-Imperator – pretended not to know what had happened. What was the girl to believe?




    But they watched her every minute. Osira’h and her brothers and sisters strained to impress the Dobro mentalists and lens kithmen. They had all been born for this specific purpose, and one of them had to succeed in breaking the communication barrier with the hydrogues. Day after day, their heads ached and their minds were exhausted by the time the children collapsed into a few hours of rest.




    In silence, Osira’h listened and observed, but she could find no obvious answer to her dilemma. She would give the Ildirans what they wanted . . . and hope they might eventually see the error of their ways.




    As darkness fell outside the well-lit Ildiran settlement and the fenced-in breeding compound, Osira’h and her siblings sat cross-legged on a woven rug. One of the mentalists scrutinized their exercises from an observation chair. They spoke no words; the two youngest squeezed their eyes shut to aid their concentration, while the others could turn their vision inside without such a crutch.




    Osira’h knew how to do this. Once her mind’s eye saw inside herself, she flung her mental gaze outside the room, outside the Ildiran settlement, and into the fenced camp that held the descendants of human captives. For years, she’d never dreamed that her mother was out there, so close and yet isolated, raped, tortured . . . and then she’d been killed.




    Now every time Osira’h saw the fences, the breeding barracks, the medical kithmen with their fertility monitors, she knew exactly what went on inside those chambers. She thought of Nira dragged into a room with a single bed, forced to endure repeated assaults by soldier kithmen, lens kithmen, even Designate Udru’h himself. That was how Nira had conceived her other half-breed children.




    Rod’h, fathered by Udru’h himself, worked even harder than her other siblings, attempting to achieve the levels of success that Osira’h had. Ostensibly they shared the same goals. She longed to tell him the truth, but she doubted he would listen.




    Of all the siblings, only Osira’h had any inkling about what had happened to their shared mother. Nira had vanished like an erased file, just after she had revealed everything to her daughter.




    Completely persuaded of their importance for the destiny of the Ildiran race, Osira’h’s gullible brothers and sisters suspected nothing of their origins. But they did not have their mother’s memories inside them, as she did.




    Sometimes, during the dark Dobro night that frightened the other Ildirans, Osira’h received tantalizing thoughts, even prophetic images that made her suspect beyond any reasonable hope that her mother might still be alive. The girl had used all the powers in her mind to shout out a response, to call back to the faint whisper of existence that made her think of Nira. But, though she searched with her mind until it felt as if her skull would crack open, she found no tangible link to the female green priest.




    In the exercise, Osira’h let her troubled thoughts drift like snowflakes across the human prisoners, touching them, brushing against their experiences. Though their mindset was quite different from an Ildiran’s, these humans were far less alien than the hydrogues would be . . .




    When the exercise was over, the mentalist instructor stood, nodding. ‘All your lives you have been taught your skills and your duty. It is up to you to save the Ildiran Empire.’




    The children nodded in unison. Osira’h, who had believed those words for years, was now pulled in several different directions. Despite the horrors and the truth, the girl could not dismiss her obligations. No matter how much had been distorted, she was convinced that her mentor had not exaggerated the hydrogue threat – that part of her instruction was valid – and Osira’h herself would soon be forced to go into the depths of an infested gas-giant planet to face them. She understood what was at stake: the fate of an entire race was in her hands. Yet she couldn’t help wondering if these lying and hurtful Ildirans deserved to be saved . . .




    In her revelations to Osira’h, her mother had been sure that Jora’h himself was kind-hearted and good, that the Dobro Designate was the true evil behind this plan. But if Jora’h was truly as benevolent as her mother believed, why had he done nothing about the Dobro breeding camps? For generations, Ildirans had held humans captive and abused them. Jora’h was the Mage-Imperator of the Ildiran Empire. He certainly must have had the opportunity to do what was right, yet he had not intervened.




    Osira’h decided she couldn’t trust anyone.




    Before the mentalist could finish his inspirational talk, Designate Udru’h stepped into the room. Anxious, he swept his gaze across the faces of Nira’s five mixed-breed children, then focused his entire attention on Osira’h. His disturbed eyes glistened with a sheen of what might have been tears, but also a fanatical, hopeful pride. For her.




    ‘I have just received a message from the Prism Palace,’ he said to her. ‘The hydrogues have destroyed our mining world of Hrel-Oro, and the Solar Navy could do nothing against them.’ Osira’h could see the agitation on the Designate’s face, in his movements. Tangible emotions poured from him like heat from a newly stoked fire.




    She did not speak. Udru’h had been so kind to her, so attentive and helpful. The girl had loved and respected him . . . but now she saw him through two sets of eyes. With one part of her mind, Osira’h thought of how he had taken her under his wing, kept her in the main house overlooking the breeding camps. Although Udru’h was not given to gushing compliments or praise, Osira’h knew she was truly special to him.




    But she also remembered another side of the Designate: the cold and efficient brutality that her mother had experienced. He had isolated Nira, starved her of sunlight without caring how he scarred her mind, as long as her body and her reproductive systems functioned. Udru’h had pushed her to the bed in the breeding barracks and raped her. He had never looked at Nira with anger or disgust, just a hard, businesslike detachment.




    In deeper, more pleasant memories, she recalled how Jora’h – her father – had loved and caressed the green priest woman. But Udru’h had seen Nira only as a receptacle, the recipient of his sperm, an object with which he had to perform an unpleasant yet necessary task.




    When these memories blazed in her mind, Osira’h could not look at him.




    Udru’h continued explaining, ‘For several years, the Klikiss robots have failed to keep the hydrogues away from Ildiran worlds. Now they have broken their commitment completely.’ He placed a paternal hand on the girl’s shoulder, and she tried not to flinch. ‘We need you now, Osira’h, more than ever. The hydrogues have always refused to communicate with us. They have not responded to any of our pleas. We need you to get through to them, convince them to speak with the Mage-Imperator before they annihilate us all.’




    She nodded solemnly. ‘This is the purpose for which I was born.’




    Now, Designate Udru’h had even stranger news. ‘Though it may seem impossible, my brother Rusa’h has started a rebellion on Hyrillka. Many Ildirans have complained about the Mage-Imperator’s erratic behaviour and his ready dismissal of sacred traditions, but this has gone much further. Prime Designate Thor’h has joined Rusa’h and assassinated the Hyrillka Designate-in-waiting.’




    Osira’h had already sensed a growing, incomprehensible storm in the mental network of thism, like a telepathic black hole that sucked at the Ildiran soul. The disturbance had come from somewhere on the edge of the Horizon Cluster . . . Hyrillka. Now it made more sense. Part of the interconnected Ildiran mind had become an unresponsive, necrotic tumour, thanks to Rusa’h.




    The mentalist instructor could not control his gasp of surprise. ‘Ildiran has killed Ildiran!’




    Udru’h kept his focus on the special children. ‘The Mage-Imperator has stripped Thor’h of his title, and Adar Zan’nh was dispatched with a maniple of warliners to quell the revolt.’ Though clearly disturbed, he composed himself. ‘The Ildiran Empire faces many unexpected enemies. We must use every weapon and tool available to us. Therefore, Osira’h, the Mage-Imperator has commanded me to deliver you to Mijistra as soon as possible.’




    Osira’h took a step away from the other children, standing ready. She had always known this moment would come. Looking at her, Udru’h seemed to swell with pride. ‘I promised Jora’h that you would not disappoint him – and I know you will not disappoint me.’




    He took her small hand and led her out of the training chamber. Turning back for the briefest moment, she offered a look of farewell to her younger brothers and sisters. Udru’h, though, did not give them a second glance.
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    ADAR ZAN’NH





    After exhaustive preparations, the forty-seven intact ships in Zan’nh’s maniple departed for rebellious Hyrillka. Mage-Imperator Jora’h had issued his command, and the Adar would follow those instructions precisely. Even so, the Solar Navy crewmembers aboard the warliners felt more uneasy than when they had recently faced the hydrogues at Hrel-Oro.




    A rebellion – especially by a Designate – was inconceivable to them. Ildirans were one unified Empire bound together by a telepathic network of thism, under the benevolent rule of the Mage-Imperator. The Solar Navy had never been called upon to overwhelm and impose order on another Ildiran colony. Yet Adar Zan’nh was leading a maniple of warliners to do exactly that.




    Distinctly uneasy, he stood in the command nucleus, maintaining a determined expression as he looked at the Horizon Cluster’s tiara of stars. On the edge of that cluster glimmered the Hyrillka system, whose colonized planet was like a patch of disease that would have to be excised before the rot spread.




    ‘Raise Qul Fan’nh and tell him to be prepared for precision manoeuvres to give an impressive and overwhelming show of force. The Hyrillka Designate has to see reason and surrender.’




    Zan’nh tried to be stoic, as his hero Adar Kori’nh would have been. As a boy, he had sat within the Prism Palace’s strategy dome, analysing traditional spaceship manoeuvres, practising with Ildiran weapons. He grew up fascinated with the Solar Navy, studying every section of the Saga that related to the military. Kori’nh had taken him under his wing, guided him, named Zan’nh as his successor.




    But the old Adar had never faced a situation like this. The rebellious Designate had murdered Zan’nh’s brother Pery’h. Ildiran had killed Ildiran! In order to end the bloodshed and rebellion, Rusa’h and Thor’h must both be taken captive and brought back to stand before the Mage-Imperator. There was no other way.




    Hyrillka grew large before them as the group of ornate battleships descended into the system. The bridge sensor operator looked up from his station. ‘They have detected us, Adar.’




    ‘Good. This will be over soon.’ He truly hoped for a logical solution, though he knew that was unlikely. Zan’nh had no desire to assume the role of acting Prime Designate. He had been trained as a military officer and was a talented tactician and commander in the Solar Navy. The responsibility of being Adar was overwhelming enough, but becoming the surrogate Prime Designate as well seemed too much. Since Zan’nh was not even a pure-bred noble kithman, the very idea went against the grain of his personality, against tradition.




    Yet knowing what Prime Designate Thor’h had done, how could he say no?




    ‘Open a channel.’ Zan’nh stood against the rail that encircled the command nucleus’s raised platform, calling up the words he had rehearsed en route. ‘I come in the name of the Mage-Imperator, with instructions to escort Rusa’h and Thor’h back to Ildira. Unless they surrender themselves immediately, the Solar Navy will take them by force.’




    The threat left a sour taste in his mouth. He sensed disquiet among his crew. No Ildiran in memory had ever delivered such an ultimatum.




    ‘Adar, a shuttle has just launched from the spaceport near the citadel palace.’




    ‘Is it armed? Is it a military vessel?’




    ‘It appears to be a transport ship, but it is proceeding to orbit at great speed. Several smaller vessels are in pursuit.’




    A transmission flickered on the screen and the haggard visage of his brother Thor’h appeared. The gaunt young man’s eyes glittered with a wild desperation. ‘Zan’nh, protect me! Give me sanctuary!’ In the tight image, Thor’h worked the controls of the sluggish transport ship. Sweating, he glanced repeatedly down at his screens, watching the close images of his pursuers.




    ‘Explain yourself, Thor’h.’ He intentionally did not use the Prime Designate’s title.




    ‘Our uncle has gone mad! He believes that he is the true Mage-Imperator, and he murdered Pery’h – but I have escaped.’ Thor’h’s fingers raced across the controls, and a sudden increase in speed threw him back against the pilot’s seat. Alarms shrilled in the background. ‘I insist that you take me into the protection of a warliner. Rusa’h has already sent ships after me. He will destroy me before he lets me go – I have too much vital information.’




    The short-range pursuers opened fire on Thor’h’s escaping craft, but their shots missed.




    Brows furrowed in thought, Zan’nh grasped at any thread of hope, of sanity. At last, this was an explanation he could accept. Designate Rusa’h had become unstable after suffering a severe head injury during a hydrogue attack on Hyrillka, but it had been difficult for Zan’nh to believe that Thor’h, the Mage-Imperator’s chosen successor, would willingly turn against the Ildiran Empire.




    ‘Very well, Thor’h. We will take you aboard the flagship warliner.’




    ‘Another vessel has launched from the citadel palace, Adar,’ said the sensor operator. ‘It is a larger ship, a royal shuttle.’




    Zan’nh considered this for a moment. ‘What is its weapons complement?’




    ‘Nothing apparent.’




    The communications officer looked very surprised. ‘Adar! The Hyrillka Designate demands an audience with you aboard the flagship.’




    The Hyrillka Designate sent his image from the royal shuttle. ‘Adar Zan’nh, I am responding to my brother’s summons.’ The formerly soft and corpulent Rusa’h appeared thin and hardened, like tempered metal. ‘It was not necessary to make such threats. We are all Ildirans, are we not?’




    ‘You will come aboard my warliner willingly?’ Zan’nh asked in surprise.




    ‘It is my privilege to serve the Ildiran Empire.’




    ‘You killed Designate-in-waiting Pery’h and tried to assassinate the Mage-Imperator. We just watched you firing at Thor’h. You have a strange way of showing your loyalty.’




    Rusa’h seemed calm and unshaken. ‘Once I have had an opportunity to explain myself, you will understand.’




    Thor’h broke in again, frantic as his racing shuttle approached the gathered battleships. ‘I refuse to be aboard the same warliner as the mad Designate. Direct me to another ship, brother. Keep me safe!’




    ‘You will be safe.’ After a moment’s consideration, he signalled Qul Fan’nh. ‘Allow Thor’h to dock aboard your warliner. If it makes our mission simpler, we will keep the two separate.’




    Thor’h’s shuttle flew erratically, no doubt because the Prime Designate was not comfortable piloting ships for himself. Zan’nh knew his brother had never bothered to learn practical skills, preferring instead to indulge himself with the fine luxuries available to his station.




    Qul Fan’nh transmitted a guidance beam, and the fleeing cargo craft drifted directly into a receiving bay on the maniple’s first warliner.




    Troubled by Thor’h’s words, the Adar reconsidered what might have happened here. Had the Prime Designate been forced against his will, while Rusa’h alone committed the crimes? Assuming that Thor’h participated in the crime, the Mage-Imperator had commanded Adar Zan’nh to seize both of them and bring them back to Ildira. But if Thor’h was demanding sanctuary, declaring his innocence . . . Or maybe it was just a trick.




    Only a few moments after the Prime Designate’s craft had been taken inside one of the warliners, the Hyrillka Designate’s overloaded and ornate royal shuttle lumbered out of the atmosphere, as if Rusa’h considered himself to be in a spectacular procession. Zan’nh remembered his uncle’s penchant for banquets and pleasure mates and frivolous skypageants.




    The oddest part of the situation, both with Thor’h and with ‘mad’ Designate Rusa’h, was that the Adar could not sense them at all. Because of his bloodline, Zan’nh’s connection to the thism was strong enough that he should have been able to feel his brother and his uncle. But he detected only a blank greyness from Thor’h’s shuttle and from Rusa’h’s larger royal escort. Had they consumed so much mind-muddying shiing as to be impenetrable to another Ildiran’s thoughts? He could think of no other explanation. How else could they simply remove themselves from the thism network?




    Many things about these circumstances made him uncomfortable, but Adar Zan’nh did not let his soldiers see his concerns. Already he could sense waves of relief from the Solar Navy crewmen. They had dreaded the possibility of direct conflict with their fellow Ildirans.




    Zan’nh had led these fighters in a recent ineffective defence of Hrel-Oro. There, he had lost one warliner and seen a second one crash. Many crew members had died fighting against the deep-core aliens. He would not let any more of them fall because of his poor decisions.




    ‘Adar, the Hyrillka Designate is preparing to enter our docking bay.’




    Zan’nh nodded. ‘Gather seventy of our best soldiers and protocol officers as a standard reception committee. They will demonstrate the proper formalities as we receive him into custody and escort him to quarters. Once we return to Ildira, the Mage-Imperator will dispense his justice. Our job is only to deliver them for trial.’




    ‘Will you lead the reception, Adar?’ the primary protocol officer asked.




    ‘No. That would show him too much honour. I will remain here. My uncle has committed unthinkable crimes. In light of the Designate’s recent erratic behaviour, I want to keep him isolated.’




    The gaudy royal shuttle landed in the primary docking bay without incident. Uniformed soldiers and ceremonial guards accompanied the protocol officers as they hurried to accept the Hyrillka Designate’s surrender. The warliner’s heavy doors sealed shut, trapping the new arrivals.




    From the command nucleus Zan’nh observed via his small screens. Seventy members of the reception committee filed in perfect ranks across the open deck to stand in front of the ornate royal shuttle. The protocol officer used a signaller to call his followers to attention.




    Three boarding doors of the royal shuttle unfolded. ‘Prepare to receive the Designate,’ the protocol officer called.




    Suddenly, fully-armed Hyrillkan rebels boiled out of every opening. Their movements were chaotic and unpredictable, like a flurry of beetles racing away from a fire.




    Zan’nh shouted a warning over the intercom, but the reception committee was already reacting. The protocol officer ordered the soldiers and guards to change formation – just as the Hyrillkans opened fire with shockwave energy weapons. Stun-blasts mowed down the waiting Solar Navy crewmen. They fell like heavy bundles of rags to the deck.




    From the command nucleus, Zan’nh yelled, ‘Send more troops! Full teams to the docking bay, now!’




    Rebels continued to pour out of the two shuttles, well over a hundred of them, each one armed. So many! They must have been crammed shoulder-to-shoulder inside the royal shuttle and the military escort craft.




    At last, Rusa’h’s beautiful pleasure mates emerged, carrying themselves as if they, too, were hardened warriors. Long knives were strapped to their shapely hips, and they carried energy weapons. Narrowing their eyes, two of the women shot down the primary protocol officer, and he crumpled to the floor.




    In the midst of the firefight, a group of attender kithmen scuttled out of the royal shuttle. They carried a portable chrysalis chair that looked exactly like the Mage-Imperator’s. Leaning forward in the counterfeit chair, Rusa’h smiled as he assessed the carnage.




    Weapons fire continued inside the docking bay, but the Hyrillka Designate’s rebels quickly overwhelmed the crew, taking them all prisoner. Two pleasure mates raced to the door controls before Zan’nh’s reinforcements could arrive. The women sealed every entrance to the bay, code-locked the controls, then smashed them to block all access.




    Finally, the Hyrillka Designate turned to where he knew Adar Zan’nh would be observing him through imagers. He sat back in his reproduction of the Mage-Imperator’s royal seat. ‘Adar, your crewmembers are only stunned. However, I will kill every one of these hostages unless you surrender this warliner to me.’
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    PRIME DESIGNATE THOR’H





    After his cargo craft docked aboard Qul Fan’nh’s warliner, Thor’h schooled his expression and manner to convey urgent distress, then climbed out, accompanied by seven personal guards.




    The Solar Navy troops met him with appropriate courtesy and respect, but Thor’h snapped at the first escort. ‘Take me to your command nucleus. I would speak with your qul immediately! He must be warned.’




    The crewmen did not question his orders. Though supposedly disgraced, Thor’h was still the son of their Mage-Imperator. ‘Follow us, Prime Designate. Qul Fan’nh will be honoured to receive you.’




    Thor’h and his seven guards adopted a brisk pace to keep the escorts moving and sustain a sense of urgency.




    Until he had broken free of the tangled bonds of his father’s thism, Thor’h had not understood that Ildirans were like marionettes controlled by invisible soul-threads. The Mage-Imperator’s people simply did not know how to be sufficiently suspicious of other Ildirans. Fools! For one of their people to turn against the Empire was as unbelievable to them as a man’s left hand suddenly taking up a knife and trying to cut off his right.




    Thor’h knew that just such an unexpected shock was necessary to save the Ildiran Empire from its internal weakness. Because he believed in Rusa’h’s vision and knew that his uncle was destined to be the true Imperator, Thor’h would do what was necessary for his race – even if it meant he must turn against his brothers and Mage-Imperator Jora’h himself. If all Ildirans allowed themselves to see the purity and truth of the Lightsource, then this struggle need not be a messy one.




    Nevertheless, Thor’h suspected it would be bloody.




    His timing was well coordinated with Rusa’h’s. When Thor’h arrived with his seven converted guards at Qul Fan’nh’s command nucleus, he noted that his uncle’s royal shuttle had already been accepted into the flagship warliner. Surprises would begin momentarily.




    Standing straight-backed in his Solar Navy uniform, the maniple commander turned to greet Thor’h as he entered the bridge area. Tall and thin, the qul touched his fist to his heart in salute. ‘You honour me with your presence aboard my warliner.’




    ‘I thank you for your assistance in this emergency, Qul.’ Thor’h strode directly towards Fan’nh, and his seven Hyrillkan guards followed him into the command nucleus. Before the escort crewmen could enter the bridge behind them, one of Thor’h’s guards spun and sealed the doors.




    Everything happened within seconds. Qul Fan’nh blinked in surprise. The locked-out escort crewmen began to pound on the door, calling out questions.




    Thor’h stepped up to the maniple’s commander. A slim crystal blade dropped out of his sleeve and into his grip. Without hesitation, he swept his arm upwards and drove the glassy dagger under Qul Fan’nh’s chin, deep into his throat.




    Eerily silent, Thor’h’s loyal guards spread out, drawing their own weapons. Qul Fan’nh’s confused bridge crew staggered up from their stations, some of them crying out in shock.




    The subverted Hyrillkan guards had practised techniques of swift assassination. Their blades flashed. Trapped crewmembers screamed. One woman managed to trigger an alarm before two guards fell upon her and slit her throat.




    Thor’h didn’t need to bloody his hands again. With one foot, he shoved the twitching body of Qul Fan’nh away from the command rail. In moments, everyone else in the bridge area had been slaughtered, and Prime Designate Thor’h took his place in command of the Ildiran battleship.




    Alarms continued to ring through Qul Fan’nh’s warliner, and Thor’h gruffly commanded his fellow conspirators to shut them off. By now, the rest of the crew was aware that something had gone terribly wrong, but they could do nothing about it.




    ‘Engage our defences.’ All seven of his comrades knew how to operate the weapons systems of a Solar Navy warliner.




    Aboard the Adar’s flagship, Rusa’h had succeeded in seizing the landing bay. The Designate used the communications systems in his royal shuttle to broadcast a powerful signal heard across all forty-seven of the warliners. ‘Adar Zan’nh, I am ready to begin executing hostages – one at a time, every three minutes – until you surrender these ships to me.’




    Most Ildirans could not comprehend such abomination. Smiling to himself, Thor’h wondered how long his brother could hold out against the agony of innocent victims. He doubted Zan’nh, who idolized the war hero, and his mentor, Adar Kori’nh, would surrender as quickly as Rusa’h hoped.




    Thor’h thought of a way he could increase the stakes. His guards moved bloody bodies out of the way and manned the vital stations in the warliner’s command nucleus. ‘Power all of our weapons and prepare to fire. Targeting at my discretion.’




    On the main screen, he studied the other ships in the maniple, choosing his first target. All of the warliners’ weapons systems had been enhanced for direct combat against the hydrogues. The firepower would certainly be sufficient for what Thor’h had in mind.




    The good Adar would never open fire against Ildiran citizens – especially not when the majority of those aboard were unsuspecting Solar Navy crewmen. Zan’nh simply wouldn’t be able to stand the guilt.




    Prime Designate Thor’h had no such compunctions. He could focus on the larger goal and accept a certain level of sacrifice. Forty-six battleships would be sufficient for Imperator Rusa’h’s purposes. At least one of them was expendable.




    He prepared to open fire.








  



    

       

    




    SEVEN
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    ADMIRAL LEV STROMO





    The EDF mopped up their operation around the Roamer greenhouse asteroid complex within twenty-four hours. Admiral Stromo settled into the Manta’s command chair. Gripping its arms, he shifted his weight and made a conscious effort to look as if he belonged there.




    ‘I’ll stay aboard and remain in command while you consolidate the operations down there,’ he told Ramirez. ‘Lead teams into the domes and begin rounding up prisoners, just like we did at Hurricane Depot.’




    Elly Ramirez was all business now, dedicated to the task at hand; she had not complained about the operation once it started. ‘I recommend full body armour and defensive weaponry, in case the Roamers adopt guerrilla tactics.’




    Stromo nodded. That was exactly why he wanted to stay aboard the Manta until the captured territory was deemed safe. ‘So far they haven’t shown any propensity for violence, but they’ll be desperate. Like cornered rats.’




    Ramirez summoned her ground troops, all of whom had spent months training at the EDF base on Mars. Many recruits, unable to imagine personal combat against the hydrogues, had considered infantry drills a waste of time. Now, though, they would have a chance to put their training into practice.




    An EDF first-strike squad found an access dock on the side of the main dome. Under fire from the Manta cruiser, the greenhouse itself had been breached. Fading wisps of air and moisture circled the rock like morning mist, but for some reason all the atmosphere had not vented. Though external scans showed that the atmosphere was still breathable inside the dome, Ramirez ordered her troops to wear environment suits for extra protection. ‘The Roamers might consider blowing the seals, just to take us out. Better safe than sucking vacuum.’




    Stromo agreed. ‘Take every precaution to make sure none of our soldiers are harmed in the line of duty.’ He didn’t want to have to explain casualties to General Lanyan. ‘Oh, and the Chairman has asked that we minimize Roamer casualties as well.’




    ‘Certainly, Admiral.’ He got the impression that she considered him stupid for making such an obvious statement.




    Docking clamps anchored the lead Manta against the asteroid. A tunnel passage sealed polymer lips around the hatch, which a demolitions crew then blasted open. A vanguard of suited troops proceeded cautiously into the asteroid, holding stun-pulse rifles ready for an ambush. Behind them, the second and third waves of EDF soldiers waited, anxious to flood into the Roamer nest.




    Smaller consolidation teams had seized and occupied the outlying stations, metal-walled storage depots, domes filled with hardy and exotic crops. The severed solar mirrorfilm drifted until it finally draped like a reflective shroud over a tiny asteroid.




    Overhead, battle-ready Remoras cruised in careful circles through the rubble field. Because of the ruptured containment dome, the main asteroid was unstable, wobbling and precessing. The EDF pilots practised taking potshots at anything that moved, rousting out clan ships that attempted to hide in the shadows of orbiting rocks.




    A small vessel lunged away from the greenhouse asteroid like a rabbit bolting out of hiding. The pilot dodged and changed course repeatedly, making up his trajectory as he went.




    Stromo sat upright in his command chair. ‘Stop that ship from escaping!’ he bellowed over the general comm.




    Six patrol Remoras spotted the fleeing craft and set off in pursuit. From just the glimpse on his external screens, Stromo thought it was a butt-ugly ship, a collection of mismatched parts cobbled together. But the fleeing craft actually sparkled as it flew, and its acceleration engines took it on high-G-force loops that even fast EDF fighters couldn’t match.




    Stromo adjusted the flagship’s sensors to follow the escaping spacecraft as it shot about like a pinball, ricocheting through the asteroid field, partly to avoid collisions, but probably just to get away. The pilot took ridiculous risks and flew manoeuvres unthinkable to Stromo. Before long, the ugly craft left the EDF’s best Remoras far behind. It was embarrassing.




    ‘Break off pursuit,’ Stromo said. ‘I’ve decided to let at least one Roacher ship get away to spread the word of another crushing defeat. They’ve got to change their minds sooner or later.’ The words sounded false as he spoke them, but he raised his voice to inspire confidence.




    He watched the displayed suitcam images as Ramirez led her troops through tunnels and into the domed enclosures. He could toggle from one recording lens to another in order to get as many views as he wanted. It was the next best thing to actually going out and doing the operation in person.




    The people inside the domes put up little resistance. They were outnumbered, outgunned, and – thankfully – smart enough to realize it.




    Stromo estimated they would take a few hundred prisoners. How could so many of them crawl around in these rocks? En route to Hhrenni, while planning the details of this mission, he had given instructions for two Mantas in the assault force to reconfigure their decks. Low-ranking soldiers’ quarters were turned into holding pens, not secure enough to be prisons, but sufficient to hold the captives until they could be delivered to the Klikiss planet along with the detainees from Hurricane Depot and Rendezvous.




    Finally, Ramirez announced, ‘Admiral Stromo, this asteroid is secure. We’re ready to receive you over here.’




    He stood up and straightened his uniform. ‘Do I require a suit?’




    ‘No need, sir. Plenty of atmosphere in here, though it’s a bit chilly.’




    Once he made his way inside, he wished he had brought an oxygen mask after all, just to cover the stink. The asteroid air was redolent of metal and dust reprocessed with fertilizer chemicals. It smelled like a latrine. Did these Roamers actually use human faeces to fertilize their plants? How barbaric!




    Under the damaged main dome, EDF engineers had rigged up light panels powered by temporary battery cells. A cluster of Roamer prisoners stood among ruined plants and gardening equipment. It looked like a hurricane had hit this place.




    Stromo squared his shoulders. He enjoyed playing the part of a conquering military leader. ‘Who’s in charge here?’




    ‘I bet you think you are,’ answered one middle-aged man with reddish-blond hair. His round, rough face bore the red marks of a recently worn oxygen mask. Dried blood at his nose and haemorrhages in the whites of his eyes showed that he must have been exposed to the explosive decompression.




    Stromo glanced at the blasted hole in the dome. Gummy clots of a translucent substance blocked most of the leaks, though he could still hear air hissing out into space. ‘I know I’m in charge. But is there a particular Roamer I should be talking to?’




    ‘I’m Crim Tylar. You can talk to me as well as to anybody else.’




    ‘I intend to make this an orderly evacuation,’ Stromo said. ‘We’ll move all your personnel to a holding planet. You might even consider it a vacation after living on a floating rock like this.’




    ‘We made these asteroids tolerable enough. Until now.’




    Stromo smiled coolly. ‘You can use Roamer ingenuity to help establish a new Hansa settlement. A step towards making up for all the times when you shirked your duty to your fellow man.’ Looking down at the tattered and uprooted plants, he saw fresh vegetables and recognized the bright red colour of ripeness. He realized how hungry he was for good, fresh food. ‘Oh, tomatoes!’




    But as he bent over, Crim Tylar stomped on the plant, sending a splurt of red juice and seeds up on to the Admiral’s leg. ‘I didn’t grow them for you.’




    Stromo froze, but managed to keep his temper in check. The EDF soldiers would open fire if he gave the order, but he didn’t want to let this blow up into an impossible situation, especially with himself in the middle. Instead, knowing it was childish, he snapped, ‘Roachers don’t understand the concept of sharing.’
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    CESCA PERONI





    When the Roamer clans scattered, Cesca needed to get the old former Speaker to a safe, isolated place. At Jhy Okiah’s suggestion, Cesca took her to Jonah 12, hoping to stay with the small group of engineers there just long enough to gather her thoughts and to come to a decision about what to do.




    Only a week ago, Rendezvous had been attacked – destroyed – by the Earth Defence Forces. The first wave of chaos and confusion hadn’t yet finished sweeping through the dispersed clan settlements, and it would be some time before the Roamer families could be brought together, but as Speaker of the clans, Cesca was determined to establish efficient communications again. In spite of the current turmoil, she planned to get an emergency network in place as soon as possible and had already sent out scouts, temporarily enlisting all of the small mining base’s long-range ships to gather and distribute information.




    Cut off, the independent clans would be as hungry for news and guidance as Cesca was to talk to them. As soon as she received word back from some of the more important family heads, they would create a provisional council and choose a new centre of government. She prayed that the scouts’ Guiding Stars would help them get the word out swiftly. If they did not, she feared that the hot-headed clan members who had demanded the provocative ekti embargo in the first place might act rashly, and get themselves killed in the process.




    Long ago, the clan leaders had planned for various disasters, and designated several gathering points for Roamers in times of emergency. Although Rendezvous, the primary gathering point, was now gone, Cesca hoped to visit the few that remained in order to rally her people. Unfortunately, only two days after settling in at Jonah 12, old Jhy Okiah’s suddenly declining health forced Cesca to change her plans. Despite the former Speaker’s protests, Cesca insisted on staying at Jhy Okiah’s side. ‘This place is as good as anywhere else,’ she said. ‘I’ve sent out messengers, and there’s no ship to spare anyway. I’ll stay here with you while we wait.’




    Hydrogue depredations had put the families on higher alert for years – though few had expected that the greater threat would come from the Hansa government itself. Because of this constant state of vigilance, many ships had escaped the Eddy battle group at Rendezvous and were now spreading the alarm to hidden clan settlements, unmarked transport ships, and secret Roamer industrial facilities. By their very nature, Roamers were independent, bound only by loyalties, honour, and a loose system of laws. Rendezvous had been one of their few acknowledged safe havens. Right now, their very looseness and independence made the clans a difficult target for the EDF thugs, but it also created great problems in forming a united front.




    But only a week had passed. Only a week. Cesca knew she could consolidate the people, and she hoped the Big Goose would now ease up, assuming the Roamers were broken. But in that, they would be very much mistaken.




    Jhy Okiah had thought to hide on Jonah 12, because her youngest son had established the new base here. Not long ago, enthusiastic and ingenious Kotto had drawn up blueprints, run simulations, and convinced clan leaders to contribute funding and labour. The surface of Jonah 12 was made of hydrogen-rich ice, lakes of liquid methane, and other small-chain hydrocarbons that were useful for Roamer industries. And so Kotto had set up operations here, on a frigid chunk of rock and ice in the outer darkness of a system that some early clan explorer had named after a man who’d been swallowed by a whale.




    Swallowed in darkness. With everything that had happened to the Roamers, Cesca felt as if she were in a similar situation . . .




    Ambitious workers had set down modular domes in a base that was powered by a small-pile nuclear reactor. Moving like fat penguins, grazers trundled over the uneven terrain, gouging long troughs. Machinery cooked gases out of the harvested ice, sifting out hydrogen molecules that were recondensed for ekti processing; lightweight elements were diverted for colony use or for shipment to other clan settlements. Unwanted exhausts boiled up from each slow-moving grazer like clouds of steam from an old-fashioned locomotive. In the super-cold environment, the processed exhaust refroze immediately, settling back down like thick, vaporous snow. Railgun launchers shot barrels of pure hydrogen ice up to a drifting ekti reactor that would catalyse the hydrogen into ekti, the valuable allotrope used as stardrive fuel.




    Remembering her son’s wild plans, Jhy Okiah had wanted to see Jonah 12 for herself, even though Kotto was currently off investigating a hydrogue derelict found in the rings of Osquivel. His Chief Engineer, Purcell Wan, temporarily in charge of operations, had provided living quarters for Cesca and the former Speaker.




    It had been more than a decade since the old woman had set foot on another planet, and even in Jonah 12’s low gravity, she was barely able to breathe or move. Cesca suspected that the weight of the recent disaster and their uncertain future pressed on her friend more heavily than gravity did . . .




    Now as she sat next to Jhy Okiah on her narrow bed, Cesca saw that the light had dulled in the old woman’s eyes. Watching the EDF ships blast Rendezvous, destroying the connecting cables and girders of the cobbled-together space rocks, had been a direct blow to her.




    Inside their small habitation bubble, Cesca made pepperflower tea for both of them and sat sipping. Jhy Okiah just held the cup in her hand, letting the warmth penetrate her papery skin. Thick transparent windows on the curved sidewall of the chamber showed a fantastic landscape of moulded hydrogen ice, but the old woman focused instead through the chamber’s skylight, staring at the panoply of stars.




    ‘I suppose I should be cheering you up,’ Cesca said, ‘but I’ve got so many questions in front of me, and every answer I step on seems to be a trap door.’




    The former Speaker’s wrinkled, colourless lips formed a weak smile. ‘Leave your metaphors to the experts, Cesca.’




    ‘I feel more qualified to be a poet than a leader.’ She blew out a long breath to release her frustration. ‘What a mess! How am I supposed to meet with the Roamer clans? The facilities and settlements are so diffuse, how will I get word to everyone to announce a clan gathering? And where should we hold it? We’re all outlaws now. Is it even safe to bring all the families together again in one place? What if the Hansa has already found out about our gathering points? Dangerous!’ She put her elbows on her knees.




    ‘You’re letting impatience get the best of you. Rushed decisions are often bad decisions.’ She patted Cesca gently on the arm. ‘It took only a few minutes to destroy Rendezvous, but it’ll take a long time to bring the clans together again. Spread the word, and the clans will know eventually.’




    ‘But I have to do something. I want to rally the clans, inspire them, tell them not to surrender. If I’m the Speaker, shouldn’t I go to Earth and demand restitution?’




    ‘They will seize you and hold you as a political prisoner.’




    Cesca sipped her tea without tasting it, just for something to do. She fretted. ‘I should at least go back to Rendezvous and survey the damage . . . if there’s anything left at all.’




    ‘Those damned Eddies stole our central place and our history.’ Tears welled up in the former Speaker’s eyes, and she drew a deep, rattling breath. ‘My timing is poor, Cesca. I should have died earlier, when you were handling everything so well.’




    ‘Don’t talk about dying,’ Cesca said. ‘You need to stick around long enough to see how this all ends.’




    Lying on her bed, Jhy Okiah squeezed Cesca’s hand with surprising strength. ‘It does you no good to keep relying on me. You will figure out the solutions for yourself.’ The old woman sighed. ‘I wish Kotto was here. He always comes up with solutions.’




    ‘Crazy ones,’ Cesca said with a forced chuckle.




    ‘But solutions nevertheless.’




    She set her cup of pepperflower tea on a small shelf, then looked out through the skylight again, as if trying to count the scattered diamonds of distant suns. She suddenly smiled and pointed with one finger. ‘Oh, look. My Guiding Star!’




    Cesca glanced up, following the old woman’s gesture, but all the stars looked alike. She felt the sinewy hand clench, and when Cesca looked down again, the light had faded from Jhy Okiah’s eyes.
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    JESS TAMBLYN





    Encased within his alien water-and-pearl ship and protected by the power of the wentals, Jess descended into the raging depths of the gas giant Golgen. He had asked the water elementals to take him here to see first-hand what he had accomplished in his first strike against the hydrogues.




    His strange vessel plunged through wispy clouds and tearing winds; vapours scoured the exterior hull. Apocalyptic storms churned through the high-pressure seas of condensed atmosphere where enemy hydrogues had once lived. Seven years ago, as a brash and vengeful human, Jess had dealt a mortal blow to them.




    He and his clan engineers from Plumas had fired short-period comets into this planet as if they were cosmic cannonballs. The impacts, like giant thunderbolts wielded by ancient gods, had been unstoppable, the shockwave concussions more destructive than the strongest thermonuclear bombs.




    The huge gas ball was still marked with discoloured blemishes, like gangrenous wounds, from the cometary fusillade. The intervening years had not quelled the atmospheric disruption; repercussions would continue for decades at least. The still-angry human part of Jess Tamblyn took satisfaction in that, a measure of revenge for the death of Ross and his Blue Sky Mine, which the aliens had destroyed . . .




    But while he was focused on his past efforts to defeat the hydrogues, he suddenly received flashes of images, alarms, and thoughts from the wentals themselves – a burst of news sent through the interlinked water beings. The message was not clear, but Jess comprehended what was happening: the EDF had attacked another Roamer outpost, the home of Nikko Chan Tylar, who had barely escaped.




    Jess’s fourteen volunteer ‘water bearers’ were quietly distributing wentals to the lakes and oceans of uninhabited worlds where they were free to grow, and the water-based beings were beginning to expand. Though wentals were similar to the verdani, the worldtrees of Theroc, Jess’s volunteers had not been physically transformed to communicate directly with other wentals, as the green priests did with the worldforest.




    Nikko was among the most susceptible, and most enthusiastic, of the volunteers. The water entities had allowed him to communicate with them, had even sent a quick alarm about the EDF strike on Hurricane Depot. But Jess doubted his other water bearers could read the details of the call that had just gone out from Nikko through the wentals.




    In his own mind, Jess witnessed everything the young man managed to communicate to the wental water aboard his vessel. The Chan greenhouse asteroids had been seized, the Roamers living there captured, while Nikko himself outran the Eddy pursuers.




    Now, as his ship descended into Golgen, Jess wrestled with his obligations. He was still a Roamer, and he felt honour-bound to do something to help – if he could. But the raid on the Chan greenhouses was already over, and so was the destruction of Rendezvous and Hurricane Depot. He could never get there in time to accomplish anything.




    His water-and-pearl vessel would certainly startle the Eddy battleships, but he couldn’t fight the whole military force, no matter what his powers were. He hoped his sister Tasia was not among them. She had joined the Earth military, but he couldn’t believe she was voluntarily preying upon Roamer outposts. Where was she now?




    No, Jess knew he couldn’t allow himself to grow distracted. Better that he continue his quest to resurrect the wentals. If the hydrogues were not defeated, these petty squabbles among humans would eventually become irrelevant . . .




    Around him, Golgen’s clouds were impenetrable with stirred ammonia, hydrocarbons, phosphine, hydrogen sulphide. He felt an unexpected fear scrape like sharp fingernails along his bones. The reaction within him came from the wentals’ deep-seated alarm as they remembered the centuries of death and near-annihilation the hydrogues had visited upon them.




    ‘Strange, but I think we were destined to be allies,’ Jess said. ‘Before I ever knew of wentals, I dealt the hydrogues a deep wound. I even used comets – frozen water – to do it. I’d like to see what my comets did.’




    As the water-and-pearl vessel descended past layer after layer of convulsing clouds, Jess peered through the translucent bubble. Wispy shreds of vapour pulled away at an equilibrium layer, and he saw startling wreckage: enormous fragments of segmented domes, broken curves that had once been the structure of a hydrogue metropolis. The cityspheres had shattered and imploded from the unexpected barrage.




    The eerie alien cities must have been magnificent, and Jess wondered how many hydrogues he had killed in the process. He decided the number couldn’t possibly make up for the innocent Roamer victims the hydrogues had slaughtered, or the whole populations of wentals they had eradicated ten thousand years ago.




    The wentals said to him, Now that we are growing stronger, Golgen will be only the first of many victories against the hydrogues.




    In all the wrecked components floating in the dense and turbulent atmosphere, Jess saw no sign of the Blue Sky Mine. The hydrogues had smashed his brother’s facility years ago, and he doubted the liquid crystal creatures had any memory of the innocent people they had slain.




    He thought of the last time he had seen Ross proudly riding his own skymine. His brother had been making a surprising success of his commercial venture, proving himself to his lovely young fiancée. Cesca. Back then Jess’s deepest worry had been hiding his secret love for her, knowing that she was betrothed to Ross . . .




    In his mind, the wental voices offered a curious reassurance. We will release part of ourselves from this ship into the clouds of Golgen. The atmosphere has enough water molecules for us to spread and sustain ourselves. It will be a slow process, but we can gradually draw a diffuse wental mind together to secure and protect this place.




    Sweat beads appeared on the outside of the water-and-pearl vessel, transmitted through the armoured liquid hull. The droplets grew larger and thicker until they flew off like silver bullets into the restless storm layers.




    We can calm the turbulence, dampen the disrupted weather, and tame Golgen again. Our wental essence will survive.




    ‘You mean you’ll occupy an entire hydrogue world?’




    Not completely, but we will be here. Already, wental energy seeps through the clouds, questing up and down to fill the ruined heart of this planet. There are no longer any hydrogues here, and we will disrupt their transgates so they can never return.




    ‘Now I know why my Guiding Star brought me here.’




    Golgen is safe. You may direct your Roamers to bring their skymines here again and gather all the ekti they desire.




    Jess’s heart leaped. A safe planet for skymining! ‘I am due to meet with my water bearers soon, and together we will spread the word.’
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    TASIA TAMBLYN





    This wasn’t what she’d had in mind when she signed up for the Earth Defence Forces. Not at all.




    After her brother Ross was killed, Tasia had sneaked away from her family at the ice mines on Plumas in order to fight the hydrogues. The hydrogues. She wanted to be in the thick of things, right in the middle of the war. Isolated on Mars, though, watching over a bunch of bottom-of-the-barrel students, she was as far from the conflict as she could possibly be.




    Yanked from her Manta command, Tasia had been sent here to run kleebs through training exercises. What a waste! Admiral Willis insisted it wasn’t a demotion, though the new assignment was obviously intended to keep her out of the way while the Eddies tilted at windmills in an infuriatingly unnecessary crackdown against Roamer clans.




    Standing alone on the red rock outcropping, Tasia made a disgusted sound into her suit helmet, after making sure the comm was off. General Lanyan’s Guiding Star must be a black hole . . . or a whole cluster of black holes, pulling him in a dozen different directions – all of them wrong! Wrong enemy, wrong priority, wrong war.




    It hadn’t been easy for her to leave her clan in the first place, to leave all the Roamers and her way of life, but she’d done it to fight against the monstrous aliens that preyed upon Roamer skymines – including Ross’s. She wasn’t like one of the shiny-eyed new cadets from Earth who joined the Eddies because they thought it was glamorous, or because the uniform would help them get laid. Tasia had thrown her not-insubstantial skills in with the EDF because she wanted to hurt the drogues.




    The Roamer clans were not timid – hell, they lived in places that would have made most Hansa members wet their environmental suits! – but the loose confederation of families kept no organized military force. If Tasia wanted to fight the drogues, then she had to do it with the EDF. Their goals coincided with her own. Supposedly.




    Though she had served faithfully, no one had forgotten her roots. Since Roamers were considered hostiles, Tasia had been pulled to the sidelines, where she set up mock surface battles, guided raw recruits on high-atmospheric drops, and drilled them on tactical exercises in the classroom. Waiting in her bulky and uncomfortable EDF-issue environment suit, she stood facing the mock combat area on the rusty surface of Mars. She had chosen a high vantage point from which she could watch the teams. She had deposited them out in the tangled canyons of Labyrinthus Noctis, the ‘Labyrinth of Night’. The troops marched according to coordinated plans, like two sports teams vying for a championship.




    At her side, her compy EA stared in the same direction she did; Tasia couldn’t tell if the Listener model was actually seeing and absorbing details, or just imitating her owner.




    Buzzing ramjet flyers soared through the thin Martian atmosphere, deploying a squadron of parachute troops that leaped out of cargo bays in the low Martian gravity. As they dropped, the troops unfurled gigantic batwings, tough films with sufficient surface area to provide resistance in the thin air. The unexpected parachute assault troopers were landing close to the objective.




    ‘That’s an unorthodox trick from Team Jade,’ she said to EA.




    ‘It is a twist that will probably allow them to win the day’s challenge,’ the compy said. The fact that EA would make such an observation made Tasia hope the Listener compy was at last thinking for herself.




    Tasia smiled through her helmet faceplate. ‘I’ll have to commend those soldiers for ingenuity. Doing impossible and unexpected things is the only way the EDF’ll make headway against the drogues.’




    She knew that the large rammer fleet would soon be completed: extraordinarily armoured kamikaze battleships to be crewed by Soldier compies. The rammers would tackle the drogue warglobes head-on, one for one. An exceedingly expensive defence, but one that would hurt the hydrogues without a cost in human lives. So far, nothing else had worked. As soon as the big rammers were ready, they would look for the right opportunity. As long as the new vessels performed up to expectations, the Eddies would have a proven new weapon against the drogues. Maybe, if they began to win against the hydrogues, they would finally stop picking on the Roamer clans as a surrogate enemy . . .




    The EDF was having a difficult time convincing people to enlist, and each batch of kleebs seemed worse than the last. That was why the battle groups depended more and more on Soldier compies to fill out their crews.




    And Tasia had to groom the rest. What a waste of time! Why should she be forced to train more soldiers who might one day turn against the clans and cause more destruction?




    The glider troops landed, stripped off their giant flexible wings, and took up their positions to meet the oncoming second team. Tasia watched them, paying attention only because she would have to submit her own report and analysis of the day’s results.




    From her observation site, she scanned the teams of trainees running through drills. Most of them were impossibly slow, reacting with clumsy book-learned responses that were a long way from becoming swift instinct. Their lives had been too easy, too comfortable, and their mistakes had rarely had serious consequences. They were not accustomed to a daily awareness that any botched move might bring catastrophe.




    Because she hadn’t joined the military to fool around, Tasia had risen swiftly in rank. She hadn’t coveted medals or promotions, and she didn’t play political games, but she worked damned hard and excelled at each tested skill. Though she claimed no political or career ambitions, the advantage to having a higher rank, as she saw it, was that she could do more important things. That was the idea, at least.




    But now, thanks to their Roamer boondoggle, they’d pulled her from her Manta command and placed her in cold storage on Mars while the EDF picked on the clans. Couldn’t they at least have given her something useful to do?
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