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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
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    THE STORY SO FAR





    For the first test of the Klikiss Torch – a device discovered in the ruins of the ancient alien Klikiss civilization – the Terran Hanseatic League (the Hansa) ignited a gas-giant planet, creating a small sun. The Hansa’s suave Chairman BASIL WENCESLAS intended to terraform the gas giant’s frozen moons into new colonies. Humanity had spread across many available worlds under the benevolent but reticent watch of the alien Ildiran Empire and its godlike leader, the MAGE-IMPERATOR. The Ildirans, represented by their Solar Navy commander, ADAR KORI’NH, were sceptical about the Torch project, but came to observe the test.




    When the gas planet was ignited, instant reports were transmitted around the galaxy by BENETO, a ‘green priest’ from the forested planet Theroc who had a symbiosis with semi-sentient ‘worldtrees’. Like living telegraph stations, green priests provide the only form of instant communication across vast distances through the forest network. Back on Earth, OLD KING FREDERICK, a glamorous figurehead ruler, led a celebration of the successful test.




    Unknown to anyone, though, this and many gas planets were inhabited by a powerful alien species, the HYDROGUES. The Hansa had just destroyed one of their populous worlds and unwittingly declared war on an entire hidden empire.




    On Ildira, the Mage-Imperator’s first-born son, PRIME DESIGNATE JORA’H, welcomed the human REYNALD, Beneto’s brother and heir to the throne of Theroc. As a token of friendship, Jora’h invited Reynald to send two green priests to study the grand Ildiran epic, the Saga of Seven Suns. On his way home, Reynald met in space with the Roamers, fiercely independent space gypsies led by old SPEAKER JHY OKIAH and her beautiful protégée CESCA PERONI. Since both Roamers and Theroc were technically independent of the Terran Hanseatic League, Reynald discussed a possible alliance, even suggesting marriage with Cesca, but she was already betrothed to a skyminer, ROSS TAMBLYN (while secretly in love with his brother JESS).




    The merchant woman RLINDA KETT came to Theroc in the Voracious Curiosity, hoping to open trade between Theroc and the Hansa. She was supported by ambitious SAREIN, sister to Reynald and Beneto, but MOTHER ALEXA and FATHER IDRISS were happy with their isolation on Theroc. Rlinda agreed to deliver two green priests – old OTEMA and bright-eyed young NIRA – to Ildira at the invitation of Prime Designate Jora’h.




    On Earth, Chairman Wenceslas secretly began searching for a replacement for King Frederick. Basil’s henchmen kidnapped a scamp, RAYMOND AGUERRA, then staged a terrible fire in his dwelling, killing his mother and three brothers, leaving no evidence. The Hansa then altered the young man’s appearance, told him he was now ‘Prince Peter’, and began brainwashing him, using the Teacher ‘compy’ (a companion robot) OX to instruct him in his new role.




    After the success of the Klikiss Torch, the archaeologists who had discovered the technology, MARGARET and LOUIS COLICOS, began a new excavation on the desert planet of Rheindic Co, where ancient Klikiss cities remained untouched. The only functional remnants of the alien civilization, their hulking beetle-like robots, explained that their memories had been erased long ago. To learn more about their own past, three of these antique robots accompanied the Colicoses to the excavation site. The archaeology team also included a compy, DD, and a green priest. While Louis studied the ruins, Margaret worked to decipher Klikiss hieroglyphics in the hope of finding answers.




    Meanwhile, angered by their near genocide, the hydrogues began to attack human facilities around gas giants. One of their first targets was a ‘skymine’ – a huge cloudtop facility that skimmed gas giants for ekti, vital stardrive fuel – owned by Cesca’s fiancé Ross Tamblyn. Roamers and their skymines were the main suppliers of ekti to the Hansa and the Ildiran Empire. The hydrogues also destroyed the space station left to observe the new sun at the Klikiss Torch site – never demanding terms, never showing mercy. These unexpected attacks stunned both the Hansa and the Roamers. Chairman Wenceslas met with the commander of the Earth Defence Forces (EDF), gruff GENERAL KURT LANYAN, to discuss the threat. Old King Frederick worked to rally the populace, recruiting new volunteers for the EDF.




    Vowing revenge for her brother Ross, spunky Roamer TASIA TAMBLYN heard the call and ran off to join the military, taking her compy EA and leaving her brother Jess in charge of the family water mines. Although Ross’s death left Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni free to confess their love, they couldn’t bring themselves to take advantage of the tragic situation for personal gain.




    Meanwhile, Raymond Aguerra continued training to become the next King, watched over by OX. At first he enjoyed the change from the rough streets to the opulent palace, but soon he began to resent the rigid control imposed upon him. To his horror, he discovered that the Hansa had arranged the deaths of his family.




    On Ildira, the green priest Nira spent a great deal of time with Prime Designate Jora’h, who was destined to become the next Ildiran leader. Though he had many assigned mates, he genuinely fell in love with Nira. Another son of the Mage-Imperator, the grim and intense DOBRO DESIGNATE UDRU’H, interrogated Nira about her telepathic potential as a green priest, then reported to the Mage-Imperator about secret Ildiran breeding experiments on the planet Dobro. Udru’h suggested that Nira might have the DNA potential they needed for the breeding project.




    Digging through supposedly perfect and indisputable records of their past, an Ildiran historian uncovered documents proving that the hydrogues had appeared long ago in a previous war, but that all mention of the conflict had been censored from the Saga of Seven Suns. Before he could reveal his shocking discovery, the Mage-Imperator killed him, saying ‘I wanted it kept secret.’




    Solar Navy commander Adar Kori’nh promoted ZAN’NH, the first-born son of Prime Designate Jora’h, and took the fleet to the gas giant Qronha 3, the site of an old Ildiran skymining facility. When hydrogue warglobes rose from the clouds to destroy the ekti facility, the Solar Navy engaged in a furious battle. Although hydrogue weaponry proved far superior, one Ildiran subcommander crashed his battleship into the nearest sphere, destroying it and giving the Solar Navy time to retreat with the rescued skyminers. In the thousands of years chronicled in the Saga of Seven Suns, no Ildiran had ever experienced such a terrible and humiliating defeat.




    On Earth, the EDF built new ships and commandeered civilian spacecraft to mount a defence against further hydrogue attacks. Rlinda Kett was forced to surrender all of her merchant ships to the war effort, except for the Voracious Curiosity. Newly enlisted Tasia Tamblyn excelled in military training, besting spoiled-brat Earth recruits. Her particular bane was PATRICK FITZPATRICK III; her closest friend was fellow trainee, ROBB BRINDLE.




    In an uproar after the repeated hydrogue attacks, many Roamers ceased all skymining, but Jess Tamblyn decided to strike the enemy aliens himself. He gathered loyal workers and went to where the hydrogues had destroyed his brother Ross’s skymine. They sent giant comets plummeting down to batter the gas planet with the force of atomic warheads.




    Upon learning that the Ildirans had also been attacked by hydrogues, Chairman Wenceslas went to meet with the Mage-Imperator to propose an alliance. The hydrogues had neither acknowledged nor responded to requests for negotiation. While Basil was away on Ildira, however, a giant warglobe appeared at Earth and a hydrogue emissary demanded to speak with flustered and incompetent King Frederick. Contained within a pressure vessel, the alien emissary informed the King that the Klikiss Torch had annihilated a hydrogue planet, slaughtering millions of their people. Frederick apologized for the inadvertent genocide, but the hydrogue demanded that all skymining cease. This would mean no ekti fuel for the Ildiran stardrive, the only viable method of space travel. As Frederick pleaded with him, the hydrogue emissary detonated his containment tank, killing the King and all observers in the throne hall.




    Basil rushed back to Earth and told royal trainee Raymond that ‘King Peter’ must take the throne immediately. Peter gave a carefully scripted speech, defying the hydrogue ultimatum and declaring that humans would take the fuel necessary for their survival. He dispatched a battle group, including Tasia Tamblyn and Robb Brindle, along with commercial ekti harvesters to Jupiter. For several days all was quiet, but then warglobes engaged the EDF in a terrible battle. Tasia and Robb survived, although the battered human ships limped away, beaten . . .




    Before anyone learned of the humiliating defeat, Basil presided over King Peter’s coronation, designed as a show of hope and confidence. Peter, hiding his hatred for Basil, was drugged into cooperation. Feigning paternal pride, Basil promised the new King that if he behaved, they would find him a Queen . . .




    On Ildira, Nira discovered that she was pregnant with Jora’h’s child, but before she could tell him, the Mage-Imperator dispatched Jora’h on a diplomatic mission. Then, in the stillness of a sleep period, brutal Ildiran guards captured Nira and stabbed to death her mentor, Otema, who was too old for the breeding pens. Nira was turned over to the evil Dobro Designate for genetic experimentation . . .




    At the Roamer capital of Rendezvous, Speaker Okiah challenged the resourceful clans to find alternatives to skymining, then abdicated her position in favour of Cesca. Jess watched the woman he loved take her place as a strong leader, realizing she was farther away from him now than ever before.




    On distant Rheindic Co, the Colicos team discovered an arcane transportation system, a dimensional doorway controlled by complex machinery. Though the Klikiss robots insisted they remembered nothing, Margaret was able to translate archaic records. Apparently the robots themselves had been responsible for the disappearance of their parent race and were also involved in an ancient war with the hydrogues! Surprised by this news, Margaret and Louis rushed back to their camp, only to find that their green priest had been murdered and all communication cut off.




    Working with their faithful compy DD, Margaret and Louis barricaded themselves in the cliff-city, but the sinister Klikiss robots broke through. Although DD attempted to defend his masters, the robots captured him, taking care not to hurt a fellow intelligent machine. At the last moment, Louis got the ‘transportal’ functioning, opening a doorway to an unknown alien world. He urged Margaret through. Then, before he could join her, the gate closed – and the robots were upon him.




    For five years, the hydrogue war continued; the human race and the Ildiran Empire struggled to cope with the loss of stardrive fuel. King Peter announced strict rationing schemes, taking public blame for the act while Basil Wenceslas made all the real decisions. Roamer daredevils led by Jess Tamblyn and DEL KELLUM – a clan head who ran shipbuilding operations in the rings of the gas planet Osquivel – made hit-and-run sweeps on gas giants, grabbing ekti before the hydrogues could strike them; many missions ended in tragedy.




    Prime Designate Jora’h was told that his beloved Nira had been killed in a fire; the Mage-Imperator kept the Dobro breeding scheme secret from him, along with the fact that Nira was alive and well, being used as a test subject. After bearing OSIRA’H, Jora’h’s own daughter, Nira gave birth to several more half-breed children. She had no choice but to perform the slave labour imposed on her and other human captives taken generations ago from a lost colony ship, the Burton. To ensure that no one from the Hansa discovered the breeding camp, the Dobro Designate ordered the destruction of the derelict Burton. Adar Kori’nh reluctantly followed his orders, but was disturbed to get rid of such a historic relic. The breeding programme had to remain secret.




    On Nira’s home planet of Theroc, Reynald searched for a suitable wife, accompanied by his younger sister ESTARRA, since he would soon replace his parents as the leader of his people. Their grandparents urged them both to choose a good match, since Reynald and Estarra had plenty of responsibility on their shoulders.




    Cut off from the traditional business of skymining, the Roamers developed new schemes for obtaining fuel – from breaking down cometary ice, to flying huge nebula sails. Eccentric engineer KOTTO OKIAH established a risky metals-processing colony on the extremely hot planet of Isperos. At the shipyards in the rings of Osquivel, Del Kellum showed Jess all he had done; his daughter ZHETT was clearly interested in Jess, but he was still in love with Cesca.




    Jess’s sister Tasia was sent with a group of battleships to the rebellious Hansa colony of Yreka, where settlers were hoarding ekti. The EDF cracked down hard, first isolating and then raiding Yreka, confiscating all stardrive fuel for military uses; Tasia was uneasy that the EDF chose to turn their might against their own struggling colonies, instead of the real hydrogue enemy.




    Chairman Wenceslas, who had been hoping that Margaret and Louis Colicos might unearth another weapon as useful as the Klikiss Torch, discovered that the archaeologists had vanished without a trace. Although their scholar son, ANTON COLICOS, had sent repeated inquiries about his missing parents, his letters vanished into Hansa bureaucracy. Before Anton could learn anything, he received a surprise invitation from an Ildiran historian, REMEMBERER VAO’SH, to study the Saga of Seven Suns on Ildira. He eagerly accepted.




    Chairman Wenceslas sent the merchant woman Rlinda Kett to Crenna to pick up an undercover spy, DAVLIN LOTZE, and take him to Rheindic Co in order to discover what had happened to the Colicos team. While on Crenna, Rlinda also met with her favourite ex-husband BRANSON ‘BeBob’ ROBERTS, who had been drafted to fly EDF recon missions against the hydrogues but chose to go AWOL instead. Leaving BeBob behind, Rlinda took Davlin to Rheindic Co, where they found the bodies of Louis Colicos and the green priest, but no sign at all of Margaret or their compy DD.




    Hapless, kidnapped DD watched the evil Klikiss robots perform horrific tests on captured compies to ‘free’ them from the programming that forced them to obey humans. DD also discovered that thousands of Klikiss robots, buried in a sort of hibernation, were being reawakened as part of their insidious schemes. The robots took little DD into a gas giant to the bizarre high-pressure cities of the hydrogues. There, DD learned that the Klikiss robots were forming a deadly alliance with the hydrogues against humans, but the little compy was helpless to stop their plans.




    On Earth, King Peter and Basil Wenceslas were surprised when a Klikiss robot, JORAX, unexpectedly volunteered to let himself be dismantled for science. Jorax claimed that the Klikiss robots wanted to assist humans in the hydrogue war, and that the robotic technology could be used to create highly proficient Soldier compies. Peter was suspicious of the offer, but Basil saw too many possible benefits to turn it down. The robot was dissected, and many of the Klikiss robot programming modules were immediately copied, adapted, and put into production.




    While sleeping with Sarein, Basil complained that the aloof green priests would be extremely valuable as communication tools in the war, but they refused to help. Sarein suggested a plan to strengthen ties between Theroc and the Hansa: her sister Estarra should marry King Peter. When they attended Reynald’s coronation ceremony on the forested world, Basil and Sarein offered this plan to the new leader of Theroc, and he accepted. When Estarra learned the news, she was at first surprised and alarmed – she had never met Peter – but her friend, the eccentric green priest ROSSIA, encouraged her to give the alliance a chance. Estarra communicated with her brother Beneto, serving as green priest on Corvus Landing, and he wished her well. Sarein then spoke to the gathered green priests and convinced nineteen of them, including her uncle YARROD, to volunteer to help the EDF.




    After his little sister’s engagement to the King, Reynald sent a marriage proposal to Cesca Peroni. Though she was in love with Jess and continued to meet him for secret assignations, they had never formalized their plans. Now, for the good of her people, she considered the proposed alliance with the Therons. Jess urged Cesca to accept the offer, regardless of her feelings for him. To make the choice easier for her, Jess signed up for a long and lonely voyage to collect ekti in one of Del Kellum’s nebula skimmers; he launched from the Osquivel shipyards and flew off alone into space, leaving Cesca to do what she must.




    On Ildira, the Mage-Imperator revealed to Prime Designate Jora’h that he was dying and that Jora’h would soon have to take the throne. Adar Kori’nh escorted Jora’h to the pleasure planet of Hyrillka to retrieve his oldest noble-born son THOR’H, who was destined to replace him as the next Prime Designate. Thor’h resented his change of status from his soft life and pouted when his father told him he must prepare for his new duties. The Adar’s warliners put on a spectacular performance for hedonistic DESIGNATE RUSA’H.




    Before they could depart, a group of hydrogue warglobes swept in to destroy Hyrillka. Designate Rusa’h was seriously injured as the citadel palace collapsed around him. Although Adar Kori’nh and his warliners were resoundingly trounced, he managed to escape with Jora’h, Thor’h, and the unconscious Rusa’h.




    When they returned to Ildira, the dying Mage-Imperator instructed Kori’nh to abandon weaker colonies in the Ildiran Empire to consolidate their strengths. Kori’nh saw this as a devastating blow: for the first time in millennia, the Empire was shrinking – and under his watch! While Rusa’h remained in his coma, the Mage-Imperator revealed to Jora’h details of an ancient hidden war, in which the hydrogues had been allied with fiery beings known as FAEROS against watery entities called WENTALS and a forest mind called the VERDANI. Jora’h realized that the sentient worldtrees on Theroc must be the verdani, and he began to suspect that his beloved Nira might not have died in the convenient way his father described.




    In the Ildiran breeding barracks on Dobro, Nira told the prisoners stories about what life was like for free humanity. Unfortunately, they had been experimental subjects for so many generations they could not imagine freedom. Designate Udru’h trained Nira’s daughter Osira’h to enhance her mental powers. Udru’h brainwashed the little girl to believe she was the saviour of the Ildiran race in the struggle against the hydrogues. When Nira and other prisoners were put to work fighting a brush fire in the hills, Nira tried to escape, rushing to scrub trees and attempting to use her green priest abilities to call for help. But the trees were silent, and she was captured, beaten, and dragged back to the camps.




    General Lanyan went on a survey cruise with Tasia Tamblyn’s old nemesis, Patrick Fitzpatrick III. They encountered a lone Roamer cargo ship; after confiscating his load of ekti, Fitzpatrick quietly destroyed the ship and its captain, careful to leave no witnesses. Later, the EDF battle group responded to a distress call from a planet under attack by hydrogue warglobes. Aided by an innovative idea from Tasia, they rescued many of the colonists, but they could not fight the hydrogues. Tasia’s lover Robb Brindle chased after the departing enemy, tracking them to the ringed gas planet Osquivel, the site of Del Kellum’s secret Roamer shipyards. When Robb reported his find to the EDF commanders, General Lanyan decided to make an all-out attack on Osquivel. Knowing that the hidden Roamer facility would surely be found, Tasia sent her loyal compy EA off to warn Speaker Peroni. Meeting with the EDF commanders, Robb proposed a risky scheme to go down in an encounter vessel in a last attempt to communicate with the hydrogues before the EDF attacked; it was almost certainly a suicide mission.




    When EA delivered her warning, the Roamers at Osquivel scrambled to hide their shipyard before the EDF could arrive. By the time Tasia and her fleet came to the ringed planet, the Roamers had completed their work just in time. Robb descended in his diving bell, offering a last chance for negotiation, but his transmissions cut off abruptly. When hydrogue warglobes opened fire, Robb was presumed dead, and General Lanyan ordered a full-scale attack, using the new Soldier compies. The battle was a massacre of human ships. Zhett Kellum and her father watched the disaster from their hiding places in the planet’s rings. Ship after ship was destroyed, and the scattered EDF finally declared a retreat, leaving fallen comrades behind. Tasia barely managed to drag her cruiser away; Patrick Fitzpatrick’s ship was destroyed. Utterly defeated, the remnants of the fleet limped home . . .




    Cesca travelled with celebratory Roamer ships to formally accept Reynald’s offer of marriage. Jess was far away, alone, on his nebula skimmer, collecting hydrogen, gases, and water molecules. Gradually sensing that he was no longer alone, Jess realized that the water was somehow alive and began to communicate with it. He had gathered one of the supernatural beings, a wental, which told him about the ancient war against the hydrogues. Jess now had a new mission: if he dispersed this wental to other water planets, helped it grow strong again, then humanity could have a powerful ally against the hydrogues. He took the wental to an empty ocean world, where the entity miraculously spread; then Jess departed to find another candidate planet.




    On Rheindic Co searching for information about Margaret Colicos, the spy Davlin Lotze accidentally discovered how to activate the Klikiss transportals and was whisked to another planet, while Rlinda Kett could only watch helplessly. Through experimentation, Davlin activated the transportation system again and spent days hopping from planet to planet, until he finally found his way back to Rlinda, who had nearly given up on him. Though exhausted and near starvation, Davlin was also exhilarated – he had discovered a new means of interplanetary travel that did not require the embargoed stardrive fuel ekti!




    Still without word of his missing parents, Anton Colicos travelled to meet with the historian Vao’sh at the Prism Palace where he learned about Ildiran tales and culture. After spending time on the main world, he and Vao’sh were assigned to the resort planet of Maratha, which was in constant sunlight for half the year and full darkness the other half. Klikiss robots were constructing a second city on the opposite side of the world, but the buildings were not finished. Eager to show the dark-fearing Ildirans the thrill of a ‘haunted house’, Anton convinced a group to visit the dark-side construction site, where the black robots diligently worked. Later, as the day season ended, all tourists left Maratha, and only a small skeleton crew remained behind during the long night. Anton and Vao’sh also stayed, waiting as the darkness fell . . .




    At the Roamer base on the near-molten world of Isperos, Kotto Okiah’s systems began to break down. Though he struggled to hold the base together, too many components failed, and he knew they were doomed. Kotto sent an urgent call to the Roamers, who responded with rescue ships. But the solar flares increased and the hellish environment was so harsh that the ships began to overload as they tried to take the refugees to safety. Before they fell to the punishing storm, however, fiery ellipsoidal ships emerged from the sun itself. At first the panicked Roamers feared they were under attack, but the fireballs – the faeros – actually protected them until they could get away . . .




    Back at the space battlefield at Osquivel, Roamers inspected the EDF wrecks to see what they could salvage. Zhett found a drifting lifetube that contained a weak Patrick Fitzpatrick. Although she nursed him to health, she could never let him return to his former life, because he knew too many Roamer secrets.




    Destined to be the next Queen, Estarra arrived on Earth. When she finally met Peter, she felt a connection with him, but Basil kept them carefully apart. As the wedding preparations proceeded swiftly after the EDF defeat at Osquivel, she had little chance to get to know the man who would become her husband, but her sister Sarein arranged for them to have time together. During the spectacular wedding, Peter pointedly snubbed the Chairman, making Basil very angry. On their wedding night, the King and Queen felt they could be much stronger together, and perhaps even learn to fall in love with each other . . .




    Prime Designate Jora’h sent resentful Thor’h back to Hyrillka to supervise the reconstruction activities after the hydrogue attack. Jora’h followed his suspicions, eventually discovering that Nira was indeed alive and held hostage on Dobro – and that her daughter by him, Osira’h, was being trained as a new Ildiran weapon. Feeling betrayed, Jora’h confronted his father and the Dobro Designate, neither of whom denied the accusations, insisting only that Jora’h must accept the truth for the good of the Empire. For days, Jora’h tried to commandeer a ship to Dobro so that he could see Nira again. When the ailing Mage-Imperator realized that the Prime Designate would never understand, he took his only course of action: a Mage-Imperator knows everything in the Ildiran racial mind through his connection with the telepathic force of thism. Jora’h would know his place once he became the next godlike leader. Therefore the Mage-Imperator poisoned himself, leaving his son no choice but to do his duty.




    The death of the Mage-Imperator severed the telepathic bond holding the Ildiran race together, sending a mental shockwave across the galaxy. Jora’h collapsed, then dragged himself to his father’s deathbed. All around the Empire, Ildiran men cut off their hair and nearly went insane.




    On patrol with the Solar Navy, Adar Kori’nh had felt helpless and resentful, his hands tied by clear orders that he must never engage the hydrogues. After the shocking death of the Mage-Imperator, though, he realized that, for once, he could act entirely on his own, without the leader observing his every action. He called forty-nine of his battleships and went to Qronha 3, the site of the first major Ildiran defeat by the hydrogues. Kori’nh remembered how one of his officers had destroyed an enemy warglobe by crashing his ship headlong into it. Now, when the hydrogues rose up to meet them, Kori’nh gave his orders – and all forty-nine of his battleships slammed into enemy vessels, reaping a great but costly victory, and earning himself a place in the Saga of Seven Suns for ever.




    Prowling hydrogues encountered Jess Tamblyn on his journey to disperse the wentals, ancient enemies of the hydrogues. The water entities told Jess that he had to survive. On their instructions, he drank a vial of the energized wentals just as the hydrogues destroyed his ship over a cloudy and uncharted planet. Jess later woke up, floating in an alien sea – charged with superhuman powers, but marooned and completely cut off from everything he knew, including his beloved Cesca . . .




    The hydrogues next attacked Corvus Landing, where Estarra’s brother Beneto made his home. The aliens sent a small ship to Beneto’s worldtree grove, demanding to know the location of the main worldforest. The trees came alive and destroyed the emissary, but the larger warglobes obliterated the colony and all the worldtrees. Beneto remained connected through the forest, reporting what was happening up until the last minute . . .




    Friction continued between King Peter and the Chairman, especially after Basil made Peter issue an abortion decree to reduce the populations of struggling colonies. The King wanted to think and rule for himself – which did not sit well with Basil, especially since Peter did not agree with all of Basil’s actions and decisions. The Hansa even announced the existence of ‘Prince Daniel’, a replacement in training for Peter, should he continue to be intractable. Peter christened and dispatched a survey group of EDF battleships, crewed primarily by Soldier compies, with only a few token humans aboard; the ships went to observe a hydrogue planet . . . and vanished without a trace.




    While studying the Soldier compies, the Teacher compy OX discovered enough troubling details to make the King’s suspicions stronger. Peter issued a royal order to shut down the compy factories until the copied Klikiss technology was better understood. Basil angrily countermanded the order, since the Hansa desperately needed Soldier compies for the war. This was the last straw for him; the Chairman put into motion an assassination plot that would remove King Peter and Queen Estarra, while implicating the annoyingly independent Roamers in the crime. With the help of OX and Estarra, Peter foiled the plot, but now the King and Chairman knew they had to watch each other every moment.




    Finally learning the location of the worldforest, a massive fleet of hydrogue warglobes arrived and immediately began to destroy Theroc. Led by Reynald, the Therons tried to fight back against the hydrogues. Mother Alexa and Father Idriss evacuated the people to the lower levels, but even that was no use. The towering trees retaliated, crushing some of the enemy warglobes, but they quickly faltered. Unexpectedly, faero fireballs arrived, joining the forest in its fight against the hydrogues. The titanic battle obliterated many hydrogues and faeros, and the collateral destruction set great portions of the worldforest on fire. Reynald’s youngest sister CELLI was caught high in a burning tree, only to be rescued by a young green priest. Reynald himself died in the treetops when a duelling fireball and warglobe crashed into the canopy. Eventually, the faeros drove off the hydrogues. The enemies departed, leaving the worldforest in burning ruins.




    When Tasia’s compy EA returned from secretly warning the Roamers about the Osquivel offensive, Basil intercepted the compy and tried to interrogate her. But EA’s automated systems wiped her memory core, shutting her down. Suspicious, Basil ordered scientists to study EA; as far as Tasia knew, her compy had never arrived back from her mission. Meanwhile, Tasia went to inspect the site of the original Klikiss Torch test, where she was surprised to discover the hydrogues and faeros engaged in a giant struggle in the burning star itself. Eventually the hydrogues extinguished the sun, killing the faeros . . .




    Receiving good news at last, Basil listened as Davlin and Rlinda described the new Klikiss transportal system they had discovered on Rheindic Co. The dimensional gateways required no rare ekti. Basil seized the opportunity and announced a new colonization scheme to send people to abandoned Klikiss worlds through the transportals – essentially establishing a new network that bypassed the fuel shortages.




    On Ildira, Jora’h ascended to become the new Mage-Imperator and endured a castration ceremony that gave him access to all thism and the entire truth. He suddenly understood the terrible plots his predecessors had arranged; he didn’t know how he could endure it, but he had to continue the distasteful work. On Dobro, while Designate Udru’h was away attending Jora’h’s ascension, Nira escaped from the breeding barracks long enough to meet with her daughter Osira’h, to whom she was mentally linked. Joined together for just a moment, Nira telepathically revealed her past and everything she knew about the awful things that were being done there. As Osira’h reeled from the knowledge she had been given, Nira was dragged off by Udru’h’s guards and clubbed. No longer able to sense her mother, Osira’h began to turn her thoughts against Designate Udru’h and his schemes . . .




    King Peter and Queen Estarra, still fearful for their lives because of Basil’s machinations, looked into the sky at the stars, knowing that out there the war between hydrogues and faeros continued, and that sun after sun was winking out . . .
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    CELLI





    Though blackened by flames, the surviving worldtrees on Theroc remained defiant in the aftermath of the nightmare that had befallen them. Skeletal branches twisted upwards, frozen in agony, as if warding off an unexpected blow from the skies. Damaged bark had sloughed away like leprous scabs. Many of the trees had been mortally wounded. The forest itself was a morass of dead branches and half-fallen trees.




    Celli, the youngest child of Mother Alexa and Father Idriss, could not look at the painful ruins without blinking back tears that came too readily to her large brown eyes. At eighteen, she was skinny, tomboyish, with a dusting of light freckles on her mocha skin. She had a shag of short, corkscrewy auburn hair that she cut only when it got in her way. Soot and ash scuffed her cropped, fitted top that left her midriff bare and her short flutter skirt that added a splash of colour. Normally, she had a bright smile beneath her upturned nose, but of late there had been few occasions to smile.




    After the hydrogues had been driven back, it had taken all the remaining energy of the worldforest, a herculean effort from the Therons, and the assistance of a delayed rescue fleet from the Earth Defence Forces, to bring the wildfires mostly under control.




    Even so, whole continents lay wasted. Some patches still burned, and smoke rose into the blue sky like stains drawn by bloody fingers. Each day green priests and Theron labourers gathered at central meeting places to face the endless task of recovery.




    Each day, Celli joined them. With every breath as she ran along, the sour stench of burned pulpy foliage caught in her throat, and she knew that she would find the smell of roasting meat and burning wood nauseating for the rest of her life.




    When she arrived at what remained of the fungus-reef city, an enormous shelf mushroom that had coalesced over the centuries, she gazed up at it with a fresh sense of shock. The host tree had been badly burned and the fungus reef half destroyed, the carved-out pocket rooms unsuitable for habitation.




    In a trampled clearing beneath the damaged fungus reef, her parents – though overwhelmed by the enormity of the task – did their best to organize the weary, red-eyed workers. Idriss and Alexa had officially retired from their leadership role and made Celli’s oldest brother, Reynald, their king. But he had been killed in the hydrogue attack. She remembered her last vision of him, standing defiantly atop the worldforest canopy as the hydrogues and faeros battled overhead . . .




    Today, though, as on every other day since the hydrogue attack, no one would stop to mourn, or dwell on thoughts of all those who had died. To pause right now in their labours, even out of pure grief, would have been too self-indulgent. There were countless trees and people that could yet be saved, if only there were hands enough to do the necessary work. That was why all Therons who were not too severely injured returned without complaint to the tasks that must be done. Celli, like every other Theron, grieved while on the move.




    Her brother was lost along with so many others, including three of Celli’s close friends and her other brother, Beneto, a green priest killed when the hydrogues attacked Corvus Landing. Every day, moment by moment, Celli worked to the point of exhaustion, trying to avoid the worst of the pain. She didn’t dare think too long about Lica, Kari or Ren for fear that the grief might immobilize her.




    Before the hydrogue attack, Celli and her friends had spent their days amusing themselves in the forest, never thinking much beyond the next day or two. She would practise treedancing moves, and Ren was particularly good at catching condorflies. Lica and Kari both liked the same boy, but he hadn’t noticed either one of them. How they had all laughed and played together, never expecting anything to change . . .




    None of them had ever guessed that enemies might lie beyond the sky.




    Celli, the baby of the family, was now the only one of her siblings left on Theroc, since her sisters, Sarein and Estarra, both lived in the Whisper Palace on Earth. In the past, her sisters had often accused her of complaining too much; now, the worries and discomforts of her youth seemed petty and meaningless. For the first time in her life, Celli felt both a spark of independence and the weight of real responsibility. And she was determined to help her people get through this tragedy. The problem seemed impossibly large, but Celli lifted her chin and gritted her teeth.




    Like Celli, the Theron survivors possessed a new determination that formed a tough veneer over their despair. The people had been unprepared for such a holocaust, but this desperate time had revealed an inner resolve, as they simultaneously shored up the worldforest and drew comfort from it.




    ‘We are not alone. We care for the trees, and they care for us. We will never abandon each other. This is the source of our strength, and together we will all get through our ordeal,’ Father Idriss had pronounced when, shortly after the attack, he called the survivors together.




    Now, support ladders and pulleys, makeshift ramps and walkways were erected against the main fungus-reef tree as crews salvaged what they could. Adults worked to clear debris and charred mushroom flesh from the lower levels, while cautious younger children crawled onto precarious perches, marking safe routes for the heavier adult workers. Celli remembered when she and Estarra had climbed to the top levels of the giant mushroom to harvest the tender whitish meat Beneto loved so well . . .




    Fortunately, since their initial attack here, the hydrogues had been preoccupied with a new conflict against the faeros and had not returned to crush the worldforest. But Celli took little heart from that. There was too much death and destruction around her.




    From above, Celli heard a shout of surprise, then moans of grief. In one of the fungus-reef chambers, a child explorer had just found an asphyxiated woman. Others made their way across the hardened fringes to where they could drag the victim out. Celli had known the woman, a family friend who made delicious treats from forest berries. Her heart sank, but her grief had no further to go; each fresh drop of cold tragedy ran like water off an already-saturated cloak. Reynald, Beneto, Lica, Kari, Ren – the names rolled through her conscience, one after another. She was terrified she might forget somebody – and that didn’t seem fair. They deserved to be remembered. Each one of them.




    Not wanting to be at the base camp when the workers brought down the woman’s body, Celli went to her grandparents. ‘I want to go where I’m needed most, Grandmother. Send me out.’




    ‘I know you’re impatient, dear.’ Old Lia’s watery eyes seemed extremely tired. ‘We’re all trying to decide which work is most important.’




    Her grandfather scratched his seamed cheek. ‘Every day we’ve been doing triage for the forest.’




    Uthair and Lia were busily keeping track of scouting teams, scribing notes and keeping records that only they could decipher. Normally, the green priests could connect to the worldtrees to see the whole scope of the forest, but the magnitude of the destruction was so overwhelming, many of them could not sort through the visual information to make sense of it all.




    The old couple spread out detailed satellite images taken by EDF ships, showing the extent of burned and frozen areas like a blight across the landscape. Reeling green priests had already shared this information with the trees through telink, but the forest already felt its enormous injuries, which made direct and clear communication difficult. Her grandmother pointed to an unmarked spot where hundreds of acres of broken and toppled trees lay flattened as if they had been no more than stalks of grain in the path of a hurricane. ‘No one has gone into this area yet.’




    ‘I’ll go take a look.’ Celli was glad to have a useful assignment she could do by herself. She welcomed the responsibility. After all, she was now as old as Estarra had been when she’d married King Peter. Everyone on Theroc, down to the youngest child, was being forced to grow up too quickly.




    She sprinted off, picking her way through the haunted forest. The fast blaze had scoured away the underbrush, but the hydrogues’ icewave had been like dynamite, blasting trees into kindling, shattering them into tangles of fibrous pulp.




    Celli moved lightly on graceful legs that were muscular from climbing, running, and dancing. She imagined she was practising to be a treedancer again, a profession she’d aspired to for many years. She had trained diligently, seeing herself as half ballerina and half marathon runner.




    As she ran, she encountered more human bodies – broken statues killed by the hydrogues’ icewave or horribly burned cadavers drawn into a mummified fetal position as muscles and sinews tightened in the heat. Far too many had died, both trees and humans.




    But Celli forged on, her feet sending up puffs of ash. Each living tree she could report would be one little victory for Theroc. Each such triumph would gradually tip the scales against the despair the hydrogues had brought.




    As she explored in slow, broad zigzags through the devastation, the surviving trees were few and far between, but she touched each one briefly, murmuring words of encouragement and hope. Scrambling on her hands and knees, Celli climbed through a tangle of toppled trees as wide as a house. Though the jagged branches scratched her, she pressed forward and reached an artificial clearing in which all the trees had been knocked down in a circular pattern, as if something huge had exploded there, leaving an open area at the centre.




    Celli caught her breath. In the middle of the circle of destruction, she saw a curved shell of smoke-blackened crystal and the shattered fragments of what had been an alien warglobe. Pyramid-shaped protrusions thrust like claws through the spherical edges.




    A hydrogue ship.




    She had seen these awful things before, though this warglobe was nothing more than a fractured shell, half of it strewn around the clearing. Celli couldn’t help but clench her fists while her lips curled in an angry but triumphant snarl.




    Thus far, the EDF – for all their sophisticated weapons – had achieved little success against the hydrogues’ diamond armour. Celli was sure the Earth military would be interested in having a specimen of an enemy warship that they could analyse up close – and she intended to give it to them, if there was any chance it might help in the fight.




    Flushed with her discovery, Celli raced back towards the fungus-reef city, happy to have good news to share at last.
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    MAGE-IMPERATOR JORA’H





    Mere days after his ascension, Mage-Imperator Jora’h went to watch the handlers prepare his father’s corpulent body for its dazzling incineration.




    He had never expected to become Mage-Imperator under such circumstances, but the Ildiran Empire was his to rule now. Jora’h wanted to make changes, to improve life for his people, to make amends to those who had suffered . . . but he was bound by obligations and commitments, forced to continue schemes he had not previously known about. He felt trapped in a web woven from a myriad sticky strands – unless he could find a way around them.




    But first, before he could face those tangled responsibilities, Jora’h had to preside over the funeral of his poisoned father.




    Attender kithmen carried his chrysalis chair into the chamber where the dead Mage-Imperator had been laid out for his final preparations. Jora’h sat silently in the spacious levitating throne, looking down at the slack features of his father. Resenting him.




    Treacheries, schemes, lies – how could he endure everything he knew? Jora’h was now the mind, soul, and figurehead of the Ildiran race. It was not appropriate for him to curse his father’s memory, but that didn’t stop him . . .




    The previous Mage-Imperator had killed himself, seeing his own death as the only way to force his son to inherit the Empire’s cruel secrets. Jora’h was still reeling from the revelations. Much as he disliked what he had learned, he understood the rationale for those hateful deeds. He had never suspected the hidden danger to the Ildiran Empire or the slim, desperate hope of salvation, which could be achieved only if he continued the experiments on Dobro.




    Jora’h was handsome, smooth featured, with golden hair bound back into a braid that would eventually grow long, like his father’s. Over time, his classical features might change, too, as he evolved into his sedentary, supposedly benevolent role. His sheltered life as Prime Designate had not prepared him to imagine the awful things that were happening where he couldn’t see them. But now, through the thism, he knew everything. It was exactly as his father had intended, both a gift and a curse.




    And now he was compelled to continue the same acts, when all he wanted was to see his beloved and imprisoned Nira again. If nothing else, he would free her. That, at least, he could do – as soon as he finished the transition of leadership and found a way to leave the Prism Palace.




    Now, exercising extreme care, gaunt handlers washed the former leader’s heavy body, preparing it. Cyroc’h’s ample flesh sagged on his bones like a rubbery fabric that would easily peel away from his skeleton.




    Diminutive servants, gibbering with despair, pushed forward frenetically to assist, but they had no place here during this ceremony, and Jora’h sternly sent them away. Some of them would no doubt throw themselves from a turret of the Prism Palace in their grief and misery. But their misery could not compare to his own dismay at all he had learned. No one could help him decide how best to rule, or what to do at Dobro . . .




    ‘How long will it be?’ he asked the handlers.




    The stony-faced men looked up from their work. Their leader said in a grim voice, ‘For an event of such magnitude, Liege, this must be our best work. It is the most important duty we will ever perform.’




    ‘Of course.’ Jora’h continued to observe in silence.




    Wearing armoured gloves, the handlers reached into pots and withdrew handfuls of silvery-grey paste, which they spread thickly and lovingly over the dead Mage-Imperator. They made certain to cover every speck of exposed skin.




    Even in the dimness of the preparation room, the paste simmered and began to smoke. The handlers increased their pace, but did not grow sloppy under Jora’h’s watchful gaze. When the Mage-Imperator was completely slathered, they wrapped his body with an opaque cloth, then announced their readiness.




    ‘To the roof,’ Jora’h said from his chrysalis chair. ‘And call all of the Designates.’




    The dead Mage-Imperator’s sons, along with Jora’h’s own children, assembled on the highest transparent platform atop the spherical domes of the Prism Palace. The dazzling light of multiple suns washed down on them.




    As Jora’h waited in the bright sun, ready to fulfil his role in the ceremony, he scanned the faces of his brothers, the former Designates, who had come from splinter colonies around the Empire, regardless of the shortage of stardrive fuel. Jora’h’s own group of sons – the next generation of Designates – stood grim and respectful beside their oldest noble brother, Thor’h, who was now the new Prime Designate. Pery’h, the Designate-in-waiting for the planet Hyrillka, stood next to his brother Daro’h, the Dobro Designate-in-waiting; others clustered in ranks next to their uncles, whom they would soon replace.




    Their awareness that the Hyrillka Designate could not attend and still lay unconscious in the Prism Palace’s infirmary cast a deeper pall over the ceremony. Though his bruises and contusions had healed, Rusa’h remained lost and unresponsive in a deep sub-thism sleep, probably having nightmares of the hydrogue attack on his citadel palace on Hyrillka. It was doubtful the Designate would ever awaken, and his planet would soon need a new leader. Though not yet prepared, Pery’h would have to take his place without Rusa’h as his mentor . . .




    Handler kithmen delivered Cyroc’h’s wrapped body to a raised platform and adjusted magnifiers and mirrors. Everything proceeded in sombre silence. Silently respectful carriers brought the chrysalis chair adjacent to the indistinct form of Cyroc’h, still shrouded in its opaque cloth.




    Jora’h lifted his gaze to his brothers and sons as he grasped the thick cloth with his left hand. ‘My father served as Mage-Imperator during a century of peace and also in recent times of crisis. His soul has already followed the threads of thism to the realm of the Lightsource. Now, here, his physical form will join the light as well.’




    In a single abrupt motion, Jora’h yanked away the cloth to expose the soft form of the dead Mage-Imperator. The intense light of seven suns pounded down, activating the shimmering metallic paste that covered the dead leader’s skin. Piercing white flames instantly engulfed the smothered, sagging body. The photothermal paste did not burn the body so much as dissolve it, making the skin and muscle and fat dissociate into the air, glowing, sparkling . . .




    The fallen Mage-Imperator vanished in a cloud of writhing steam and smoke. The air cleared. All that remained were Cyroc’h’s glowing bones, impregnated with bioluminescent compounds. His clean, empty skull was only a symbol of the great things that he had been . . . and the dreadful things he had done in the name of preserving the Ildiran Empire.




    As Mage-Imperator, Jora’h’s immediate obligation was to dispatch his Designates-in-waiting to seal the process of governmental transition. Then he could finally find a way to free Nira. He turned to his sons and his brothers. ‘And now the Empire must move on.’
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    BASIL WENCESLAS





    King Peter was in fine form as he stood on the Whisper Palace balcony to address the great crowds. It would be one of his most important speeches in recent years.




    Watching the young King from his observation window, Chairman Basil Wenceslas straightened his expensive suit, touched his steel-grey hair. Hidden cameras around the Whisper Palace gave him alternate views that allowed him to study Peter’s body language, the barely readable expressions on his smooth young face, the intensity of his darting blue eyes. Good . . . so far.




    At least this time when he’d read the scripted words, the King had not objected to them. Instead, Peter had looked directly into the dapper Chairman’s grey eyes and visibly swallowed. ‘You’re certain this is what we need to do, Basil?’ There was no sarcasm in his voice, no taunt in his words. His dyed blond hair was perfect, his artificially coloured blue eyes bright and sincere.




    ‘We have studied every alternative. The people must be made to understand that there is no choice.’




    With a sigh, Peter had set down the display pad, having memorized the script in his first reading. He ran his hands through his blond hair, messing it without a care for who might see him; assistants would make it perfect again before he made his public appearance. ‘I will make them understand.’




    Now, waiting for the speech to start, Basil tapped an appraising fingertip against his lips. At the moment, the King looked particularly regal. Only a month earlier, however, the Chairman had been goaded by Peter’s mulish insubordination to set in motion plans to assassinate the King and Queen. Basil had arranged to make it look like a Roamer plot, so that the EDF could forcibly bring the space gypsies – and all of their resources and capabilities – under direct Hansa control. Layers and layers of schemes. It would have been advantageous all around.




    But Peter and Estarra had somehow foiled his assassination attempt. There was no denying the King hated him with a deep coldness that was never likely to fade, but at least Peter now understood the lengths to which Basil would go to ensure that his orders were followed. If Peter had genuinely learned his lesson, then the Chairman and his fellow Hansa officials would heave sighs of relief . . . and the King and his lovely bride would be permitted to keep their heads on their shoulders. There was a government to run and a war to fight, and if everyone would just cooperate . . .




    At the appointed time, King Peter stepped out into the bright daylight where everyone could see him and raised his hands. Basil narrowed his eyes and leaned forward, resting his chin on his knuckles. The crowd greeted Peter with cheers that quickly gave way to a hushed, expectant murmur. Sometimes the King’s speeches were no more than pep talks; at other times he delivered dire news of fallen heroes or slaughtered colonies.




    The King’s voice was rich, well practised. ‘Eight years ago, the hydrogues began to prey upon us. Eight years of blood and unprovoked outrage and murder! And how do we stop it? How can anyone end this conflict against an enemy we cannot possibly understand? Finally, we have a way!’




    He had their full attention now. ‘In this terrible struggle, we have no recourse but to use every possible tool, every weapon at our disposal – regardless of how reprehensible it may be to our moral character. Now is not the time to be reluctant. Now is the time for action.’ Peter smiled: a true leader’s smile. Basil was surprised to feel his own emotions stirring.




    ‘Therefore, in close consultation with the Hansa Chairman and the commander of the Earth Defence Forces, I have concluded that we must employ our final option. After witnessing the heinous destruction of peaceful Theroc, the home of my Queen Estarra—’




    He shuddered. Basil flicked his gaze to different views on the screens. Were those actual tears in his eyes? Excellent.




    ‘After sustaining unprovoked depredations on Hansa colonies such as Corvus Landing and Boone’s Crossing . . . after enduring the untenable interdiction on gas-giant planets that prevents us from harvesting the stardrive fuel we vitally need . . . indeed, after suffering the murder of my predecessor King Frederick’ – he drew a deep breath, then raised his voice, shouting at the crowd and igniting their pride and defiance – ‘the time for mere reaction and defence is at an end. We must begin waging an offensive war.’




    The roar of raucous approval was so loud that the sound drove Peter back a step. Basil turned to the two uniformed military advisers beside him, General Kurt Lanyan and Admiral Lev Stromo; both men nodded. Eldred Cain, the pale-skinned Hansa deputy who was under consideration to become Basil’s successor, made detailed annotations to his copy of Peter’s speech. Everyone seemed satisfied with the King’s announcement.




    So far.




    Peter continued, lowering his voice and making them listen again, playing the mood of the crowd. ‘I have done a great deal of soul-searching, and I can come to no other conclusion.’ He paused, letting the crowd wait, letting the silence build. When he spoke again it was like a slap. ‘We must deploy the Klikiss Torch again. Intentionally.’




    There was a gasp, followed by mutters, then a swell of applause.




    ‘We will utterly annihilate hydrogue planets, one after another, until our enemy capitulates. It’s time for them to endure their own losses!’




    Peter bowed, and the audience continued to cheer without pausing to consider the consequences. Perhaps it was just as well that they didn’t, since the Klikiss Torch seemed to be humanity’s only option, the only effective weapon they had found so far. This decision would dramatically turn up the heat in the war. He looked stoic and determined, a man who had wrestled with a difficult decision and had come to the only possible conclusion.




    Basil considered it one of the best-delivered speeches the King had ever given. Perhaps the young man was salvageable after all.
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    TASIA TAMBLYN





    The Grid 7 battle group had returned to the shipyards between Jupiter and Mars for refurbishment and refitting and to take on new personnel. They would also incorporate fifteen recently completed Juggernauts and Mantas, but that didn’t begin to replace all the ships the battle group had lost during the debacle in the rings of Osquivel. In the month since that disaster, the Earth Defence Forces had jumped at every shadow.




    Tasia Tamblyn herself had gone to the new star of Oncier, site of the first test firing of the Klikiss Torch, and had watched the titanic battle between hydrogues and faeros, which had resulted in the complete snuffing of the artificial sun created from a gas-giant planet. Seeing a war in which whole worlds and stars were casualties, Tasia didn’t know how tiny humans could hope to cause any damage to the enemy . . .




    But it wouldn’t stop her from trying. The drogues had killed her brother Ross on his skymine, and her lover Robb Brindle when he’d gone down into the clouds under a white flag of truce. If vengeance was at all in her power, Tasia didn’t intend to let the deep-core bastards get away with that. A stern expression had once looked out of place on her heart-shaped face, but not anymore.




    She had pale skin from growing up under the icy ceiling of her clan’s water mines on Plumas, and had never got much colour from serving in the EDF aboard ships all the time. Her light-blue eyes reminded her of the frozen walls of the family settlement beneath the glacial surface of the isolated moon.




    While her Manta was in dock at the asteroid belt shipyards, some of her crew had been rotated either to Mars or the Moon base for a week of downtime. For herself, Tasia had no use for furloughs and did not wish to visit Earth. The only time she’d gone there, in fact, was to contact Robb’s parents and tell them how their son had died.




    The optimistic and kind-hearted young man had been more than her lover, he had been her best friend. Of all the recruits in the EDF – many of whom were painfully bigoted – Robb alone had taken Tasia at her word, given her a chance to be herself, and had loved her for it. In the dark days of the war, she still missed him very much. He’d thought he was doing something important and meaningful by volunteering to bring a message deep into a gas giant’s clouds, but in the end it had proved a foolish waste of his life. Now a talented young man was gone, leaving a small void in the Earth Defence Forces and an aching hole in Tasia’s heart.




    It didn’t help matters that her compy EA had also disappeared shortly after delivering a warning to the Roamers at Osquivel. Tasia had been unable to find any clues to where the Listener compy had gone. Not only was EA a valuable piece of ‘equipment’, she was also a friend who had been owned by clan Tamblyn for many years. Tasia still held out hope that the compy would eventually find her way back to EDF headquarters, even if she had to take a lengthy, roundabout route.




    Though it no doubt added to her feelings of isolation, Tasia preferred to spend the week aboard her ship, watching entertainment loops or playing games. She had a medium build, was fit and strong but didn’t show it. She’d become adept at ping-pong, thanks to practising with Robb – so adept, in fact, that most of her crew made excuses whenever she challenged them to a match. She couldn’t wait until all repairs, upgrades, and inspections were finished, so she could be on her way again, to go head to head with the inhuman enemy.




    Unexpectedly, Tasia received a summons to go to the Grid 7 flagship. She shuttled over to the Jupiter to meet with Admiral Sheila Willis, adjusting her clean uniform, making sure her shoulder-length light-brown hair was bound in regulation-fashion under her cap.




    When Tasia presented herself in the Admiral’s lounge, she was surprised to see the brawny, dark-haired EDF commander, General Kurt Lanyan, sitting in a visitor’s chair. Tasia snapped to attention. ‘General Lanyan, sir. And Admiral Willis. You called me, sirs?’




    She had met the swarthy General in a strategy session before the Osquivel offensive, when Robb had volunteered to attempt to communicate with the drogues.




    ‘Commander Tamblyn, we have noted your exemplary service.’ The General had a gruff voice. ‘Your solution of creating instant artificial rafts at Boone’s Crossing saved thousands of colonists. After reviewing your ship’s internal log, I have concluded that your performance during the Osquivel battle was exceptional. Furthermore, at Oncier you recently obtained vital information about the faeros and their struggle with the hydrogues.’




    ‘Yes, sir.’ Tasia didn’t know what else he wanted to hear. Her heart pounded. Was she somehow in line for another promotion? True, the Battle of Osquivel had killed a great many officers, and the EDF would need to replace them . . .




    Admiral Willis folded her hands together. Willis was a thin, folksy woman who spoke in obscure platitudes, yet she had a wit as sharp as a monofilament wire. ‘Commander Tamblyn, would you be at all interested in having your ship carry a nasty little present to the drogues? King Peter has finally yanked off the leash and let us run loose.’




    ‘What sort of nasty present, Ma’am?’




    The grandmotherly woman smiled. ‘How’d you like to drop a Klikiss Torch down their throats and blow the crap out of a whole hydrogue planet?’




    Tasia responded instantly. ‘Admiral, General, I would welcome any opportunity for a little payback. We all have plenty of personal reasons for carrying a grudge.’




    Lanyan chuckled. ‘I like your attitude, Commander Tamblyn.’ He handed her documents and maps pinpointing the chosen target for the Klikiss Torch, an obscure gas giant named Ptoro.




    Tasia couldn’t hide her surprised response. The Roamer clan Tylar had operated a large old skymine on Ptoro, but the facility was withdrawn after the hydrogue ultimatum. As far as she knew, no one had gone to chilly Ptoro in years. ‘Ptoro? Why would you want to—’ She caught herself, and the General frowned at her.




    ‘You’ve actually heard of it? It seems to be a fairly insignificant planet.’




    ‘You’re right, sir. It’s just . . . in the middle of nowhere, isn’t it?’




    ‘We’ve detected drogue activity there. That’s what counts.’




    Admiral Willis added, ‘We’ll be sending a whole battle group along to keep you company, but your Manta will carry the big surprise.’




    ‘As soon as we’re out of space dock, my crew and I are completely at your disposal, sirs.’ Tasia had practically danced her way back to the shuttle.




    *




    Roamers didn’t judge maturity by age, but by capabilities. The clans considered a person to be a functional adult once he or she could strip down, break apart, and reassemble virtually any piece of mechanical apparatus and could successfully navigate using stars and the old Ildiran databases. After being coached by her two brothers, Tasia had been particularly proud when she’d demonstrated that she could don a spacesuit and correctly match all the seals, ten times out of ten. She had been twelve the first time she’d done it.




    Now Tasia felt the same measure of pride as she stood in her Manta’s cargo bay. Swarms of engineers and technicians worked to install the racks, monitors, and peripheral equipment needed for deploying the Klikiss Torch. Oh, how she was going to enjoy seeing a bloated hydrogue planet turn into a bright new sun.




    The green priest, Rossia, Tasia’s communications link with the rest of the Spiral Arm, came up beside her, walking with a pronounced limp due to an injury he had suffered on Theroc many years before. His eyes were bulging and oversized like stray ping-pong balls from the rec room.




    ‘Turmoil . . . always turmoil,’ he said. ‘The EDF seems to relish banging and pounding and reconfiguring things.’




    Together, they watched engineers load blunt-nosed torpedoes, part of the Klikiss Torch apparatus. The crew had already brought aboard a fast cargo ship that would be used to deliver the other end of the wormhole-generating machinery to a neutron star that would be transferred like a stellar bomb into Ptoro’s core.




    ‘Gotta crack a few shells if you want to scramble the drogues,’ she said. ‘After what they did to Theroc, you want to see them stopped, don’t you?’




    The pop-eyed priest bobbed his head. ‘Oh, certainly the worldforest wishes the hydrogues to be defeated – or at least neutralized. But more than anything else, I want to go back home. The worldforest has been terribly injured and, like all green priests, I can hear it calling. I should be there helping to replant and rebuild.’




    ‘But you volunteered to help the EDF, and you’re a vital link in our communications,’ Tasia said. ‘We need you.’




    He scratched his green cheek. ‘When everyone needs you, Commander, you’re forced to choose who has the greater need.’




    ‘Well, it isn’t really your choice to make, once you’ve joined up with the military and given your word.’ Many times, Tasia herself had wanted to return home to her clan’s water mines on Plumas, but she didn’t have that option – and neither did Rossia.




    ‘I should tell you, Commander,’ Rossia said, ‘that other green priests have been grumbling across telink, on other worlds, on other ships. They all feel the call of the worldforest. Not all of them can resist. We simply volunteered our services, remember. We did not formally join the Earth Defence Forces.’




    She frowned at him as the work of installing the Klikiss Torch continued. ‘I would rather be someplace else, too, but we all have to keep up the fight. We each need to follow our Guiding Star, not be distracted by other flickers of light.’




    Rossia gave his jerky nod. ‘A true green priest sets down roots of conviction, and is not blown about like a featherseed in the breeze.’




    ‘Pick whatever metaphor you prefer. But you know the drogues are not going to stop attacking. In all probability they’ll go back to Theroc to finish the job they started.’




    ‘All the more reason for the green priests to come home and help protect the worldforest.’




    Tasia frowned at him. ‘On the contrary – all the more reason to stay with the EDF and hope we kick the stuffing out of them. How can you possibly protect the trees if you’re standing beside them on a planet that’s under attack? The full-blown military has a better chance than a handful of green priests does.’




    Rossia touched the potted treeling he always kept with him, reticent and deep in thought. ‘Perhaps. I do not intend to leave, Commander Tamblyn. Many green priests have forgotten that the forest itself asked us to assist you in the struggle. We have all suffered losses in this war.’ He shook his head slowly. ‘And we all make sacrifices.’








  



    

       

    




    FIVE
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    DD




    Though his memory core was already filled with service modules, specialized task programming, and decades’ worth of experiences, DD still had the unfortunate capacity to keep holding memory after unpleasant memory. He wished he could erase them all, but the experiences were burned irrevocably into his computer brain.




    The Friendly compy had been held hostage for years by the evil Klikiss robots, and now they had taken him below the sky oceans of a hydrogue gas giant called Ptoro. The little compy endured day after day within the alien cityspheres, which were hundreds of times more immense than even the largest hydrogue warglobes.




    Continuing their quiet treachery against humans, the Klikiss robots engaged in incomprehensible vibrational discussions with the liquid-crystal beings, a sophisticated and unusual form of communication that was part music, part lyrical visual pattern disruption, part something that was beyond DD’s ability to understand. It was far too complex for him.




    When he’d been with the Colicos xeno-archaeology team, DD had known his place, known his duties, but the ancient robots had insisted on ‘freeing’ all competent computerized companions from their servitude. With their unnecessary vendetta, the Klikiss robots meant to exterminate all humans. An alliance with the hydrogues extended their power and abilities far beyond what they could have achieved on their own.




    Inside the shimmering walls of the fantastic citysphere, DD stood surrounded by unusual conglomerations of exotic geometric shapes that grew in the extreme high-pressure environment. Sensor perceptions were distorted by the laws of physics pushed to their extremes. Entire structures were fabricated from elements that DD normally knew as gases. Quantum effects took hold. Solid materials moved unpredictably, with strange side effects.




    DD wanted to depart from Ptoro and find a place where he could be safe again. When he had learned about the group of desperate human captives who were held in special chambers of the citysphere, he asked Sirix for more information. The Klikiss robot pondered the question, then answered in a buzzing signal, ‘Disorientation and fear make for interesting responses. There is little of value to be learned from human beings, but the hydrogues do not concur with us. That is why they keep test subjects.’




    DD felt sad for the helpless prisoners the hydrogues had seized over the past several years. ‘I would like to see these human captives, Sirix. Would that be possible?’




    ‘There is no purpose to your interacting with the prisoners.’




    DD pondered a set of responses and selected an answer that might sway his captor. ‘If I observe these humans in their most unpleasant condition, full of fear and hopelessness, then I may be convinced of the failings you ascribe to their entire race.’




    Sirix twitched his segmented insect-like legs and folded his hemispherical carapace back together. ‘An acceptable analysis. Follow me.’




    The black machine led DD up and down dizzying ramps that defied gravity until they arrived at a shimmering wall that led to an array of jewel-like pressurized chambers, like faceted soap bubbles clustered together. Hydrogues flowed around them, incomprehensible creatures that could turn into gases or fluids, occasionally taking human shape.




    Sirix emitted a series of chiming notes, his sensors and indicator lights glowing. The shimmering film wall became transparent. ‘You may enter.’




    ‘Is it safe to breach the barrier? Those environment cages appear fragile.’




    ‘Pressurized chambers protect the specimens from the hostile surroundings. The captives are safe, for now. If the hydrogues wished to kill them, they would have done so without delay.’




    Sirix sent a time signal explaining when he would return. DD stepped forward, glad for the opportunity to be away from the oppressive scrutiny of the Klikiss robot. He pressed against the resistance of the protective wall, then passed through. As he readjusted his systems to the new environment, he felt a response akin to great relief at the sensation of being in ‘normal’ air pressure again.




    The watery light filled with swirls of unusual colours. His body steamed and crackled as he reached equilibrium with a human-compatible environment. DD swivelled his head to observe the sixteen captives huddled in their self-contained shell of relative safety.




    ‘Good Lord, it’s a compy!’ said one of the humans, a coffee-skinned young man who wore the wrinkled uniform of an EDF soldier. Consulting his database, DD determined he was a wing commander.




    ‘Great. Our own compies are betraying us now,’ said a second prisoner, a female captive with a pinched face and a bitter expression. An ID tag on the tattered pocket of her grey crewman’s uniform gave her last name as ‘Telton’.




    ‘Not necessarily. Maybe he can help us get out of here! We can’t stop looking for opportunities, no matter how crazy,’ said the first prisoner.




    ‘Crazy is right.’




    ‘I am here against my will, just as you are,’ DD confessed. ‘The Klikiss robots wish to convert me to their cause. Thus far, they have been unsuccessful.’




    ‘What’s going on? What do the drogues want from us?’ said a third prisoner.




    ‘Be careful not to believe anything that compy says,’ grumbled the dour female captive. ‘Could be a trick.’




    ‘Hey, give him a chance, Anjea,’ said the black EDF officer. ‘We’d like you to tell us what you know, compy. I’m Robb Brindle. What’s your name, so we can have a real conversation?’




    ‘My shortened serial number is DD. I would prefer that you call me that.’




    Brindle rubbed his hands together. ‘A friend of mine in the EDF was always close to her compy. I’m sure we can be friends. Right?’




    ‘I would like that, Robb Brindle.’




    Brindle’s honey-brown eyes brightened. ‘We’re pretty out of it here, DD. Several of us have already died, and we haven’t even come close to creating a workable escape plan.’




    ‘We’re stuck in the middle of a gas giant!’ Anjea Telton snapped at him. ‘Do you expect to just walk away?’




    ‘No,’ Brindle said, frowning at the other prisoner. ‘But I expect some cooperation in seizing an opportunity if one presents itself. Like DD, here. Hey, pal, can you help us get out of this place?’




    ‘I have no means by which to effect a rescue. My body was modified to withstand the pressures outside, but your organic forms could never survive any attempt to depart. I believe that these environment bubbles are the only safe places for you within a gas-giant core.’




    For just a moment, Brindle’s shoulders slumped, but then he straightened himself, as if unwilling to show disappointment in front of the other prisoners. ‘We figured as much, but we had to ask.’




    ‘I am sorry. If I encounter new possibilities, I will attempt to help.’ DD took another step forward. ‘Perhaps you could each describe how you came to be captives. I am as lacking in information as you say you are. Did the Klikiss robots seize you, or were you each taken in hydrogue attacks?’




    ‘Damned black bug robots are worse than the drogues! They pretended to be our friends.’




    ‘Can’t trust robots.’




    ‘No kidding.’




    ‘But we can trust you, DD, right?’ Brindle explained how he had been captured during a diplomatic mission while descending in an environment chamber to the hydrogues. Other captives had been stolen from lifepods in the battle of Osquivel or kidnapped in ships flying between star systems. One, Charles Gomez, had even been snatched from the forested colony of Boone’s Crossing.




    DD assessed all of the stories, seeing few common denominators. ‘I will ponder your situation. Perhaps I can determine a solution.’




    ‘Why bother? We’re all dead anyway,’ said sullen and distraught Gomez. ‘The drogues already killed five of us in their experiments. It’s only a matter of time.’




    ‘We can’t let ourselves think like that,’ Brindle said, putting a hand on the man’s shoulder.




    DD looked around at the human prisoners. ‘You have survived so far. My master, Louis Colicos, always instructed me to be optimistic, while my other master, Margaret Colicos, insisted that I be practical. I will try to synthesize both.’




    ‘You do that. And we’ll try to do the same.’ Brindle gave him a hopeful smile. ‘We appreciate whatever you can do, DD. And thanks for visiting us. It’s given me the most hope I’ve had since I got here, especially considering everybody probably thinks I’m already dead.’




    DD’s time signal showed that his brief visit was nearly over and Sirix would soon be coming back for him. ‘Perhaps we can prove them wrong.’
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    JESS TAMBLYN





    ‘Everybody probably thinks I’m dead.’ Jess sat alone on the shore of a windswept alien sea, naked and clean, but not cold. He had never felt so isolated – or so . . . different – from other human beings in his life. His skin tingled with unnatural and explosive energy, as if ready to spark and jump. The light dusting of hair on his bare chest looked normal – and completely out of place – on his altered body.




    He remained alive even though his ship had been destroyed by marauding hydrogues. After the attack, Jess barely remembered falling through the clouds, striking the ocean . . . and then emerging again, reborn, bobbing with the tides as he studied the flat, grey horizon. He was naked, all his garments burned away, but unharmed. He found himself afloat with no land in sight, no food, no way to survive, and gradually came to realize that his new existence required none of those things. The wentals kept him alive, gave him energy. He could have drifted there for ever.




    His altered body swelled with incalculable power – abilities and thoughts and surging energies he had never imagined. Yet he was stuck in this empty place, unable to get home to the Roamer clans, to any part of the human race. An eerie watery lifeforce pulsed through him and through the ocean of this uncharted world.




    The hydrogues had left him for dead – and the wentals had saved him.




    That first day, while Jess had drifted, he sensed enormous swimming things beneath the currents, heavy shapes like plesio-saurs or sea serpents from a legendary Earth past. When one of the hungry monsters came up from the depths, Jess saw an immense maw, long teeth, spined tentacles reaching out – but the wentals protected him, sending a message through the water that this man was to be left alone. And saved.




    The underwater behemoth had surfaced so that Jess could cling to the knobby fins on its slippery, slimy back. The creature cruised at great speed across the water, breaking through waves, until Jess saw a low line of rocks and crashing surf. The sea monster had brought him to land . . .




    For uncounted days he lived among the scrub brush and weeds, not needing to eat, wishing for real human companionship, though he had the ever-present wentals in his mind. For a long time, Jess watched shelled creatures like trilobites crawl in endless circles, climbing out of one tide pool and lowering themselves into another. The days passed with painful slowness. He stood with arms outstretched as storms passed over him in a bath of fresh raindrops. Even the lightning could not harm him.




    When he’d flown his solo nebula skimmer, Jess had not bothered to shave often. He had shoulder-length, wavy brown hair. He grew a beard and moustache just thick enough to cover the cleft in his chin, trimming it every few days, but since the wentals had infused him, his hair had all stopped growing.




    ‘I was supposed to bring the wentals to the Roamers, to help you expand and grow. And now I’m stranded here,’ he spoke aloud. ‘We’ve been defeated before we could even start.’




    Not defeated. We are stronger now than we were. The thrumming voice spoke inside his skull, the echoing presence of innumerable diverse wentals. We waited ten thousand years to reach this point. We can wait again.




    At the edge of the vast, primitive ocean, Jess sat on the rough rocks watching the blue-green water foam against the reefs. All of the amazing power he now held, along with the secret return of the wentals, did him no good. ‘I’m not very good at waiting.’




    Off on the horizon, Jess watched lightning-embroidered stormclouds that hung low in the sky. He could see for immense distances, and he realized that his view wrapped all the way around the curvature of the planet itself. He drew on the combined vision of all the wental entities diffused across every kilometre of open ocean. He could sense it all.




    It was glorious. If only he could share it with someone . . .




    Not long ago, on the first sterile sea-planet where Jess had distributed the living water beings, there had not been even the rudiments of monocellular life. On that world, unrestricted, the wentals had raged through the water, grasping every molecule to incorporate it into their essence like a flame-front devouring fuel, bringing a whole planet to life, lighting it up like a torch.




    On this planet, though, there was a primitive yet viable ecosystem in place. These oceans were filled with plankton and plants, shelled organisms, and soft-bodied swimmers. The wentals had come alive in the seas, but in spite of their bold strategy in saving Jess, they had restrained themselves here, choosing not to affect the other creatures.




    The changes they had made in him were irreversible. He had the wental power as a permanent part of his physiology. He might even be able to harness that power to help his people . . . if only he could get off of this planet.




    For almost two centuries, Roamer clans had made life possible in the most terrible environments. They solved problems, they created innovative ideas and technologies to succeed where the Hansa would never even dare to try.




    Jess was sure there was a way to get off this planet.




    Though the watery entities could hear the thoughts inside his head, he shouted across the waves in his impatience. ‘If you wentals are so powerful, why wait? We have work to do!’ Out there, in the inaccessible vastness of the Spiral Arm, the hydrogues were continuing to plague Roamer outposts. ‘There’s still a war going on out in the Spiral Arm. Are you just going to give up now that you’ve finally been given a second chance?’




    We flow from possibility to possibility. It is our nature.




    ‘Then flow to a different one. How do I get out of here? You wanted to spread and propagate, didn’t you? Why should we just hope for someone to happen by? I doubt anyone’s been to this planet for centuries – if ever.’ He picked up a rock and tossed it into the waves, where it was swallowed without a ripple.




    The wental answered, All the resources of this planet are available to you – from the rocks beneath you, to the metals and minerals in the water, to all the living creatures in the seas.




    ‘How does that help me build a ship? I have no tools, nothing but my bare hands.’




    You have us.




    Jess jumped to his feet on the rocky shore. ‘What do you mean?’




    Do not underestimate your new powers and abilities. With the strength of the wentals within you, creating a physical ship can be . . . relatively simple.




    In his mind he received images and a sudden understanding that left him breathless with the possibilities.




    This sea, even with its minimal prehistoric ecosystem, still contained billions of living creatures – from gigantic monsters to microscopic organisms. An incomparable work force. With wental guidance, all of them would cooperate to build a ship, one molecule at a time.




    The wentals showed him exactly how.
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    CESCA PERONI





    Jess Tamblyn had vanished. In her office chamber within the main Rendezvous asteroid, Cesca found it nearly impossible to concentrate on her leadership tasks.




    This unified cluster of space rocks around a dim dwarf star was symbolic of the Roamer clans themselves: each separate, yet held together by invisible threads. In the centuries that Roamers had lived on this outpost, the clans had bound the asteroids together with support girders, connecting walkways, and reinforcement cables. But such bonds could easily be severed and the asteroids of Rendezvous scattered again.




    As Speaker, Cesca had to make sure the clans didn’t do the same.




    Surrounded by thick walls, she reviewed reports from Roamer traders, studying the lists of goods, raw materials, and resources distributed among clan outposts. Forbidden from running their traditional skymines, some daredevil Roamers made blitzkrieg ekti strikes on gas giants, while others such as the ambitious extraction facilities at Osquivel broke down frozen comets to distill a trickle of stardrive fuel from their hydrogen. The EDF and the Hansa – the ‘Big Goose’ – demanded any ekti the clans produced, and instead of being grateful for what the Roamers risked their lives to scrape together, they clamoured for more and more, when none was available.




    The clans were trapped in this uneasy business relationship, though they had theoretically established their independence, separating themselves from the Earth government long ago. The EDF seemed not to remember those details.




    Cesca looked up as a visitor appeared in her office, a dark-haired young man with Asian features and an intent set to his narrow jaw. ‘Speaker Peroni, I’ve got news!’




    Jhy Okiah had long held that remembering names and faces was a vital skill for a clan Speaker, and Cesca had diligently developed the skill, along with many others. She remembered that this young man flew one of clan Tylar’s ships, acting as an errand runner and delivery boy between Roamer outposts. He also had a reputation for getting easily lost . . . or at least sidetracked.




    ‘It’s part of my job to receive news, Nikko Chan – though my preference would be to have good news for a change.’ She saw from his flustered expression that such a report would not be forthcoming. She pushed the documents and commerce records aside. ‘Go ahead. I’m listening.’




    Nikko fidgeted, drying sweaty palms on his many-pocketed pants. ‘Four days ago I was flying back from Hurricane Depot to deliver a load of spare parts and pick up some large-output thermal generators for Jonah 12. That’s the frozen moon where Kotto Okiah is establishing a—’




    ‘I know where it is, Nikko. I authorized the plans myself.’




    Derailed from his story, Nikko blinked. ‘Well, sometimes I like to . . . zigzag on my routes. Intentionally, you know.’ He sounded defensive. ‘It doesn’t cost very much ekti, and who knows what I might find? A new settlement, maybe even the Burton?’




    ‘And what did you find this time?’




    ‘You probably remember that my distant uncle, Raven Kamarov, disappeared a while ago. He used to haul ekti to and from Hurricane Depot, but one day he didn’t show up at his destination. We sent out searches, but no luck.’




    Cesca nodded. A great many Roamer ships had vanished in the past several years, not just Jess Tamblyn’s. It was easy to blame the disappearances on hydrogues, but there was a simmering suspicion among the clans that the Earth Defence Forces were somehow involved. She guessed where Nikko’s story was leading. ‘And today you located the ship?’




    ‘Not much of it.’ Nikko frowned. ‘But I did find enough serial numbers on hull plates that I could do a proper ID. It’s the right vessel, that’s for sure.’




    Cesca felt her stomach sink as if gravity had just increased. ‘Do you think it could have been a meteor impact or an engine overload?’




    His shoulders sagged. ‘Neither. The marks were unmistakable, Speaker. Some hull sections were large enough that I could see what caused the damage. Jazer strikes. Direct and intentional.’




    ‘Jazers? But only the Eddies use jazers.’




    The young man nodded. ‘I brought all the wreckage with me. It’s in the cargo hold.’ The energy traces and blast patterns on the ruined hull metal of Kamarov’s ship would be like a smoking gun.




    Anger made Cesca push herself back a bit too quickly for the low gravity of Rendezvous, and her chair hit the wall with a loud bang. ‘You’re saying that the Eddies intentionally attacked and destroyed an unarmed Roamer vessel?’




    ‘That’s what it looks like. We can do a full analysis, but I’m sure I’m right.’




    ‘This changes everything, Nikko Chan. Ekti is our commodity, to be sold not under duress, but on our own terms, whether the Goose likes it or not.’




    Cesca drew herself up, assembling her steely resolve. ‘I need to meet with the clan representatives immediately.’
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    DAVLIN LOTZE





    His pack loaded with enough supplies for several days, Davlin Lotze stood in front of the flat stone surface of the alien transportal. Hundreds of tiles marked with strange symbols – coordinates for worlds once inhabited by the Klikiss – ringed the transportal. Most of them were still uninvestigated.




    ‘Mr Lotze, you are scheduled to return in less than a day,’ said the technician at the monitoring station. Known Klikiss trans-portals, such as this one within the Rheindic Co ruins, were jumping-off points for anyone with the balls and the drive to go planet hunting. Someone like him.




    Davlin shouldered his pack. He wore a standard khaki explorer’s jumpsuit of durable fabric that was appropriate for a range of temperatures. Even when he planned to venture to a completely uninhabited world, he wore no garish colours, no jewellery, nothing to call attention to himself. ‘My mission parameters grant me a certain discretionary latitude in my schedule.’ Considering his lengthy service record – not to mention the fact that he and Rlinda Kett had discovered this transportal network and brought the news back to the Hansa – he did not like to follow anyone else’s rules or schedules.




    Though the insect-like race had long ago vanished from the Spiral Arm, the Klikiss had left behind a network of mysterious ruins. Since the alien species breathed the same atmosphere and had similar basic biological requirements to those of humans, the Hansa considered those habitable planets to be potential goldmines for colonization, minor victories they could declare in the turmoil of the hydrogue war.




    But first those Klikiss worlds had to be identified, catalogued, and superficially explored. Davlin considered the task appropriate to his abilities. Without further delay, he stepped through the blank trapezoidal stone and fell across the universe to another Klikiss world.




    It was an eerie feeling to be all alone on a whole planet. Davlin smiled as the dry breezes brushed his face. He arrived in the local morning, so he had a full day to image the termite-mound buildings, the iron-hard organic structures left by the Klikiss. This world had strange trees draped with feather-like fronds, surrounded by plants with long spiky leaves like pincushions.




    Wandering around the crumbling ruins, Davlin planted sensors and meteorological recorders. He measured the amount of ground water and estimated the average rainfall. Eventually, if this world was chosen for full-scale Hansa colonization, explorers would bring self-launching satellites to allow faster and more comprehensive mapping of the landforms and weather patterns. For now, Davlin only needed to make the first broad-strokes report.
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