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THE STORY SO FAR

The ongoing titanic war between the alien hydrogues and the faeros had already extinguished suns and
destroyed planets. Determined not to be trampled on the galactic battlefield, the various groups of
humans developed new weapons and forged powerful alliances.

The Hansa, led by Chairman Basil Wencedlas, ordered the Earth Defense Forces (EDF) to employ more
Klikiss Torches, the superweapon with which they had unwittingly triggered the hydrogue war eight
years earlier. The EDF also built armored "rammer" ships for suicide missions, crewing each rammer
with expendable Soldier compies and a token human commander (one of whom was the Roamer recruit
Tasia Tamblyn).

On the homefront, repeated failures drove Chairman Basil Wenceslas to make impulsive, often
damaging decisions. King Peter and Queen Estarra rebelled against Basil's authority, which increased
the animosity between the Chairman and the royal couple. When Basil ordered the Queen to terminate
her new pregnancy because the unexpected baby did not fit with his plans, she and Peter leaked news of
her condition to the media, through the secret assistance of Deputy Eldred Cain. With such an
outpouring of public joy, Basil could not force the Queen to have an abortion, but punished her
indiscretion by slaughtering Estarra's beloved pet dolphins.

The spoiled and uncooperative Prince Daniel--Basil's choice to be the next King--escaped from the
Whisper Palace. After quite a scandal, the Prince was recaptured and forced to make a public apology.
To keep Daniel from causing further trouble, Basil put him into a drug-induced coma, which
unfortunately left the Chairman without a replacement for King Peter.

With the Hansa's war against the hydrogues going badly, Chairman Wenceslas turned his military forces
against the Roamer clans, using the space gypsies as scapegoats. One major assault destroyed the
Roamer government center of Rendezvous, scattering the clans. EDF ships hunted down hidden Roamer
bases and sent prisoners off to the abandoned Klikiss planet Llaro.

Speaker Cesca Peroni hid out on the frozen mining base of Jonah 12, where miners uncovered and
inadvertently reactivated a nest of hibernating Klikiss robots buried beneath the ice. The robots went on
arampage and destroyed the base. After Cesca succeeded in obliterating the scheming robots, she and
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the young pilot Nikko Chan Tylar crashed their ship while trying to escape.

Meanwhile Cesca's love, Jess Tamblyn--fundamentally changed by watery elemental creatures called
wentals that inhabited his body--guided his volunteers to spread wental water across new planets. Along
with the verdani (the worldforest on Theroc), the wentals were age-old enemies of the hydrogues, who
had nearly exterminated them in an ancient war. By restoring the wentals, Jess created another powerful
aly in the fight against the deep-core aiens.

Jess went to the water mines on Plumas where his uncles had taken over the business. Here, years ago,
Jess's mother Karla had fallen into a crevasse and frozen to death. Using his wental powers, Jess found
and extracted her frozen body, hoping to give his mother a proper Roamer funeral. Delivering her to his
surprised unclesin a grotto under the frozen crust, Jess began to melt the ice around Karla. Before he
could finish, though, an urgent message aerted him to Cesca's peril on Jonah 12, and he sped away.
Finding Nikko's crashed ship, Jess engulfed it in his amazing wental vessel and raced to find help for
Cesca, who was injured and clearly dying.

The Roamer clans found other ways to survive. Cesca's father Denn Peroni helped establish an
independent trading base at Yreka, a colony cut off from all Hansa support and defenses. Denn also
traveled to the Ildiran Empire and met with the Mage-Imperator to reopen trade, once again bypassing
the Hansa.

In the rings of the gas giant Osquivel, Del Kellum and his lovely daughter Zhett ran a complex of
Roamer shipyards. The EDF had recently lost a tremendous battle with the hydrogues there, and among
the debris of the battlefield, Zhett found a small intact hydrogue derelict; her father immediately called
the brilliant Roamer scientist Kotto Okiah to study it. Kotto learned enough from the derelict to develop
anew weapon against the hydrogues. "doorbells’ that would blow open a warglobe's hatches. With his
doorbells Kotto rushed off to Theroc, the likely target for the next hydrogue attack.

The Roamers also rescued a handful of EDF soldiers whose lifepods had been left behind by their
fleeing fleet, as well as many sophisticated new Soldier compies, which were reprogrammed and put to
work in the Osquivel shipyards. Zhett helped nurse the POWSs back to health, paying particular attention
to surly Patrick Fitzpatrick I11; because of the hostilities between the Roamers and the Hansa, the POWs
could not be sent home. Fitzpatrick and his comrades, including Dr. Kiro Y amane (a specialist in Soldier
compies), searched for away to escape. While romance grew between Fitzpatrick and Zhett, Y amane
found away to make the Soldier compies go berserk in the shipyards. As part of an escape plan,
Fitzpatrick lured Zhett to aromantic rendezvous, tricked her, and stole a ship to get away while the
Soldier compies created a diversion. The compies, far more destructive than Y amane expected,
systematically detroyed the Roamer facility.

Fitzpatrick's powerful grandmother Maureen was a former Hansa Chairman. After hearing that her
grandson had been killed in action at Osquivel, sherallied the relatives of other fallen soldiers and flew
to the ringed gas giant to establish amemorial. She was shocked to stumble upon the extensive hidden
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Roamer shipyards, now thrown into turmoil because of the unleashed Soldier compies. During atense
standoff, Fitzpatrick appeared and then angered his grandmother by speaking on behalf of clan Kellum;
he brokered a cease-fire by giving the EDF ships the hydrogue derelict Kotto had been studying. As
EDF shipstook the POWSs back home, Zhett and the other Roamers slipped away. Fitzpatrick doubted
he would ever see her again.

General Lanyan, the frustrated commander of the EDF, wanted to make an example of someone. With
dwindling recruits, he had no choice but to produce huge numbers of Soldier compies (all of them
carrying Klikiss-robot programming modules) and to distribute them across the fleet. He was pleasantly
surprised when a deserter--Branson "BeBob" Roberts--came to Earth bearing two survivors he had
rescued from a devastated Hansa colony. The survivors, agirl named Orli Covitz and an old man named
Hud Steinman, told awild tale that marauding Klikiss robots and Soldier compies had destroyed their
settlement. General Lanyan sent ateam to investigate these preposterous claims, but he was much more
interested in court-martialing BeBob for desertion.

The trader RlindaKett called in all her favors to help BeBob, but it did no good. The trial was a sham,
and BeBob's sentence was a foregone conclusion. To their surprise, though, the spy Davlin Lotze helped
them escape. BeBob and Rlinda flew off in her ship, the Voracious Curiosity, while Davlin led the EDF
pursuers on a wild-goose chase, faking his own death. Just when Rlinda and BeBob thought they were
safe, they ran into a group of inept Roamer "pirates” at the ice moon Plumas. Rlinda and BeBob's ship
was seized, and they were held in the water mines while the Roamers figured out what to do with them.

When he'd gone to rescue Cesca, Jess Tamblyn did not realize that he had unwittingly dispersed a
corrupted spark of wental energy into his mother's partially thawed body. Karla came alive, but was no
longer human. Offhandedly killing one of Jess's uncles, she began to move toward the others, while
Rlinda and BeBob watched in horror.

On Theroc, the recovering worldforest created a wooden golem of the green priest Beneto to act asa
spokesman and to prepare the worldtrees for another hydrogue attack. Beneto's sister Sarein, the Hansa
ambassador, arrived on behalf of Chairman Wenceslas, secretly hoping to become the new ruler of
Theroc. When she did not succeed in that plan, she convinced green priests to spread among the
orphaned Hansa colonies and establish a communi cations network.

When the hydrogues did arrive at Theroc, hoping to destroy the worldforest, unexpected allies came to
stand against the enemy: Kotto Okiah destroyed many warglobes with his new "doorbell" weapon. And
aliving comet infused with wentals crashed into the hydrogues, finally defeating them. Though they
were driven off, the hydrogues now knew that the supposedly extinct wentals had returned to the fight.

In the aftermath, the golem of Beneto received an awesome armada of spacefaring "verdani battleships'’--
huge thorny trees intent on defending the worldforest.

Meanwhile, the insidious Klikiss robots worked their quiet plans for conquest. When Admiral Stromo
went to Orli Covitz's devastated colony world, following up on the survivors' reports, he uncovered
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evidence that robots were indeed responsible for the massacre.

Tasia Tamblyn, responding to an ongoing hydrogue attack on a Hansa skymine at Qronha 3, led the
sixty compy-crewed rammer ships. The boss of the skymine, Sullivan Gold, evacuated his people and
also rescued a great many lldirans from a nearby facility. Before Tasia's rammers could arrive, Sullivan
was already flying away with the lldirans, and they were intercepted by Solar Navy ships. When Tasia's
rammers finally reached the gas giant, the Soldier compies turned on her and captured Tasia and her
personal compy EA. Joining with Klikiss robots, they seized the rammer fleet for themselves and
intended to use the ships against humanity.

Klikiss robots had also attacked the few people remaining on the Ildiran resort world of Maratha. The
scholar Anton Coalicos, his friend Rememberer Vao'sh, and a small group found themsel ves stranded on
the nightside of the planet, facing along overland journey. Not knowing the robots were the cul prits, the
ragtag band of Ildirans blamed mythical creatures called the Shana Rei, which were the subject of many
tales in the Saga of Seven Suns. When Anton and his companions reached the supposed refuge of Secda,
they found it overrun with armies of Klikiss robots. Anton and Vao'sh barely escaped in a small ship and
flew away, alone. But for Ildirans, solitude leads to madness. During their long flight to Ildira, Anton
tried to keep Vao'sh occupied, but the old rememberer degenerated into a near-mindless state by the time
they arrived. Safe in the Prism Palace at last, Anton tried to nurse his friend back to health.

The Ildiran Empire, meanwhile, was rocked by acivil war led by Hyrillka Designate Rusah and the
Mage-Imperator's own son Thor'h. After suffering a head injury, Rusa'h was cut off from the telepathic
thism that bound their race together. Filled with delusions of grandeur, he created an independent thism
web and spread a bloody rebellion, forcing other Designates to surrender and accept his brainwashing.
Adar Zan'nh brought a group of Solar Navy warliners to quell the revolt, but those ships aso fell under
the mad Designate's control, and Zan'nh was taken prisoner.

When Rusah tried to convert his devious brother Dobro Designate Udru'h, he thought he had found a
willing partner. Leaving the impressionable young Designate-in-waiting Daro'h in charge, Udru'h set up
atrap and a betrayal that led to Rusah's downfall and the end of his rebellion. Hyrillka was recaptured
by Mage-Imperator Jorah, and the traitorous Thor'h was seized. But the mad Designate fled, flying
directly into Hyrillka's primary sun. In the last moment before Rusah's ship was consumed, a group of
flaming faeros rose up and surrounded him, carrying him into the star.

The faeros and hydrogues continued their constant war, smothering one of the seven suns of Ildira. Now
was the time for the Mage-Imperator to try his special "weapon”--his own half-breed daughter, Osirah.
With the girl's specia telepathic powers, Jorah hoped she could call the hydrogues and get them to
reaffirm an ages-old nonaggression agreement. Osira’h, who had learned the truth of Dobro's human-
I1diran breeding program from her green priest mother Nira, experienced mixed loyalties and confusion,
not sure whom to believe. Still, she did her duty and rode in a protective chamber down into Qronha 3 to
communicate with the hydrogues.
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Back in Ildira, with the civil war over, the Mage-lmperator was shocked when Udru'h revealed that
Jorah's beloved Nirawas alive after all. Still in love with the green priest, the Mage-Imperator
demanded that she be freed and returned to him at once. But when Udru'h went to the island on Dobro
where he'd kept Nira prisoner, he discovered that the green priest had escaped and was nowhere to be
found! Before Jorah could learn this, though, Osirah returned to Ildirawith a huge armada of hydrogue
warglobes, al of them looming over the Prism Palace. Now Jorah had to face the hydrogues, knowing
that if he failed to make a convincing case, the deep-core aliens would destroy his entire world.

1
KING PETER

A heavy transport bearing the Earth Defense Forces logo settled onto the Whisper Palace plazato the
sound of cheering ailmost loud enough to drown out the landing jets. An honor guard carved a safe
corridor through enthused spectators toward the shuttle and laid down a purple carpet for King Peter and
Queen Estarra.

Taking steps in perfect synchronization with hers, the young King spoke from the corner of his mouth so
none of the professional eavesdroppers could hear. "l so rarely get to announce good news that isn't an
outright lie."

Well aware that Chairman Basil Wenceslas was watching and ready to respond if they made the slightest
wrong move, Estarra answered with equal caution. "We've had to report the deaths of soldiersfar too
often. Greeting genuine returning heroes is a vast improvement.”

No one had expected to find EDF soldiers alive thislong after the battle of Osquivel; the missing men
and women had been presumed killed by the alien hydrogues. Now, blinking in the Palace District's
sunshine, thirty survivors hurried down the debarkation ramp, jostling each other asif they couldn't wait
to drink in the air of Earth. All of the smiling refugees wore new uniforms provided by the rescue crew.
According to reports, they had immediately gjected the clothing given to them by their Roamer captors
(or wasit "hosts"? Peter wondered) out the disposal chutes.

Barely able to contain the ecstatic mob, the guards let the corralled V1P relatives and selected loved ones
forward. During the return voyage, former Chairman Maureen Fitzpatrick had transmitted the names of
the POWs. Excited families bounced from one rescued survivor to another until, like puzzle pieces, the
right ones interlocked with hugs, joyous shouts, and mutual weeping.

Despite this glowing reception, Peter knew the Hansa government was thoroughly embarrassed to find
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anyone there. The EDF's clash with the hydrogues at Osquivel had been an utter disaster and afrenzied
retreat. Many wounded soldiers were |eft to die aboard disabled vessels and unclaimed lifepods. But a
band of Roamers had rescued some of them. Maureen Fitzpatrick and families of the fallen had gone to
the ringed gas giant with the intent of establishing a memorial, and by sheer coincidence had
encountered the Roamer shipyard and secured the hostages return.

Without question, many more soldiers could have been rescued if the panicked EDF hadn't abandoned
them. Once the heady celebration was over, people would begin asking questions. Basil, you certainly
have egg on your face, Peter thought and realized that that was when the Chairman proved most
dangerous.

Behind his eyes he saw a memory-flash of bloodied water, butchered dolphins, lifeless glassy eyes of the
once-playful sea mammals: Basil had not reacted well to the leaked news of the Queen's unsanctioned
pregnancy. Peter could not get the smell of blood and saltwater out of his nostrils.

"Keep to the schedule,”" Basil's voice scolded from histiny ear microphone. "Thisis taking too long."

He sgueezed Estarra's hand and faced the transport, waiting for the main event. Sensing an even greater
spectacle, the crowd grew quiet. The cargo doors cracked open with athud and a groan, metal dliding
against metal. Interior floodlights shone with a glow like banked fires. Soldiers and cargo handlers used
lifting apparatus and gravity-reducers like wranglers transporting a chained prehistoric monster. A small
hydrogue derelict.

Roamers had found the dead ship drifting in the rings of Osquivel after the great battle. Though this
scout vessel was less than ten metersin diameter, the crowd drew in a near-simultaneous gasp of
amazement and fear.

Aslifterslowered the derelict to the ground, Maureen Fitzpatrick approached Peter and Estarra with her
grandson, one of the thirty refugees, and shook the King's hand asif he were a business partner. Asa
former Chairman, Maureen understood both how little power Peter truly wielded and the necessity of
playing the game. "Sire, we had to let the Roamers escape in exchange for this derelict. | hope you agree
It was an acceptable bargain.”

"I'm sure the Roamers won't cause us any particular harm.” He considered the recent aggression against
them to be a deadly distraction that wasted vital military resources. Another one of Basil's boondoggles.
"Y ou made the right decision. Now we have an intact enemy ship to study. | will seeto it that both of
you receive recognition for your service."

Pleased to be in the [imelight again, Maureen looked like a plump cat that had just swallowed a whole
mouthful of canaries.

Estarralooked at the quiet young grandson of the old Chairman. "Y ou seem distracted, Mr. Fitzpatrick.

file:///K|/eMule/lncoming/Anderson,%20K evin%620J.%620-...20-%200f %20Fi re%20and%20Ni ght%620(v1.0)%20[ html] .html (8 of 428)8-12-2006 23:49:46



Anderson, Kevin J. - [Saga of Seven Suns 05] - Of Fire and Night

Areyou well?'
"Sorry--1 was. . . thinking about someone."

"All this talk about Roamers must be distressing to him." Maureen touched the young man's arm. "He
and the rest of the EDF survivors deserve along furlough, King Peter--if | can convince General Lanyan
of that."

Hansa scientists hurried into the security zone, eager to get their hands on the alien ship. Engineering
Specialist Lars Rurik Swendsen was like a child unwrapping the largest present at a birthday party. " Just
look at it! It's perfect. And if its systems work, we should be able to build counterparts using similar
technology. This could be the biggest advance since producing Soldier compies from KIlikiss robot
designs, or . . . or the Klikiss transportal s themselves. Just think of it!" The tall Swede looked asif he
might start dancing.

Maureen interjected, "We've also secured detailed notes and logbooks from tests performed by a Roamer
engineer. Some of the data may be useful."

Dignitaries came forward to have their images taken beside the hydrogue ship. With so much
disheartening news lately, media reporters would seize upon this happy story, just as they had repeated
the unofficial announcement of the Queen's pregnancy.

Even so, this small derelict was a grim reminder that the hydrogues could strike Earth at any time.
However, Peter thought of Basil lurking behind shadows in the Palace, it would be refreshing to confront
an enemy who isn't afraid to face you.

2
ADMIRAL LEV STROMO

The Manta shot across space to rescue any surviving "dunsel” commanders from the rammer fleet. By
now, the sixty kamikaze ships should have smashed the drogues at Qronha 3.

The cruiser's Ildiran stardrive was pushed to its maximum; sweating engineering crews and their Soldier
compy counterparts monitored all systems, wary of overloads. Admiral Stromo was seventeen hours
behind schedule--before launch, he had insisted on going through every checklist and prep report, asif
thiswere merely atraining mission instead of arushed interception--but the escape pods should have
plenty of air, food, and water to last the six token human dunsels for at least another day, maybe two.
Stromo had plenty of time.
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Itching for a chance to deploy the EDF's new rammers, General Lanyan had seized the chance when
hydrogues attacked a Hansa cloud harvester at Qronha 3. Crewed almost entirely by Soldier compies,
the massive reinforced vessels were built for the sole purpose of crashing. By design, the token human
commanders should have been able to gect to safety, and the retrieval Manta would pick them up. The
operation had looked perfectly good on paper.

The Admiral slept soundly in his private cabin, leaving administrative details to the officer-in-charge.
When the wake-up alarm buzzed, he grumbled that a grid admiral should be allowed a few extra hours
of rest. He climbed out of his padded bunk, rubbed his eyes, and got ready for his shift. He was expected
to provide a good example for his troops, though he would rather have stayed home. Stromo's particular
skillswere in the areas of bureaucracy, politics, and paperwork. Other EDF officers must be eager to
make a hame for themselves and get a promotion. Wouldn't one of them have been a better choice for
the job?

Nevertheless, he was here. He had his orders. He wanted to finish up and go back.

Stromo splashed his face with water from the small basin. When he rubbed his cheeks, he felt atouch of
stubble, but decided he could wait another day before taking his anti-beard-growth hormone. The pills
often made his stomach queasy, but shaving was a nuisance.

After putting on a clean uniform, he leaned closer to the mirror, increased the magnification. The heavy
jaw and round neck showed an unsightly extra chin that matched his growing paunch; even his eyes
were puffy, and not from lack of sleep. Maybe he should start an exercise regimen, when he had spare
time.

Stromo had never intended to go back into combat, never thought he'd need to be arock-hard soldier
again. But since the hydrogues, few thingsin hislife had gone the way he'd wanted them to. He was
aware of much snickering at his expense, the insulting nickname of " Stay-at-Home Stromo" because he
preferred a desk job to real military work. But there came a time when the desire for comfort and
predictability superseded pride and ambition.

The glowing digits on the bulkhead wall reminded him that he had only afew minutes to get to the
bridge if he meant to be there when the cruiser reached Qronha 3. He should be sitting in the command
chair for the important part of this bothersome mission. He combed his short iron-gray hair, took a deep
breath, and adjusted his bar of medals (most of them awarded for length of service or for being in the
right place at the right time). Ready for duty.

He moved at a brisk pace down the corridor, back straight, shoulders square, chin pushed forward as if
he were power-walking for exercise. He passed a dozen Soldier compies and nodded a greeting out of
habit. He was not surprised that they did not salute or respond. Unlike Friendly-model compies, such
niceties were not part of the required military programming.
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The Soldier models, designed as replacements for real crewmen, stood amost astall as a man, with
armored torsos and thick arms and legs. Their reinforced musculature and synthetic body coverings
made them more durable, less vulnerable to accidents and damage, and stronger than human soldiers. It
was arelief to know there were so many of the useful compies aboard.

He stepped onto the bridge and scanned the crew. The strange young female green priest, Clydia, sat at
her station, touching her treeling and daydreaming, as usual. The hairless woman wore only shorts and a
loose shirt, no shoes, no rank insignia (other than the numerous tattoos that adorned her emerald skin).
Although he viewed green priests as basically savages, he was glad to have use of Clydias instant
communications. Many other battleships were crippled by long transmission times.

The bridge crew consisted of atall Egyptian weapons officer, Anwar Zizu, who, judging both by
appearance and actions, might have been carved from oak; a communications officer whom Stromo
couldn't remember having met before; two scan operators; and a pair of Soldier compies monitoring
routine stations. When no one noticed his arrival, Stromo loudly cleared his throat. A young ensign who
had taken over the nav console--Terene Maeg, if he remembered her name right--snapped to attention.
"Admiral on deck!"

Commander Elly Ramirez turned in her chair. "We're on final approach to the Qronha system, sir."

"Thisisjust aroutine pickup and run." He took the command seat that Ramirez surrendered. "WEelll
snatch the escape pods, turn around, and head back to Earth. The dunsel commanders can give afull
report on the operation.”

Ramirez smiled. "It'll be good to have Commander Tamblyn back aboard, Admiral. I've never felt
entirely right about taking this Manta from her."

"She followed orders, Commander Ramirez. As a Roamer, Tamblyn wasn't cut out for our recent
missions.” Not interested in hearing any more, he looked at the viewscreen and saw the visible disk of a
gas-giant planet. The glare from Qronha's binary star flared off to the edge of the screen. "Is that Qronha
37

One of the sensor operators made an adjustment to filter out the extraneous light. "Yes, sir. We should
be within range in less than an hour."

"Any emergency messages? Locator blips from the escape pods?’
"We're still far away, sir," Ramirez said. " The transmitters on the pods aren't very powerful."

Stromo leaned back. "Carry on." For awhile, the ship's humming was peaceful, relaxing, and he caught
himself nodding off. He rubbed his eyes, forcing himself to stay awake. He hoped he hadn't actually
snored.
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"Still no response,” the communications officer said.
"We're scanning ahead now, searching for debris or any hot engine traces," said the sensor operator.

Stromo's brows beetled. "If sixty rammers smashed into a bunch of drogue warglobes, there should have
been quite afireworks display. Aren't you detecting residual energy and radioactivity yet?"

"No, sir. | find very faint traces deep in the clouds, but they seem to be the leftover components from the
cloud-harvesting station. Not the rammers. No sign of Ildiran ships either."

Stromo frowned. "But there must be something. We're only a day behind the rammers."

Reaching the bloated planet, they found no blips from the escape pods, no remnants of explosions, no
wreckage. "Keep looking until you find some answers," he growled. "Sixty rammers don't just vanish
without atrace."

MAGE-IMPERATOR JORA'H

Hydrogue warglobes filled the skies of Ildira, ready to obliterate the Prism Palace. Even under the light
of the six surviving suns, Mage-Imperator Jorah felt asif a heavy shadow had fallen across his
skysphere chamber.

He had returned to his daisinside the great Palace, and the hydrogues would send down their emissary
soon, at which time Jorah would begin the most important conversation in Ildiran history. Never had a
Mage-Imperator faced a more dangerous and frightening crisis or decision. Now all the centuries of
planning and intricate schemes seemed weak and insufficient. Sitting in his chrysalis chair, the bitter
knowledge that his empire was about to change chilled Jorah to the core.

His half-breed daughter Osirah had brought them here, exactly as he had requested. And now what?

The Mage-Imperator was about to face beings so powerful that they could extinguish suns and had
nearly destroyed several civilizationsin the Spiral Arm ten thousand years ago. What could he possibly
have to offer such creatures?

We called this down upon ourselves, Jorah thought.
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Using Klikiss robots as intermediaries ages ago, hydrogues and |ldirans had reached some kind of
nonaggression pact that had recently broken down for reasons Jorah did not understand. The treacherous
robots had turned against Ildirato follow their own agenda.

But with Osirahh, the Mage-Imperator needed no other intermediary. She was the bridge. Jorah wasn't
sure how the girl had forced the deep-core aliens to come, nor did he completely grasp her unique
powers to make the hydrogues understand. When the hydrogues had brought her, intact, from the gas
giant, she had told him their brief and terrible message. They require that you help them destroy the
humans. If you do not agree, none of uswill survive. It was asif she had swung a crystal scythe at all his
hopes. . . .

A courier raced into the sun-bright palace chamber. "Liege, Adar Zan'nh insists on speaking with you!
His maniple of warliners awaits your order. Should he open fire on the hydrogues?’

Jorah took the communications device from the fleet-footed man. An image formed of his oldest son,
the overburdened commander of the Solar Navy. Zan'nh looked haggard, yet his face remained set with
duty and determination. His topknot was drawn back, oiled in place and clipped by an insignia band.
"Liege, my manipleis prepared to defend lldira. Simply issue the order."

We will not surrender and crawl into a burrow, waiting for our deaths. Even though their weapons were
no match for the warglobes, the Solar Navy would still cause a great deal of damage. Surely the
hydrogues can see that.

"Adar, that would only trigger amassacre. | will see how this plays out. Remove your warliners to a safe
distance, remain vigilant, and be ready to respond. | expect a representative of the hydroguesto arrive
soon. The warglobes have come at my request.”

The words sounded impossible as he spoke them. If Jorah failed here, his empire would be destroyed.
His glowing bones would never rest among those of his ancestors in the ossuarium beneath the Prism
Palace, and his spirit would no doubt journey to the plane of the Lightsource as a blind man.

With obvious reluctance, Zan'nh signed off. The courier retrieved the communications device, gave a
formal bow, and sprinted back out of the audience chamber, looking very frightened.

Sitting beside him on the stairs leading to the dais, little Osirah looked up at the curved ceiling of the
reception hall. The colored lights shining through the segmented crystal panes seemed to shift, asif her
innate power could bend light as well as thoughts. "The emissary is coming.”

"Did you force him?* Jorah asked. He'd had no time to debrief her. "Can you control them?"

The girl gave him an odd, mysterious smile. " The hydrogues choose to believe they have come of their
own free will. But | think they are wrong. | understand them better now, and they understand me. They
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can read my thoughts, but it is not an easy thing."

Ethereal Osirah seemed drained, but her large eyes snared odd reflections, and her yearning face was
still childlike and innocent until one looked more closely. In confronting, then coercing, the hydrogues,
this girl had survived an ordeal that could have stripped away her soul, her mind.

If only Jorah could be as strong. "I will be ready for him. Y ou can help?"

Her eyestook on a glazed distance. "The hydrogue will speak with you, and you will speak with him. |
will take the emissary's thoughts into my own, and he will hear mine." A strange smile curved her
flower-peta lips. "I will leave him no choice. By becoming a bridge, | became a conduit. | forced myself
into the hydrogue minds and opened myself to them. | made them come here--half by force, half by . . .
luring them. But | cannot force them to listen or agree.”

"That will be my task."

But the long line of Mage-Imperators who had worked to bring about this day had not done enough to
prepare him for what exactly he could use as leverage in negotiating. Jorah feared what he might have to
promise before the hydrogues would leave Ildirans in peace.

Suddenly, the girl's face twisted asif ripples of pain were shooting through her, then she calmed herself.
"I have shown the emissary an acceptable route through the Palace. Otherwise hisintent was to smash
through the skysphere dome. Hydrogues have little patience for obstacles.”

Sensing the disturbing presence, shimmersin the air and in the light, Jorah climbed out of his chrysalis
chair and stood beside Osirah. He did not wish to appear weak.

A small environment chamber drifted through the wide arched doorway. Osirah fixed her gaze on it,
caught between two opposing forces. Inside the chamber, swirling mists of superdense atmosphere
masked the liquid-metal shape that pulled itself into a humanoid form. It clothed itself in a mockery of
an embroidered jumpsuit with pockets and zippers and clips. The face was human, the hair long, though
carved out of flowing quicksilver. Apparently, hydrogues had copied the image from one of their early
victims.

The emissary's voice manifested as a throbbing hum, as if it were manipulating air molecules to transmit
sound waves rather than using a ssimple speaker system. "We have come. Do you wish to be destroyed?’
From the tone of the hydrogue's voice, it sounded like a legitimate question rather than a threat.

Standing tall, the Mage-Imperator kept his voice calm, though he felt trapped in aflash flood of events,
searching for alifeline. "I called you here to discuss peace between hydrogues and Ildirans.”

"Peace with Ildirans gains us nothing." Jorah was disturbed to notice that Osirah's lips moved in perfect
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synchronization with the emissary's words, asif they were inextricably linked. "Our war was against the
verdani. Now we fight the turncoat faeros. And we recently learned that the wentals are back. You are
but a minor distraction to us."

Hydrogues gather enemies as easily as a Prime Designate gathers mates, Jorah thought. "We know the
hydrogues have already lost much to the faeros.”

"The faeros have lost more. And lldirans will lose everything if you continue to get in our way." The
emissary's tone was entirely dismissive.

Jorah said, "I remind you of our compact from ages ago--an agreement that you seem to have
forgotten." He thought of the merciless hydrogue attacks on Ildiran colony worlds; the hydrogues
actions were nonsensical.

"Only because of that ancient alliance did we agree to this encounter. But the Klikiss robots no longer
speak for you."

"Osirah speaks for us now. We wish to discuss terms.” From her place on the step, the girl looked up, as
If expecting the Mage-Imperator to suggest an instant and viable solution. If only it could be that simple!

"You have no terms that interest us," the alien voice boomed.

Jorah searched for alever with which he could change the emissary's mind. He didn't know what the
Klikiss robots had done to force the cessation of attacks against Ildirans, so long ago. What key did they
use? Once again, he cursed his predecessors for keeping so many secrets, for censoring the accurate
record in the Saga of Seven Suns. Without that knowledge, he was handicapped now.

The Mage-Imperator recalled Adar Kori'nh's surprising success, smashing numerous warglobes at
Qronha 3. Perhaps the reminder of strength would change the tenor of the negotiations. He raised his
voice, exuding as much confidence as he could muster. "Y our warglobes have damaged Il diran splinter
colonies, and our Solar Navy has destroyed many of your vessels. These attacks harm both our species,
and benefit neither."

"Planet-dwelling species intrude and spread taint. Y ou comprehend nothing. Y our squabbles and
conflicts merely distract us from our true enemies.”

Jorah seized on an idea. " The humans continue to deploy Klikiss Torches against your planets. How
many of your worlds--how many of your race--have they already incinerated?' He raised afinger. "I can
make them stop."

"We will make them stop. They will be annihilated." The emissary pressed closer to the wall of his
sphere. "Long ago, we helped the Klikiss robots destroy their creator race. That extermination is the
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proper model for all future conflicts." The metal gaze pierced the swirling currents. "Since we have
cometo lldira, it would be most efficient if we eliminated you now."

4
JESSTAMBLYN

Leaving Jonah 12, where renegade Klikiss robots had wiped out an entire Roamer base, Jess's water-and-
pearl craft accelerated out of the dark system like aliquid cannonball. His living vessel carried within it
a damaged ship and two injured passengers. One of them was Cesca--and she was dying.

Floating in the energized water, Jess peered through a porthole of the damaged Aquarius to observe a
harried and hurt Nikko Chan Tylar. The young pilot huddled over the woman Jess loved, but he could do
little to help Cesca. She lay on the deck, looking gray and clammy, unconscious. Her body had been
snapped and broken when the Aquarius was shot down; it was a miracle they had survived at all.

Tending her despite his own painful injuries, Nikko seemed to have aged a decade in the past few hours.
Though the young man had a sprained wrist, probably afew broken ribs, scrapes, and bruises--nothing
his ship's first-aid packs and painkillers couldn't take care of--he had barely left Cesca's side. Jess
desperately wished he could touch her himself, kiss her or hold her hand.

But he had given up much of his humanity when he'd become part of the wentals. It had been the only
way to stay alive. He couldn't lose Cesca, too! The wentals had been part of his body for some time now,
had fundamentally changed him, but he still didn't understand the powerful entities. Jess had told the
wentals to find any nearby Roamer base, even a Hansa colony with amedical center. But everything was
too far away.

Why wouldn't the wentals help her? He knew they had the power to do it.

In saving him years ago, the wentals had altered his body chemistry, transforming him into a strange
dynamo whose touch would kill any other human. He could do great things with this newfound power--
even become a tremendous weapon in the war against the hydrogues.

But some of the simplest acts were denied him. What good were his spectacular abilitiesif he couldn't
do what he wanted most in the universe? How he longed to hold Cesca and soothe her pain. He couldn't
even stroke her sweat-damp forehead as she died. But he had to get as close to her as possible.

Moving through the warm water, Jess cycled through the Aquarius's hatch and stood dripping on the
deck. A filmy white garment clung to him, and his hair waved about like seaweed in a current. Nikko
looked up at him, almond eyes full of hope, asif he believed that Jess could work miracles--which he
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could. But not this one.

"I've scanned the medical database, Jess, but she's way beyond my ability to patch up." He held his
freshly bandaged arm in front of him. "By the Guiding Star, | can barely take care of a sprained wrist,
and she's al smashed inside. Internal bleeding for sure, probably a punctured lung. Who knows what
else”

With his unbandaged arm, Nikko gave Cesca a stimulant, hoping to stave off the worst effects of shock.
Drifting closer to wakefulness, Cesca began to cough. Blood bubbled from between her lips. Though the
water-and-pearl ship raced between the stars at incomprehensible speeds, Jess knew she wouldn't
survive much longer--unless the wental s did something.

"She hasto live, Nikko." Jess stood with hisfists at his sides, feeling hopelessly isolated. He couldn't

even touch her! "She's. . . the Speaker for the Roamers." The reason sounded noble, but both he and
Nikko knew that such an esoteric argument was nothing compared to the fact that Jess loved her.

The wentals spoke inside his mind. The woman will die soon.
He was angry at them for coldly stating the obvious. "Then save her."
Some things cannot be changed.

He tried to pinpoint the source, asif one particular wental might be the origin of this pessimism. "And
some things can be changed." Elemental force made his voice boom against the walls of the Aquarius
loudly enough to make Nikko cringe. "I'll give her wental water to drink, like | did! Then you'll be in her
tissues, and you can help her."

Mere contact with wental water will not transform her as we transformed you. It must be a conscious act
on our part.

"Then do it. You don't know how much she means to me."
We know how much she means to you. We under stand.

"Then how can you refuse to help? Y ou saved me, why not save her?' He owed everything to the
wentals, but right now he wanted to hate them.

Saving you was necessary. Without you, the wentals would have remained extinct. This woman,
however, is not a point of failure for us.

"So the wentals are utterly selfish? She's apoint of failure for me. If you refuse to save Cesca, how can |
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know that you're as benevolent as you clam? Maybe wentals are as evil as the hydrogues, but just
trickier." He had never allowed himself even to consider those suspicions before.

You know that is not true, Jess Tamblyn.
Desperation drove him. "I know that Cesca's going to die--and that my own allies refuse to save her."

Helpless and miserable, Nikko propped cushions around Cesca, adjusted her blanket. "Why is this any
different from how green priests join with the worldforest? The trees don't have a problem doing that
whenever they want to. Aren't the wentals similar?’

We do not bond in the same way that verdani join with green priests. Worldtrees are passive, the joining
symbiotic. Wentals are fluid, uncontrollable, more easily tainted. Selfish actions inspire corruption.
When we change you, we change our selves. Sometimes the reflection splinters, distorts. You cannot
comprehend the destructive power of a tainted wental. Thereisgreat risk.

"What kind of risk?" Jess demanded. All he could see was Cesca.

See how you yourself are changed. You know how much you lost.

"None of that mattersif | lose her." The sudden realization sparked within him. "But if you save her in
the same way, then shelll be like me--and | won't be alone anymore. Make us two of akind."

After aresounding silence, the wentals said, We cannot simply transform her. It must be her choice, and
ours, before she changes.

In his mind, Jess received an image of the storm-swept but sterile ocean planet where he'd first delivered
the wentals. That is our nearest world. Go to our primary sea. There, we will decide her fate.

5
RLINDA KETT

In the water-mining grotto beneath the crust of Plumas, the reanimated woman stood with ice-white
skin. Her inhuman eyes were ablaze with a strange inner energy. Karla Tamblyn's hair crackled and
waved about, thawed from the ice that had imprisoned her.

"That's something you don't see every day," Rlinda Kett said with automatic, but forced, humor. She
wasn't sure whether to laugh or scream, but she definitely wanted to run. The Roamer workers didn't
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know what to do.

The reanimated woman had aready left Andrew Tamblyn dead in her wake. Karlatook another gliding
step, sizzling a clear, hot footprint in the Plumas ice pack. Her body was supercharged like a pressure
vessel without arelease valve, building up power and ready to explode.

While BeBob continued to gawp in childish astonishment, Rlinda pulled him out of the way. "I suggest
we give her al the room she wants."

He let out a moan. "Coming here wasn't such a good idea after all."
"Does a court-martial and death sentence back on Earth sound better?'

"Thisisn't really my ideaof aviable alternative. Ever since we escaped, nothing's gone right. The Blind
Faith was destroyed, Davlin was killed, and we were kidnapped by these crazy Roamers. Y ou'd think
that would be enough penance." He pressed both palms against his forehead. "Now this monster lady is
going to kill all of us."

"Normally, I'd swat your cute behind for being such a pessimist, but right now | can't argue with you."

Moving with deliberate steps, Karla did not give a second thought to the dead man sprawled behind her
on theice. Andrew had run forward to bring the woman to her senses, but her merest touch had killed
him.

"Karla, what have you done?" cried Wynn, staring at his fallen brother.
"Wait! Don't get in her way!" his twin brother Torin warned.

Uninterested, she plodded toward the edge of the ice shelf and the deep steel-gray sea. Caleb and Wynn
seized the opportunity to rush to the crumpled figure and dragged Andrew's body away. Torin, the more
impressionable of the twins, shouted in a beseeching tone, "Karla, why are you doing this? Don't you
know any of us?'

Like a confused mobile statue, Karla Tamblyn turned her crackling gaze back toward the habitation and
administrative domes beneath the thick ceiling of ice. She stared without comprehension at the water-
mining machinery, the hydrostatic pumps that lifted liquid to the surface for filling starship tanks. She
continued moving without responding. The cold sea seemed to call to her. When she stared at the
subterranean ocean, her eyestook on a hungry look.

BeBob looked at Rlinda. "Do you think the Roamers will let us go now?"
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"I doubt that's their highest priority."

Jess Tamblyn, another member of the Roamer clan (Rlinda wasn't sure about the whole family tree), had
used exotic powers to retrieve his mother's body from deep within the ice. But after he'd rushed away on
some emergency, Karla had thawed on her own and come alive, as if possessed by some kind of demon.

The woman stepped to where the ice abruptly met the water. She lifted her hands, and an invisible
energy rippled out like the force of gravity. Powerful, distinct tides pulled the water asif it were clay,
stretching and shaping it like magnetic forces pulling iron filings into lines.

Theice cracked behind Karla's feet, calving away. She did not seem alarmed. When the ice sloughed off,
Karla stood motionless on the broken chunk. In complete silence she dropped into the deep ocean.
Without thrashing or uttering a single sound, she vanished beneath the waves. A geyser of bubbles and
white vapor swirled for afew moments, then subsided into stillness.

Rlindalooked around for someone who might explain what was going on. "Does this sort of thing
happen often around here?"

6
KOTTO OKIAH

After the drogues had been roundly defeated at Theroc--for the second time--a very pleased Kotto Okiah
departed from the forested planet.

He'd left his mining base on Jonah 12 to help the Therons rebuild their settlement, after which he had
gone to the Kellum shipyards at Osquivel, studied a small intact hydrogue derelict they had found,
developed a simple defense against the warglobes, and rushed back to Theroc with his"doorbells."

In the meantime, the Eddies had destroyed Rendezvous, and his mother had vanished along with many
other scattered clans. Although she could take care of herself, he wished he knew where old Jhy Okiah
was. She was probably safe somewhere with Speaker Cesca Peroni. Kotto loved the way Speaker Peroni
smiled at him whenever he demonstrated "Roamer ingenuity" in solving a problem. She was bound to be
particularly proud of his most recent invention.

His ships had arrived at Theroc like the cavalry, dispersing hundreds of adhesive mats that vibrated at a
resonance frequency to blow the warglobes' hatches to the vacuum of space. One after another, the
enemy globes had reeled away like whirligigs. Single-handedly, Kotto had saved the worldforest.
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WEell, maybe not single-handedly.

"Even without that wental comet coming in at the last minute," Kotto said to histwo Analytical compies,
KR and GU, "we had those drogues on the run." He kept up a constant internal monologue, and
occasionally parts of it came out in comments spoken without context. The compies, aways interested,
answered as best they could.

"If the wental comet had not come, there is a high probability we would have been destroyed, Kotto
Okiah," KR pointed out.

"All of our doorbells had already been deployed," GU added. His polymer body was still battered from
when he'd unexpectedly opened the pressurized hatch of the hydrogue derelict. "We had no remaining
defenses.”

Kotto nodded absently as their small ship flew on. "I'm not complaining that reinforcements came at a
good time. Even so, we proved the principle, right? Our only mistake was in not bringing enough
doorbells. We can fix that. Massive quantities--that's what we need."

Before leaving Theroc, Kotto had copied the blueprints, then sent the ragtag group of Roamer captains
out to find any clan fabrication center to make more of the doorbells. As soon as he got back to the
Osquivel shipyards, Kotto would make sure Del Kellum began manufacturing them by the thousands.
From now on, nobody needed to be defensel ess against hydrogue depredations.

Unlike his mother, Kotto wasn't a politician (and he'd never envied her role as Speaker), but he wanted
to send doorbells to Hansa colonies as well. He mused, "If we help the Big Goose wipe out the drogues,
maybe they'll stop being so pissy toward the clans.”

"Please define ‘pissy,’ Kotto Okiah," GU said. The compies loved learning, so Kotto provided a rough
explanation of the term.

KR said, "You suggest that if we assist the Terran Hanseatic L eague, they will show their gratitude by
calling a halt to their attacks on Roamer facilities?"

"Makes perfect sense to me. We shouldn't have to be enemies. But then, that's not my area of expertise.
I'll leave it to the professionals.”

"Another conundrum," GU said.

"Y es, aconundrum.” He flew toward Osguivel, anxious to get back to work on that fascinating hydrogue
derelict. He'd been cut off from news, but he had already thought of twenty new tests to run on the alien
systems and was particularly intrigued by the transportal he found inside. L etting the two compies take

care of the ship, he made notes and sketched out someidess. . . .
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When Kotto arrived at the ringed gas giant, however, he found no sign of the Roamer shipyards. The
whole planet seemed completely abandoned.

"Hello? Where is everybody? |'ve got good news." He hoped that such a message would be enough to
bring out anyone who might be listening. "Hello?"

The entire facility--smelters, storage rocks, habitation domes, space- docks, ore processors, construction
frameworks, everything--was empty.

KR and GU continued transmitting on the frequencies commonly used by Roamers. " Perhaps the
hydrogues destroyed them all," GU suggested.

"Don't beapessimist,” Kotto said, though his stomach knotted at the very suggestion.

Asthey flew around the languid rubble of the rings, Kotto found no sign of the hydrogue ship he had so
carefully mothballed far from any other stations. "The derelict's gone, too! Somebody took it!"

Confused, fearful, even abit angry, Kotto piloted the ship down into the main shipyard complex. He
encountered debris and abandoned scraps, but few intact structures--and no signs of life whatsoever. The
whole place had a haunting aura of emptiness, asif the shipyards had been plundered and then

discarded. Nothing useful remained.

"| detect signs of a struggle or an accident,” KR said. "But the damage does not appear significant
enough to have disintegrated all facilities and personnel.”

GU added, "This appears to be an intentional departure. Perhaps an evacuation."

Kotto stared at the readings as he circled the rings twice more. "The shipyards are al gone. Not wiped
out--just . . . gone, asif Del and his crew pulled up stakes and vanished.”

What could have driven off aman like Del Kellum? Could the EDF have done this--just like they
destroyed Rendezvous? He cringed to think of it. And they'd taken the derelict! How was Kotto
supposed to find anybody now--Del Kellum, Speaker Peroni, his mother, anybody?

"Just when | thought we were fresh out of conundrums.”

I~
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DENN PERONI

After centuries of skin-of-the-teeth survival, Roamers never expected things to go exactly as planned.
The unforeseen happened with alarming regularity.

Denn Peroni had |eft the water mines of Plumas, still nursing a hangover and wondering how he had
gotten drunk enough to join the Tamblyn brothersin the crackpot piracy scheme that had ended in the
capture of a Hansa merchant vessel with its pilot and copilot. Cringing at the magnitude of their
collective stupidity, he had flown away, leaving the captives behind. Sooner or later, Caleb and his
brothers would realize they didn't know what to do with Rlinda Kett and Branson Roberts. Meanwhile,
he was glad to be alone aboard his ship--without the constant chatter, complaints, and sloppiness of
Caleb Tamblyn.

Denn flew the Dogged Persistence from one known clan settlement to another, adjusting histrading
schedule as he received news (much of it out of date). With the angry Roamers ready to chew up metal
ore and spit out nails, Denn got little more than rumors, tall tales, and a lot of admitted ignorance from
the other outposts he visited.

He learned that his daughter Cesca was holed up on asmall planetoid called Jonah 12 on the other side
of the Spiral Arm. In her capacity as Speaker she had sent out messages calling for the clans to hold
steady and prepare for rebuilding now that Rendezvous was destroyed. Denn worried about his daughter,
but he was sure Cesca could handle the brunt of the Roamers' emergency--probably alot better than he
could!

He heard positive news as well. Nikko Chan Tylar had been passing the word that Golgen was free of
hydrogues--a gas giant was safe for skymining again! Denn decided to help spread the word, at |east
until Cesca made some sort of official pronouncement.

Forrey's Folly was the largest metal asteroid in a strip of rubble around a cool orange K2 star. While
coalescing, the sun had lost its grip on most of the material in its primordial cloud and hadn't had enough
mass |eft over to create any planets worth counting. But Forrey's Folly was alarge ripe fruit ready to be
plucked: Metals were simply there for the taking, and mining tunnels honeycombed the asteroid.

Numerous stony satellites orbited the large oblong rock, low-density moonlets that the metal asteroid

had captured in its wanderings through the rubble belt. The small satellites whirled like a group of moths
around a bright flame. Though computer models could predict the orbits, the paths changed frequently as
the moonlets collided and ricocheted off each other.

A century ago, Karlton Forrey had been the first Roamer to invest money in mining equipment and bring
his clan ship here for excavations. Before his family or machinery could be shuttled down, though,
Forrey had miscalculated the orbits of the stony moonlets. Collisions sent rocks careening like giant
birdshot into his temporary habitation ships. Most of Forrey's family had died, and all the equipment was
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ruined. A misplaced decimal point, incal culable consequences. Thus, Forrey's Folly had earned its name.

Asthe Dogged Persistence approached, Denn checked and rechecked his calculations, transmitting
ahead for the current listing of safe paths. As he came within visual range, he noticed alarge group of
Roamer ships parked far outside the orbital radii of the rocky satellites. He saw evacuation ships, mobile
mining equipment converted to interstellar craft, even components from spacedocks. Denn was puzzled;
thislooked like afull-scale operation, packed up and ready for reassembly. But Forrey's Folly was
strictly a resource-stripping operation.

Then he noted the clan markings on the ships. Kellum.

"Thisis Denn Peroni on final approach, with trading goods and news. | haven't seen Oscar in years. Who
areyour visitors? Is Del Kellum there?"

The station operator acknowledged. "Y es, he brought all of his refugees after they evacuated from
Osquivel."

"Evacuated from Osquivel?' He couldn't wait to hear the full details. "Expect me down therein afew
minutes. I've got a shipload of farm-fresh produce from Yreka, if anybody's interested.”

"That's the best news we've heard all day, Dogged Persistence.”

"Oh, you heard something better yesterday, huh? Then maybe I'll just save some of this sweet corn for
another customer."

Because Forrey's Folly had so many extra mouths to feed, thanks to Kellum's refugees, Denn subtracted
all but atoken profit on hisload of fruits, vegetables, and grains. The hard-bitten asteroid miners from
clan Kowalski, along with the hundreds who had |eft the Osquivel shipyards, decided to have afeast.
Roamers believed in making the most out of each day, since disasters happened too frequently for
anyone to count on unending tomorrows.

Kellum was pleased to see Denn. The barrel-chested man sat at the table, talking too loudly, acting as if
he ran Forrey's Foally, rather than being a guest. Denn suspected he was working some sort of
cooperative deal with the Kowalskis to combine equipment and resources.

Del Kellum had obvioudly told the story many times. "After the damned Eddies left, we knew we had
only afew daysto get out of there before they changed their minds." He reached over to pat his
daughter's arm. "Zhett learned the hard way not to trust anything they say."

The young woman tossed her dark hair. "Just tell him what happened, Dad."

"We only had short-range craft at the shipyard, in-system vessels without Ildiran stardrives. We knew

file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/Anderson,%20K evin%20J.%620...0-%200f%20Fi re%20and%20Night%20(v1.0)%20[ html].html (24 of 428)8-12-2006 23:49:46



Anderson, Kevin J. - [Saga of Seven Suns 05] - Of Fire and Night

we'd never make it to another clan settlement. But we didn't want to leave all of our equipment there, by
damn. Y ou know the Eddies would strip it clean and use it for themselves."

There were grumbles around the table. Kellum picked up ayellow ear of corn and chewed down arow,
taking a break from histale to enjoy the food. A few kernels clung to his salt-and-pepper beard.

"So we decided to pull up stakes, grab everything we could, and ferry it to our cometary extraction
facilities high in the Kuiper Belt. The Eddies aren't bright enough to look up there. It's an awfully big
chunk of real estate."

More grumbles, mostly mutters of agreement.

"We had plenty of long-range ships at the cometary extraction facilities, and half a dozen stardrive units
for installation into new ships from the spacedocks. So we modified afew big ships and abandoned
Osqguivel. Now we're here, safe by the grace of clan Kowalski." He looked over at a string-bean-thin
man with ice-blue eyes, bushy eyebrows, and a corona of white hair that stuck out in afringe around his
bald scalp. "Our friends at Forrey's Folly offered sanctuary, but we don't want to overstay our welcome.
Do we, Oscar?"

"You haven't . . . yet," said Oscar Kowalski. "But no Roamer facility has enough surplus to handle so
many refugees for more than alittle while."

"Unless we work out a deal to establish new shipyards here, | expect we'll head out in aweek,” Kellum
said. "Always on the move. We are Roamers, you know. So where's the Speaker during all this, Denn?
We need to hear from her."

"Last | heard, my daughter was on Jonah 12 trying to call clans together. | think Jhy Okiah was there,
too. They'll sort it out."

"By the Guiding Star, | hope so!" Oscar said, clearing his throat. "We've got alot of businessto do."

Denn watched the miners take second helpings of fresh food. " Since you're digesting most of my cargo
from the Dogged Persistence, does anybody have goods for me to trade? | could use a cargo for my next
port of call."

Oscar Kowalski seemed to be doing calculationsin his head. "L et us know what metals you need. We
can fill you to capacity.”

Kellum grinned down at the gnawed cob of corn on his plate. "By damn, we've even got a cargo of ekti
from the comet processors. Y ou want to take it to the lldirans, Denn? Y ou reopened trade with them,
right?
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"Caleb Tamblyn and | set things up with the Mage-Imperator himself. If you give me aload, I'll head
straight to Ildira. Better than selling it to the Big Goose." The Roamers' deprecating nickname for the
Hansa seemed almost too mild to express the contempt Denn felt.

"Be sure you get agood price for it. My clan's going to need to capitalize our new operations--whatever
they are. | sure don't look forward to rebuilding a shipyard from scratch. That was a hell of alot of
work."

Denn brightened with an idea. "That brings up an interesting possibility | heard about on my travels.
How would you like to go back to skymining?' He explained how Golgen's clouds were now safe again
for ekti harvesting.

Kellum slapped his big hand on the table. "By damn, what afabulousideal We've still got our big
equipment in cold storage up in the cometary cloud at Osquivel--two skymines we haven't used since the
drogue ultimatum. But | knew we'd eventually go back to our old ways. Ah, skymining again. Hear that,
Zhett? Clan Kellum's going to get back into the ekti business!" He beamed at his daughter. "We're going
to Golgen, my sweet--and we can leave tomorrow." He patted his stomach. "As soon as all this digests.”

OSIRAH

Centuries of planning had culminated in this meeting between the Mage-Imperator and the hydrogue
emissary. Osirah had not expected the leader of the IIdiran Empire to appear so helpless and desperate.
This communication, this "negotiation,” was entirely one-sided. What had she missed? Did he not have a
plan? He must have!

In the skies above, visible through the dome's colored panes, hovered the armada of warglobes that had
carried her from the depths of Qronha 3. After forcing the hydrogues to look inside her mind, Osirah
had coerced them into this encounter. Violent hydrogue thoughts still streamed through the conduit of
her mind, splashing hot droplets of comprehension along the way. The hydrogues reached into her brain
and stole whatever information they needed, but they had no interest in understanding.

Osirah had been inside their heads, as well, and knew they would not react to an attempted negotiation
in the way her father expected. Through her, they had seen what the Mage-lmperator hoped to achieve
from this meeting, and they were unimpressed. She sensed that the emissary meant what he threatened.
Even as hydrogues suffered casualties and great damage in their clashes with the faeros, they were ready
to annihilate the Ildirans merely to get rid of a nuisance.
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She listened carefully, without speaking, watching the Mage-Imperator. The girl had met her father for
the first time only recently and did not yet understand what sort of man Jorah was. She had many
different images of him: father, Mage-lmperator, her mother's cherished lover, and brother of deceitful
Dobro Designate Udru'h.

Osirah had detailed memories of Jorah from her mother. Those flashbacks were heartwarming, filled
with love and tenderness. Y et the girl remembered feeling that same sort of loving pride toward the
Dobro Designate--and he had fooled her. Had Jorah done the same to Nira?

Right now, Osirah wanted--needed--to see him not as a father or a cherished lover, but as the Mage-
Imperator, leader of billions of Ildirans. She wanted him to demonstrate his strength, the strength of the
Empire.

But the hydrogues were much stronger.

The emissary continued in abooming, accusatory voice: "lldirans once had a powerful connection with
the faeros, our mortal enemies. In our current battle, we have already extinguished one of your suns. Itis
just the beginning."

"We have no alliance with the faeros," Jorah insisted. "The faeros attack you, and humans use their
Torches to ignite your planets, but Ildirans are not part of your war. We have no interest in hydrogue
planets. Thereis no dispute between our races. We are neutral ."

"Y ou do not understand our war."

"No, | do not! | understand only that we have become part of it, through no desire of our own."

The emissary paused as he sifted for aname. "Your . . . Adar Kori'nh destroyed many of our warglobes."

Osirah sat up abruptly. The hydrogues had taken that specific name from her memory, proving that the
strange aliens understood more about Ildirans than they admitted.

Even the Mage-Imperator showed surprise at how much they had drawn from his daughter. "Adar
Kori'nh did no more than defend Ildirans against unprovoked hydrogue attacks." Jorah took a step closer
to the environment chamber, and his voice hardened. "Thus, you have glimpsed what we could do if
forced to bring our military might to bear. The Solar Navy has thousands more ships. Do not
underestimate us. We could inflict extreme damage on you."

The emissary's indignation crashed into Osirah's mind like breakers against a seawall. "And we can
exterminate your race."

"Yes, you could. But if you chose that course, we would weaken you--maybe enough for the faeros to
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finish you off. Are you willing to risk that? What purpose would it serve?' The emissary remained
silent, and the Mage-Imperator continued in a threatening tone: "In the ten thousand years since our last
conflict, our scientists and engineers have devel oped tremendous defenses. Y ou will not find us easy

prey.”

Osirah fought to keep her silence. She knew that the Ildirans had changed little in many centuries, that
the Saga had gone so far asto cover up all record of the previous war, that the Mage-Imperator's people
had not prepared in the slightest to battle the deep-core aliens. In fact, they had developed only one new
defense: Osirah herself. Though shetried, she could not hide her disappointment in her father and his
people. The lives of so many humans had been sacrificed on Dobro. All for . . . this?

And though she struggled to cover her reaction, the hydrogues drew the revelation from her mind. The
emissary didn't spare aglance for Osirah. "Y our attempts at deception are feeble. We do not believe
you. Y ou have developed no new defenses against us."

The girl squirmed with anger and frustration. Jorah looked at her, asif his own daughter had betrayed
him.

But she was upset with him as well. The Mage-Imperator must have planned something before sending
her on her mission. Right now, he could at least call in Adar Zan'nh with hiswarliners. A full-fledged
attack would surely destroy the warglobes overhead, though it might cost much of the Solar Navy and
probably ruin most of Mijistraas well.

The emissary no longer had any patience for the meeting. He seemed very disappointed in what the
hydrogues had found here. He spoke dismissively. "We cannot waste time trading threats with lldirans.
The wentals are not extinct, as we believed, and humans continue to harass us. We have a greater war."

Jorah walked down the dais steps to stand directly in front of the emissary's chamber. His voice was
strong, but Osirah could sense hisfear. "Long ago, we worked out terms not to engage in mutual
hostilities. We must do the same now, aswe did in the last war. It might save you from the faeros."

"Y ou can do nothing for us. We do not need Ildiran assistance. We are strong enough against the faeros--
whether or not you fight us."

Osirah felt atug-of-war in her head, and she tried to balance the condemnation of the emissary with the
thoughts of the Mage-Imperator. Asif thrusting a dagger into an enemy's heart, she pounded the demand
into the hydrogue that he must offer a solution, must grant the Ildiran race a stay of execution.

Reeling from her mental onslaught, the emissary paused. Finally he said, "All rock-dwellers damage the
song of the universe. Unnecessary notes must be eliminated, but discordant notes must be eliminated
first." The shifting shape paused, asif forming anew idea. "lldirans cannot help in our war with the
faeros. However, you can assist us against another insignificant opponent.”
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Jorah stonily regarded the quicksilver shape, waiting for the explanation.

"Among rock-dwellers, humans are our greatest enemies." Thick mists swirled around his sculpted face.
"Help us destroy them all, and perhaps we will ignore your planets.”

Osirah had never been to Earth or Theroc, had met no other humans except for the isolated Burton
descendants on Dobro. But they were her mother's people! She hammered a deafening mental No! at the
emissary, but the hydrogue shut her off.

Jorah swayed. "Humans have never harmed us! They are our allies."
"Humans are enemies of the hydrogues. Y ou cannot ally yourselves with both. Choose."

Osirah stared at her father, but his attention was centered on the terrible choice he had to make,
obviously torn between honor and survival. Above, through the skysphere, she could see the warglobes
looming closer. With such adeadly armada, the hydrogues could level Mijistra much more swiftly than
Adar Zan'nh could bring Ildiran warshipsto defend it.

But to exterminate all humans! Osirah longed to beg her father not to agree. She knew too little about
his true character. Her experience thus far had been with the breeding camps, with the teachings of
Designate Udru'h, with Nira's memories. She knew that Ildirans kept many secrets and told many lies,
both subtle and blatant. Betrayal seemed to come easily to them.

Would her father capitulate and agree to obliterate another race in order to save his own? He would
show his true colors by demonstrating whether he stood on principle, or whether hisloyalty could be
changed with asimple threat. She tried to influence his thoughts with her own, shouting inside her mind.
How strong are your convictions, Father? Are you a good person, or isyour honor for sale, just like
Designate Udru'h's?

A true leader of the Ildiran people must find another way. She had seen into the hydrogue minds. She
knew their rigid alien thought patterns and their mighty firepower. Even so, the girl believed that areal
Mage-Imperator would stand up to the enemy. Would Jorah betray Nira?

In another flood of memories the girl saw how her mother had held this man, listened to his promises,
responded to his expressions of love. Were those memories alie? The man Nira had loved would never
bow to such athreat, would never consider it for amoment. She thought about Theroc, saw through her
mother's joyful past the tall worldtrees, the camaraderie of green priests, the mysteries of the great forest.
And then she imagined them all turned to smoking, smashed ruins. Because of Jorah's weakness.

Standing before the hydrogue emissary, with hundreds of warglobes overhead, the Mage-Imperator
wrestled with thisimpossible choice. Obviously, he saw no way out. Jorah lowered his eyes and
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answered in awhisper, "l will do what | must. No matter what it costs.”

DOBRO DESIGNATE UDRU'H

From his residence outside the fenced-in breeding camps, the Dobro Designate frowned at his
unconscious "guest." The disgraced Thor'h was maintained in a comatose state by a crippling dose of
shiing.

It was better than the young man deserved for his part in the awful Hyrillkarebellion, Udru'h thought as
he regarded the slack face. We all have to endure the echoes of our past indiscretions. But you have an

easy way out.

Hisidealistic protége Daro'h seemed uneasy in the well-lit room. "Thor'h was the Prime Designate. The
I1diran Empire would have been his." Daro'h looked up at his mentor, whom he would replace as soon as
the Designate deemed him ready. "Why would my brother do this? Why would he break from our
father's thism and try to destroy the Empire?”

"He did not wish to destroy it, smply to remake it. Some men are misled fanatics who adhere to
incorrect ideals and beliefs. Others are selfish and impatient for power. Some are ssimply fools." He
smirked. "The Prime Designate was all of those things."

The young man lay like a corpse on the narrow bed. Udru'h hoped the traitor was swimming in
nightmares or smothering in guilt over what he had done, but Thor'h's face showed neither honor nor
peace. "Unlike my brother Rusah, Thor'h had no excuse for his behavior."

"Y ou can excuse the mad Designate? But you betrayed him yourself and brought down his rebellion!
What of all the deaths he caused?"

"The Hyrillka Designate exhibited a clear shift in his personality after his head injury. He had delusions,
believed he saw a new route to the Lightsource, and was prepared to pave that path with the blood of any
Ildiran who did not join his corrupted thism network. He was insane. Why else would he have flown his
ship into Hyrillka's sun?' Udru'h looked down at Thor'h in disgust. "But the Prime Designate knew
exactly what he was doing. That iswhy | despise him. It would have been better if he had died in the
conflict. He remains a stain on the Ildiran psyche.”

In further expansions of the Saga of Seven Suns, Udru'h realized that the Hyrillkarevolt would be
chronicled with great care. Rememberer kithmen would show the utmost tact, accurately representing
the facts yet shading the heroes and villains in such away asto preserve the grandeur of the Empire. No
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matter what the lower kiths believed, the truth was a flexible thing.
"Fortunately, no one knows heis here," Daro'h said.

"And we will keep him so drugged with shiing that he cannot reconnect with the thism. He no longer
deservesto be part of it." Even after such vile betrayal, Jorah was too weak to command the execution
of hisown son. Instead, he had ordered Designate Udru'h to hide Thor'h and make sure he never again
felt the thism. The planet Dobro aready had more than its share of dark secrets.

Designate-in-waiting Daro'h had offered no complaints or naively stern judgments when he'd been told
about the genetic experiments, the human captives taken from the generation ship Burton. Instead, he
accepted the reasons for the overall scheme, and the secrecy. Daro'h did not try to second-guess the
Mage-Imperator or his predecessors. He was a smart young man, despite his sheltered upbringing at the
Prism Palace. Udru'h was very proud of him.

A commotion and shouts came from the main part of the Designate's dwelling. Daro'h looked up with a
hopeful expression. "Maybe someone has found the missing green priest."

"I doubt it, though that would solve many of my problems.”

When Udru'h had revealed to the Mage-Imperator that his beloved Nirawas alive after al, he had
considered the matter to be over. He had promised to retrieve the green priest woman from her isolation,
but like one last slap in the face, she had escaped, Ieaving no clue as to where she had gone. He had to
find her again before the Mage-Imperator suspected anything had gone wrong. After having to lie to
Jorah so many times, he could not return to the Prism Palace and say he had failed again. He needed to
find Nira, and he had very little time to do so.

Sealing comatose Thor'h in his chamber, Udru'h hurried off with Daro'h at his heels. Standing breathless
beside four advisers and guard kithmen, a glitter-eyed courier waited anxiously. "Designate Udru'h!
Adar Zan'nh has sent me here with areport. Hundreds of hydrogue warglobes fill the skies over
Mijistral”

Daro'h gasped. "Have they come to attack?"

"No, the girl Osirah iswith them. My team was sent on the fastest ship to relay this message to you.
Osirah succeeded. Dobro has succeeded!"

Udru'h felt aweight lift from him as the courier finished his report. Jorah still needed to make a pact
with the hydrogues no matter what the cost; nevertheless, centuries of work had paid off. All histraining
and devotion to the half-breed girl had helped her fulfill her destiny! He missed Osirah, but he had done
what was necessary. If she had failed, then Udru'h would have sent her brother Rod'h on the same
mission, and each of her half-breed siblings would have gone until every possible chance was exhausted.
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Then, as aguard kithman ushered the courier out of the room, Udru'h realized that this turn of events
gave him a second chance, an unexpected reprieve. If a hydrogue armada was now over the Prism
Palace, the Mage-Imperator would be completely preoccupied. He had more time to find Niral

"Daro'h, we must take advantage of this opportunity. While the Mage-Imperator is distracted with other
obligations, we must locate his green priest. If we hurry, we may never need tell him she was missing.
Find her!"

"But we already went to the isand--"

"Perform afull-scale search across the whole southern continent if necessary. Do everything you can--
except give up. | have disappointed the Mage-Imperator too often.” Udru'h lowered his voice. "He may
not have been willing to kill Thor'h. .. but if | tell him that | have lost Nirayet again, he will surely
command my execution."”

10

QUEEN ESTARRA

Now that news of her pregnancy had spread, the public demanded frequent sightings of the Queen. Asa
diversion for the increasingly anxious populace, the Chairman allowed her to roam occasionally so she
could be seen. He generally saw Estarra as no more than a pawn to force the King's cooperation.

She hoped he continued to underestimate her.

Estarrafound Nahton in one of the mesh-enclosed butterfly pavilions on the roof. The court green priest
stood alone in the sunlight, letting the butterflies flit around him, their wings like kaleidoscopic jewels.
Seeing him, she remembered how on Theroc she and Beneto had watched a worm hive hatch, how
Rossia had told her of his encounter with aterrible wyvern.

Nahton was her only source of news from home; he gave her updates about her parents, about her
tomboy sister Celli, about how the forest had resurrected a copy of her brother Beneto. Sarein had only
recently returned from Theroc, but Estarra had not yet had a chance to meet with her. Sarein would not
tell her anything that Nahton had not already described, though.

The court green priest was atall man with along face and a quiet disposition. His face and shoulders
were embroidered with tattoo symbols that indicated the training he had completed before being sent to
Earth. "Queen Estarral It always pleases me to see afellow child of Theroc."
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"It would please us both even more to see Theroc itself. It's been so long.” She let beautiful orange and
yellow butterflies cluster around her, drawn to her perfumes and skin oils asif she were a particularly
attractive flower.

Estarra missed the worldforest, her expansive fungus-reef home. Right now, with the weight of
humanity on her shoulders and the baby coming in three months, she wanted her mother to hold her.
How could she explain about the butchered dolphins, about the numerous veiled threats on her life and
Peter's, about how the Chairman wanted to kill her baby just because it didn't fit with his plan? Father
Idriss and Mother Alexa could not help from far-off Theroc. Sarein was here on Earth, and she might be
Estarras last resort, but the Queen worried about her sister's loyalties.

Instead, with no one else to turn to, Estarra expressed her fears to Nahton. He looked unsettled but not
surprised by her revelations. "I am a green priest, ason of Theroc. My loyalty isto the worldforest, and
then to you, Estarra--and the King. The Chairman, though . . . the Chairman has not earned my trust." He
then turned a reassuring smile toward her. "But take heart. Something remarkable has happened at
Theroc, summoned by your brother Beneto. They have traveled for thousands of years, giant tree--"

Suddenly, blond Mr. Pellidor marched out onto the rooftop. His face was flushed, his eyes narrowed
with edgy impatience. "Queen Estarra, it is not safe for you to wander by yourself."

"| am perfectly safe with Nahton." His concern for her was as false as the smile she gave him in return.
Had he been eavesdropping?

"It is not the green priest we are worried about. | will escort you back to the Royal Wing. Now."

"I thank you for your concern for my safety.” Her voice was clipped, her eyes flashing with clear
skepticism about Pellidor's true reasons for pursuing her. With a sniff, Estarra stepped past him. She
knew he was the man who had killed her dolphins, on the Chairman's orders.

Before leaving, she glanced at the green priest. Their eyes met, but she didn't dare ask out loud what
message he would send to her parents. She had told him enough. There was nothing Pellidor or the
Chairman could do to prevent Nahton from communicating, short of removing all the treelings from the
Whisper Palace. She never got to ask him about the marvel ous surprise the worldforest and Beneto had
brought to Theroc.

Pellidor took the Queen by the arm. Though revolted by his touch, she made a conscious effort not to
brush his hand away. He walked her briskly from the roof.
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CELLI

When the mgjestic verdani battleships landed on Theroc after their long journey, the people stared in
awe. Celli grabbed her friend Solimar's hand and squeezed so hard she nearly broke hisfingers. The
Jagged shadows of the enormous trees cast a hush over all the forest wildlife.

The nearest treeship filled much of the blue sky. Asit lowered itself, the long bottom branches bent to
the ground like thin, delicate legs; the rest of the incredible boughs stretched upward, back toward space.
The curving leafless branches ended in immense thorns, longer and sharper than the deadliest spear. The
base of the huge trunk terminated in a rounded armored bulb, trailing long root tendrils like sensor
antennae. These whipping, thrashing threads touched the Theron soil and gently probed into the dirt of
their near-forgotten home.

A second spiny vessel towered in the distance, and athird settled nearby in the devastated worldforest.
Then dozens more, until ailmost two hundred had come to Theroc.

L ooking at the enormous branches overhead, Celli felt the majesty about them, an organic construction
even more impressive and terrifying than the rooted worldtrees themselves. When her eyes burned, she
realized she had forgotten to blink.

Beneto seemed to know what was happening, and he was not afraid. Her wooden brother stood
motionlessin the clearing near the fungus-reef city, asif his sculpted feet had taken root. His smooth
grain-streaked face looked satisfied as it tilted upward. "They will stand guard above Theroc."

She thought of her sister Estarra, who served as the Hansa's Queen. "What if the hydrogues attack
somewhere else? What about Earth?"

Beneto turned his polished face to her. An alchemical mixture of blood and sap now flowed through his
artificial body. "Thiswar is far more extensive than Theroc or Earth, larger than humans or Ildirans.
This fight can be won only with awealth of allies. Fortunately, the hydrogues have created many
powerful enemies." He gestured to the forest that was bursting with fresh green after the deluge from the
vaporized comet. "Already the wentals have joined us, and we are stronger."

That much was readily apparent. After the Theron people had spent months clearing, rebuilding, and
replanting, the trees now exploded with life after being drenched with water from the wental comet.

Standing next to her, still holding Celli's hand, Solimar said, "In the first war, wentals and verdani
clashed with the far superior might of the hydrogues. They nearly drove themselves to extinction, but
then the faeros turned against the enemy as well."

Beneto said, "Faeros shift their loyalties like a candle flame flickering in the wind. Sometimes they may
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fight the same battles as we do, but they are not necessarily our allies. We hoped the enemy was
vanquished so long ago, driven back into their gas-giant planets. But after hiding for thousands of years,
the hydrogues have recovered from their wounds."

His wooden face seemed sad. "Sometimes it is easier to leave an issue unresolved, but it is never wiser.
The worldtrees and their allies must not make that error again."

Beneath the jagged shadow of multiple verdani battleships, the grounded worldtrees shuddered as
thoughts rippled through their interconnected mind. Celli sensed millennia of rage, fear, and hurt there.

The golem's expression shifted. "The hydrogues are already battling the faeros, and they will never
survive the wentals and the verdani as well. Now that the treeships are here, we will go on the offensive.”

12

ADMIRAL LEV STROMO

For two days the Manta continued its search for signs of the rammer fleet, lifepods with the human
captains, or even hydrogue wreckage. The crew expected Stromo to know what to do, but he'd never
been briefed for asituation like this. The original orders were straightforward. Fetch any escape pods
you can find and come home. Report how much damage the rammers caused. It shouldn't have been
complicated.

From the Manta's bridge, Clydia had sent a message to the Whisper Palace's green priest, and Nahton
dutifully passed along the question. Distracted by the arrival of a small hydrogue derelict and thirty EDF
survivors from the battle of Osquivel, Chairman Wenceslas promptly sent back an unhelpful response:
"Continue searching. Further instructions to come."

Stromo was uneasy around this pastel gas giant, where hydrogues had recently obliterated a Hansa cloud
harvester and, quite possibly, all sixty EDF rammers. One Manta cruiser wouldn't do much good if
warglobes showed up again.

He turned his command chair toward the preoccupied green priest. "Any word from the Chairman yet?
How long does he want us to wait here?’

The green priest stared down at the feathery fronds of her potted plant, stroking the treeling asif it were
a pet. When she withdrew from telink, Clydia took a second to center herself. " The Chairman suggests
that you tune areceiver to the following frequency and boost the gain." She rattled off numbers. Even
though she herself sat at the comm station, she did not know how to use the sophisticated equipment.
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"What's that supposed to do?" Stromo asked.

Without suggesting an answer, Elly Ramirez hurried over to configure the receivers. Clydia continued to
recite: "Run any signal through a descrambler. The Chairman thinks you might receive a message."

Stromo felt even more confused. "There aren't any habitable worlds around here, and no ships that we
can find. Where would a signal come from?"

"Apparently, a Listener compy was planted aboard the rammers to keep watch on Commander Tamblyn
and attempt to gather intelligence about the Roamers.” Ramirez glanced up, incensed at the green priest's
words. "Y ou should be able to tap into the surveillance software. If the compy isin range, this may

allow you to trace where the rammers have gone."

The Admiral looked around nervously. "Any sign of hydrogues yet? What if they detect us
eavesdropping?"

"Thisisavery-low-intensity broadcast for espionage purposes, sir, tailored to blend in with background
noise until extracted with our specific algorithms. It was designed not to be detectable.”

"Designed so that the Roamers can't detect it. Who knows what technology the drogues have? Stay alert.
Beready to move at the first hint of trouble."

When Ramirez finished her adjustments, the bridge viewing screen filled with static as if an electronic
dust storm had swept over the cruiser. Gradually, images formed as the signal was strengthened and
reinforced; descramblers stripped out noise and extraneous feedback. Then the picture clarified.

Stromo felt as if someone had hit him on the back of the head. Hard.

The viewer showed a group of humans huddled inside a bizarre cell whose wallslooked like jeweled
gelatin. Closest to the surveillance imagers was a scuffed and disheveled Tamblyn; next to her sat a dark-
skinned young man who looked oddly familiar. Brindle. Y es, that was his hame--the volunteer who had
gone down in adiving bell to contact the drogues just before the battle of Osquivel. Robb Brindle! But
how in the hell did ayoung man who vanished at Osquivel on the other side of the Spiral Arm show up
here at the edge of the Ildiran Empire?

Stromo saw a small group of downcast and weak-looking humans. Were they still aboard one of the
rammers? Prisoners of war? And who had captured them? Thiswas all too confusing. "Where the hell is
that signal coming from? Find me the rammers!*

"Doesn't make sense, Admiral." Ramirez looked up. "But it looks like the signal originates within the
gas giant. Deep down."
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"Impossible! Nobody can survive down there."
The pair of sensor operators aso checked their readouts. "Confirmed, Admiral. They're inside Qronha 3."

Then, into the image stepped a Klikiss robot. The beetlelike machine moved its sharp-pointed
appendagesin a clearly threatening manner. The captives cringed away.

Stromo already had plenty of suspicions about the black robots, especially after what he had seen on the
crushed Hansa colony of Corribus, after hearing the unbelievable report from the survivor girl Orli
Covitz. "What in the hell is that thing doing there?"

The two Soldier compies manning bridge stations suddenly froze, asif receiving asignal. Stromo
glanced at the military robotsin disgust. "Now what's wrong with them?"

"Check their stations, Ensign Mae," Ramirez said.

Mae left her nav console and ran a quick diagnostic of the closest compy to see if some feedback might
have influenced them. "There's nothing--"

Both Soldier compies moved with astonishing speed. The nearer one spun its flexible torso, reached up,
and clamped a viselike metal hand around Mae's throat. Before she could try to claw free, the compy's
other hand grabbed her head and twisted, asif unscrewing alid. Mag's neck snapped like kindling.

In the same instant, the other compy lunged toward the second sensor operator (Stromo still couldn't
remember the young man's name). The military robot rammed a polymer-sheathed metal fist into the
crewman's sternum with the force of ajackhammer and exploded his heart. He fell to the deck before
blood could even seep out of his smashed chest.

No more than two seconds had passed. While the Admiral sat unable to believe what he had just
witnessed, the bridge crew erupted in panic. The green priest almost knocked over her potted tree, but
caught it in time.

The two compies turned from their initial victims toward Stromo and Ramirez, asif homing in on rank
insignia. Ramirez dove for the command chair, shoved the Admiral away, and fumbled with aside
compartment.

While the first compy lunged forward like an asteroid on a collision course, Sergeant Zizu threw himself
against the other one. Despite the military robot's greater mass, the security officer knocked it off
balance.

Ramirez finally succeeded in activating the thumb-lock and withdrew a twitcher weapon, a sidearm that
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delivered a powerful stun impulse to take down unruly humans. She adjusted the output to maximum
and fired a disruptive impulse directly into the first compy's face. Though it was not meant to affect
circuitry, the pulse was enough to disorient the compy's programming.

By now the tackled compy had recovered its balance. With a single blow, it knocked Zizu aside and
plowed forward with the Admiral in its sights. Stromo scrambled away from the chair.

Ramirez did not hesitate. With cold fury in her eyes, she played the twitcher beam over the second
compy's core as it lurched toward them. She continued firing the beam until smoke and sparks boiled
from the implanted circuits. A meter away from them, the military robot collapsed into a petrified metal-
and-polymer statue.

Then the first attacking compy straightened as its systems reset themselves. It reacquired itstarget and
began to move, still orienting itself. Sergeant Zizu detached the metal chair from a bridge station and,
yelling at the top of hislungs, brought the chair's shaft down like a club on the compy's neck. The
robot's head bent, neck cables snapped, and Zizu struck again and again. The compy shuddered, then
dropped like scrap metal to the deck.

Stromo backed to the other side of the bridge until he bumped against an empty station. Rattled and
wheezing, he shook his head. "Thisis not possible! Simply not possible."

The crewmen stared at their two slain comrades. Ramirez recovered first, double-checked the second
compy to make sure it remained inactive. Her face was flushed, her brow furrowed. "Admiral, remember
when King Peter warned us about the Soldier compies and the Klikiss programming? He tried to shut
down the factory."

Stromo mopped his forehead. "That was just afalse alarm. Everything worked fine. No problems."
"Admiral, there is definitely a‘ problem.™

"Maybe these two were just flukes," Stromo said in awatery voice, expressing a hope that even he did
not believe. Ramirez gave him a withering glance that came close to crossing the line into
insubordination.

"We just saw aKlikiss robot on the screen. What if it sent some sort of signal?' Zizu suggested.

Stromo made himself sound strong and confident. He knew Ramirez was going to make the suggestion
herself, so he decided to say it first. "Extreme precautions, Commander. Let's switch off all the Soldier
compies until we can figure out what went wrong here. No sense in taking chances."

"That's what | was hoping you'd say, Admiral."
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However, when Stromo reached to activate the full-ship intercom, Ramirez cautioned him. "Do you
really want to let the Soldier compies know what we intend to do? They might switch into defensive
mode. Instead, |et's dispatch specific teams to isolate and deactivate the compies.”

Knowing he should have thought of that, Stromo nodded. "I hope we have enough time."

13

TASIA TAMBLYN

Finding Robb Brindle alive brought Tasiathe greatest joy she could have imagined. She just wished it
wasn't in a place like this--trapped in a prison bubble beneath the clouds of a gas giant, surrounded by
Inhuman enemies. The bowels of Hell would have been an apt description.

Still . . . Robb was alivel

Tears streamed down her grimy face. For just amoment, her joy pushed back the waves of anger, fear,
and confusion. One thing at a time. She embraced the young man who had been her fellow soldier, her
lover, and her friend. They hugged without words, their muscles trembling, breaths hitching. Finally
Tasiawrinkled her nose. "Shizz, you stink."

Robb's grin was awkward, asif he hadn't had much chance to practiceit in along time. "Y ou know how
long it's been since I've had a shower? Thisisn't exactly a Relleker resort. | saw images of Relleker once,
but | never actually went there . . ." Hisvoice trailed off. Tasia couldn't imagine how he had retained any
hold on sanity, just sitting here with no concelvable hope of escaping. Talk about being under pressure,

she thought. Looking at his disheveled form, she knew Robb had fared much better than she would have.

He indicated the chamber and his six equally ragged companions. "How long has it been, anyway? With
all the Klikiss robots lumbering around out there, you'd think at least one of them would have a clock or
calendar display!"

Tasiamentally calculated, shocked at how long it had been since she'd last seen him. "Almost two years."”

Hearing this, severa of the prisoners groaned. Robb swallowed hard and lifted his chin with forced
optimism. "Well, it did seem like forever. No wonder we all look like shit."

Tasiaran her fingers through her regulation-short hair. "Looks like I'll have plenty of time to get used to
it."
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When she and her loyal Listener compy EA were taken from the hijacked rammers, sealed in a small
prison bubble, and dropped into the colored gases of Qronha 3, she was certain she would be killed.
Only after Tasia had seen the hydrogue citysphere--a fever-dream conglomeration of odd geometric
shapes--had she begun to grasp the extent of the alien civilization. How many such cities lurked within
the Spiral Arm's gas giants? How many had the Hansa incinerated with their Klikiss Torches, whether
intentionally or by accident? No wonder the drogues were foaming at their liquid-metal mouths.

Klikiss robots had accompanied Tasia and her compy through oddly permeable walls into the hydrogue
city. "Where are they taking us, EA?"

"I do not know, Tasia Tamblyn. But if we are making new memoriesto fill my datacore, then thisis an
experience | will never forget."

"Was that an attempt at humor? That sounds like my old EA."

Next, they'd been brought into this strange zoo chamber to join seven other hostages. Apparently, the
hydrogues--or the Klikiss robots--had been taking "experimental subjects’ for some time now.

Recognizing Robb despite his tattered clothes and long tangled hair, Tasia remembered the day he'd
gone into the hydrogue-infested depths. His last transmission had been, "It's beautiful, beautiful--" He
must have seen a hydrogue citysphere.

Now she asked, "Why did they take us prisoner, Brindle? What do they mean to do with us?’

"Kill usall," said one of the most miserable captives, whose name was Smith Keffa. "Damned Klikiss
robots! Damned drogues!”

All the humans were gaunt, their eyes sunken. They had lived here without proper care, without hope.
Everybody had a story, and she was disheartened to hear their hair-raising tales. Her fellow captives had
nothing better to do than talk about themselves, and it seemed Tasias arrival was a welcome break in
their endless terrifying monotony. Crestfallen, she learned that none of the other dunsel commanders
from the rammers had been taken hostage. As far as she knew, she was the only one still alive. Maybe
EA had had something to do with the robots sparing Tasiaslife. . . .

"They keep bringing new prisoners, but there used to be more of us," Robb said. "One died trying to
escape. Others were taken away and killed in awful experiments.”

"The drogues and the Klikiss robots made us watch!" Keffa held up his hands and arms, displaying
horrific scars from long-healed gouges in his skin, but he did not explain what had been done to him.
Some of the prisoners groaned, others huddled, staring sightlessly asif they were already dead.

Robb hunkered down next to Tasia and slipped his arm around her. Deep sadness etched his handsome
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face; al the boyish charm had been sapped away by his endless ordeal. "I can't say how sorry | am to
have you here, Tasia."

She nudged him with her elbow, still marveling to see him regardless of their circumstances. "Right. |
missed you too, Brindle."

He reached into his grimy pocket and withdrew a brown and crumbly tangle of thin leaves. "l still have
the worldtree frond that green priest gave me before | climbed into the encounter chamber over
Osqguivel." Herolled it in hisfingers, but the plant material was dry and dead. "It didn't do me much
good. Sometimes, | hold it asif I'm agreen priest and | send imaginary letters in my mind to you and my
parents. . ."

Tasia saw the withered |eaves and recalled when Rossia, the limping green priest with wide eyes, had
reverently given the frond to Robb asif it were atalisman. "I don't think drogues like worldtrees much."”

"No. But in aweird sort of way, | think thislittle twig has kept me sane. |'ve been thinking about you a
lot. Good memories are about the only things that keep us going here." Robb shook his head. "But this
nightmare isn't one of the things | wanted to share. Not with you--not even with my worst enemy."

L eaning against him, she grunted. "Not even Patrick Fitzpatrick 1117
He gave arusty-sounding chuckle. "Whatever happened to him, anyway? Is he still ajerk?"

"He's dead." She described what had happened at the battle of Osquivel after Robb's encounter vessel
disappeared into the planet. "Fitzpatrick was killed, and so were alot of other good soldiers.”

There was so much to tell him, so many things that had occurred since his disappearance. Unfortunately,
she would have more than enough time to bring her companions up to date. First, she told them about
the new rammers, how they'd been deployed swiftly to Qronha 3, and how she had been captured by the
turncoat robots.

EA piped up: "The renegade programming was embedded in the Soldier compies from the beginning.
The Klikiss robots simply activated it."

Now one of the black robots loomed in front of the translucent wall. Tasiaglared at the beetlelike
machine as it pushed its way through. Smith Keffa cringed from the robot. Obviously trying to look
brave for Tasia's benefit, Robb said, "I don't think it's here to play checkers with the prisoners.”

The robot spoke, asif for no other reason than to taunt them. "A Manta cruiser has arrived above Qronha
3. We have instructed the Soldier compies on board to take over. We are also activating the
programming system-wide."
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"What do you mean, system-wide?' Robb asked.
"All Soldier compies, all across the Spiral Arm."

Tasiareacted with automatic outrage. "Humans have never done anything to Klikiss robots. What the
hell do you intend to do?'

"Exterminate you all."

Tasia put her hands on her hips, not caring how ridiculous she looked in front of the looming black
machine. "That figures. The EDF declares war on the Roamer clans, and now Klikiss robots are trying to
wipe out humans. Shizz! Can't anybody figure out the right enemy these days?’

"We know our enemies."

Having delivered its ominous message, the Klikiss robot departed.

14

PATRICK FITZPATRICK Il

On the open deck of his grandmother's Colorado mansion, Patrick Fitzpatrick sat alone and stared at the
mountains. He had turned off the environment screen so he could smell the biting, fresh air. The cold
was the least of his problems. Snow etched the jagged tops of the magjestic peaks, and the sky was an
utterly transparent blue, so different from the claustrophobic habitats where he and hisfellow EDF
soldiers had been held by the Roamers.

If he'd been back in the Osquivel shipyards, Patrick and his EDF comrades would have been hard at
work processing metal, assembling ships, doing something productive. Right now, more than anything
else, he wondered where Zhett Kellum was, what she was doing. Maybe she was burning him in
effigy. ...

He'd been back home for three days now, a"war hero" with little to do except make public appearances,
smile and wave. Some of the other refugees were media darlings--particularly feisty Shelia Andez, who
made no secret of her resentment toward the Roamers. Because that fit so nicely with the Hansa's
position, Shelia got as many bookings and honoraria as she wanted.

The public grumbled that clan Kellum had not seen fit to turn over the brave soldiersimmediately after
rescuing them. The public didn't know what they were talking about, and the Hansa kept it that way. He
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found it offensive; worse, ayear ago he would have believed the ridiculous propaganda.

His grandmother stepped out onto the deck. Though he faced the opposite direction, he could sense she
was there, and that she must be scowling in disapproval. The former Hansa Chairman had |ooked over
his shoulder all hislife while his parents went off on innocuous diplomatic assignments designed to keep
them away from anything important. Fitzpatrick didn't acknowledge her.

"Just sitting out in the cold again? Another day down the drain?' As a power broker, Maureen never
wasted time on unnecessary small talk; she watched the clock, charged every minute of her timeto one
account or other.

"Doesit bother you that I've got things to think about, Grandmother? Or would you prefer | joined some
politically correct volunteer organization?' Intentionally, he blew out a white breath; it reminded him of
the vented atmosphere from broken-open pressure domes when Kiro Y amane's reprogrammed Soldier
compies had gone on a rampage--the extravagant diversion that gave Patrick his chance to escape.

"You don't look like you're enjoying your furlough, Patrick. | pulled strings to get you plenty of time off,
along with full media attention. Y our comrades seem to be reveling in their freedom, going to parties,
vacationing, exercising. Why don't you visit some of the friends who were rescued with you?'

"They weren't my friends, Grandmother. Just fellow prisoners.”

"WEéll, I invited them to your reception tomorrow, so | hope you're ready to be sociable. Every day, you
just sit here and stare at the snow."

"Maybe that's what | need right now." He still didn't look at her. "I didn't ask for a reception.”

Maureen put a hand on his shoulder, but she was only imitating a gesture of comfort that she had seen
other people make. "There, there. It's really the best thing after what you've been through.” She had
raised him, shaped him, tried to mold him into a perfect Fitzpatrick heir. In doing so, she had
unwittingly taught him to recognize her manipulations. Patrick could either pretend to cooperate, or he
could find some way to short-circuit her intentions.

He gave a sour laugh. "A lot of people have been through alot of things." At last he glanced at her and
was immediately reminded of her nickname. With her stern face, sharp nose, and narrow chin, the
"Battleaxe" did resemble a heavy-bladed weapon.

Seeing that she couldn't melt him with her charm, Maureen crossed thin arms over her chest, but was too
controlled to let herself shiver in the cold. "l aso wanted to give you areport. There's been news. The
EDF dispatched investigation ships to Osquivel even before we got home. They wanted to inspect
Roamer operationsin the rings, salvage anything, gather information."
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"And they didn't find anything, did they?"

"The place was entirely abandoned. EDF search teams discovered a few remnants of the shipyards, but
either everything was destroyed by the Soldier compies, or el se the Roamers scuttled the facilities
themselves. Typical. Whenever their furtive little operations are exposed, they scurry away like
cockroaches." When she smiled, her thin lips became completely colorless. Patrick had never noticed
that before.

"What did you expect them to do? They exchanged the hydrogue derélict for their freedom--that was the
deal--but they knew they weren't safe. Why doesn't the Hansa just |eave them alone?”

She clucked her tongue. "Patrick, you are certainly obsessed with the Roamers! May | remind you that
they hardly gave up the derelict voluntarily. In fact, they had the thing in their possession for some time
without ever mentioning it, even though our Hansa scientists could certainly have done afar superior job
of analysis than their own primitive engineers did.”

Patrick huddled deeper in his chair and focused on the distant peaks, his stomach as cold as a glacier.
Roamers were exceptionally good at hiding. When the first EDF expedition came hunting hydrogues at
Osquivel, Del Kellum had managed to cover up his huge shipyard operations. Patrick wondered how he
would ever find the Roamers now, and Zhett, if they really wanted to hide.

Histime with the dark-haired beauty had changed him, against hiswill. Now he no longer fit in with his
blueblood family. "Grandmother, | want you to do something for me. Make whatever excuses you need
to make--1 don't really care. I'm going to resign from the EDF."

She looked startled, but her expression was a reflection of surprise, not disappointment. "Of course,
Patrick. The family never intended for you to have alengthy military career. We can transition you into
acorporate position, or even an ambassadorship, if you prefer."

"Not that. Too many others are |etting themsel ves become propaganda puppets for a cause we know is
false. So, I'm going to speak out, and some of the other refugees are bound to join me. What the Hansa is
doing to the Roamersis completely unfair."

That surprised her. "Y ou can't be serious! Y ou know what the clans have done, what they are.”

He tucked his chin into the collar of hisjacket. He had been just as prejudiced himself when he first
joined the EDF. He'd been merciless to the Roamer recruit Tasia Tamblyn, treating her like dung--but
she had gotten the best of him more than once. He was good at picking fights.

"I know more than that, Grandmother. All their accusations are true, regardless of what you choose to
believe. The clans have perfectly legitimate reasons for cutting us off. We deserveit."
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Now truly shocked, Maureen looked as if her mind was already spinning through possibilities, assessing
and discarding ways to mitigate this disaster. "That's ridiculous and rash, Patrick. Come inside, and I'll
make you some tea."

"Grandmother, you never make your own tea. And stop patronizing me."
"No need to jump to conclusions. Y ou can't possibly understand all the reasons behind--"

"Of course | understand." He finally stood up. "l wasthere. | caused it myself. | was with General
Lanyan when we encountered a Roamer vessel filled with ekti. We seized it, stole the stardrive fuel, and
then blew the ship out of space. Never gave the captain a chance. | pushed the button myself. | fired the
jazersthat disintegrated a Roamer ship."

He was gratified to see her stunned into silence. "L ater, when somebody found the wreckage, the
Roamers knew the EDF was to blame. That was why they broke off all trade with us. That's what started
this whole mess."

15

ENGINEERING SPECIALIST SWENDSEN

The hydrogue derelict was marvelous beyond Swendsen's wildest expectations. "l can't remember the
last time | was so excited. | don't think I've slept in days.”

"Y ou need your sleep, Dr. Swendsen," said hislead materialstech. "Tired researchers make mistakes."

"No worries, Norman. I've had coffee. Lots of it." He kept moving as he talked, bumping into team
members, checking on their progress. The alien walls were set at disorienting angles; no one could quite
tell what the hydrogues considered up or down.

He ducked through the low hatch and came upon two men standing over adeck of crystaline. . .
controls? Decorations? The nodules were connected to no circuitry that anyone could find. He propped
his hands on his hips, nodding absently. "Just don't push any big red buttons. We don't know how to read
‘self-destruct’ in the hydrogue language.”

"The systems are intact, Dr. Swendsen," one of the men said, scratching a bushy eyebrow. "The ship's
energy source is charged, asfar aswe can tell."

The other tech, afrizzy-haired man with pale skin, grinned like an exuberant child. "Right! There seems
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to be no reason why we can't work the derelict, but we haven't figured out how yet."

"Well crack the mystery--count on it. I'm still studying the lab notes left behind by that Roamer
engineer. Lots of good stuff.” He would have liked to meet Kotto Okiah. Maybe later, once the Roamer
difficulties were straightened out. "A very interesting character--brilliant, though a bit disorganized. He
wrote down random observations, but never got around to summarizing and extrapolating. Still, he
achieved quite alot, considering he was just one man."

He mumbled encouragement to the techs, then moved toward the center. Did hydrogues walk, or fly, or
flow? Swendsen stopped a young woman with hair that fell to her waist, though she kept it tied out of
her way. Rosamaria Nogales. Dr. Nogales. "Any report from the biologists yet? Can they confirm that
the residue we found was a dead hydrogue?’

The puddle of metallic paste was soft, gelatinous, pliable, and materially unlike anything Swendsen had
ever seen. In his notes, Kotto Okiah had postulated that the motionless ooze was one of the deep-core
aliens. Swendsen had the same suspicions.

Rosamaria's deep brown eyes were bloodshot; apparently, Swendsen wasn't the only one getting too
little Sleep. "By breaking down the material into constituent elements, they determined it isn't organic.
The structure--I hesitate to call it ‘tissue'--is composed of metallic forms of lightweight gases, which
never should have stayed in that state under normal atmospheric conditions."

"Areyou saying that what we found was air shocked into aflexible yet crystalline state that somehow
retained its molecular structure?’

She shook her head. "I didn't say that. The biochemists did."
"Well, then who are we to contradict them?'

He continued like a doctor on his rounds. Understanding how the hydrogue drive functioned might lead
to amazing adaptations for EDF ships--new weapons, new defenses. So many possibilities, and he
wanted to do everything, but he was already wearing too many hats. Swendsen was still ostensibly in
charge of the Hansa's compy production facility not far from the Palace District. Fortunately, only afew
humans were needed to monitor the automated manufacturing lines; thus, Swendsen was free to spend
his time and mental energy here.

He arrived at the most intriguing part of the alien vessel, aflat trapezoidal wall panel that resembled one
of the Klikiss transportals. The hydrogues and the original Klikiss, somehow, impossibly, used identical
transportation systems.

With a pang, he wished Chief Scientist Howard Palawu could be here to help him. He and Swendsen
had worked together to dismantle a volunteer Klikiss robot, then used what they'd learned to modify the
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Hansa's compy models. The resulting Soldier compies were far superior to other models. Asareward for
excellent work, Chairman Wenced as had sent Palawu to study the Klikiss transportals--and Palawu had
disappeared through an ancient doorway, just as Margaret Colicos had done. No one had seen him since.

Now his main transportal engineer was a dusky-skinned young woman named Sofia Aladdia, who'd
been transferred from Rheindic Co. At the moment, she sat staring at the crystalline wall, intently
studying the symbols. "I've looked at all of Dr. Palawu's records. He understood transportal s better than
any of us."

"Would he have understood this one?"

She shrugged. "1 think he would have concluded that the hydrogues used transportal technology to travel
from gas giant to gas giant, from core to core. Maybe understanding it is only a matter of redefining
coordinates."

"That would explain why we never saw drogue ships flying between planets until recently." If the Hansa
had known an alien race lived inside gas giants, they would never have used the Klikiss Torch.

If histeam could just make a breakthrough or two, Swendsen was sure all the pieces would fit neatly
together. The EDF was waiting for anything he could announce.

16

ROSSIA

The Grid 5 battle group--a flagship Juggernaut and eleven escort Mantas--patrolled the starry
wilderness. On the bridge of the Eldorado, Rossia touched his treeling, shifting uncomfortably in the
polymer chair. The green priest was supposed to remain at his station for another several hours, in case
Admiral Kostas Eolus should need his services for telink communication. He longed for the treetops of
Theroc, despite the dangerous flying predators up there.

Rossia was one of the handful of original volunteers who'd joined the rigid structure of the military. He
limped because of his scarred leg, his large eyes bulged as if he held his breath too often, and he talked
to himself. But green priests were rare enough in the EDF that eccentric behavior was tolerated.

Reassigned from his old position with Admiral Willis, Rossia now served as a communications link for
gruff Eolus. The Grid 5 admiral had curly black hair, heavy brows, and a strong chin with deep lines
around his mouth. Eolus had never learned how to speak in a quiet voice. With the Admiral watching
over his bridge like awyvern in search of atender meal, Rossia bent to his duties.
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A flurry of messages and concerns caught his attention when he sent his mind out through telink.
Something was happening out there. He sensed a deeply troubling flood from other green priests,
primarily comrades who served aboard EDF ships. The most urgent message came from Clydia aboard
Admiral Stromo's Manta, which was currently searching for the rammers at Qronha 3. Through the
worldforest mind, Rossia could hear her thoughts, see through her eyes, and experience her
surroundings. After he had received her shocking news, his discomfort on the hard chair disappeared:

Clydia had seen Soldier compies murder two crewmembers on Stromo's bridge. Now she caressed her
treeling, both to reassure the plant and to take guidance from the worldtree mind. No one knew how
serious the situation might be. Clydia slipped away and headed for her quarters. Perhaps in that
sanctuary, she could dim the lights and sit with her treeling, to recover her peace by communing with the
worldforest. Alarms thrummed through the Manta.

As she hurried along, the corridor intercom bubbled with a stew of brusque reports and anxious voices.
"Admiral, something's wrong with the compies. They won't obey standard--"

"| already ordered you to shut them down!"

She heard a strange sound--a muffled scream?--then thumps, a scuffle, a shot before the intercom was
cut off. Clydia could smell death and shock in the air. Three uniformed crewmen ran past her, obviously
frightened. She pressed herself against the wall so as not to get in their way.

From adjacent passages and open hatches came a confusing barrage of echoes--shouts, the clatter of
metal, an explosion. Clydiaflinched at the crackle of twitcher beams, but she couldn't tell which
direction the noises had come from. She moved faster, hounded by ricochets of sound. Her potted
treeling felt heavy in her arms, but she held it tightly. It was her only link to the green priests, to the
worldforest. They all had to know what was going on. . . .

Aboard the Eldorado, Rossia jerked upright, astonished and at a loss for words. He blinked furioudly,
trying to focus his thoughts and his eyes.

Admiral Eolus saw him jump. "What got you, green priest? Does your tree have a biting bug?’

Rossia stared at histreeling in disbelief. "Something terrible is happening. Soldier compies are attacking
the crew aboard one of the EDF Mantas, | think."

Eoluslet out agruff laugh. "Don't be ridiculous.”

"No... Il don'tthinkit'sridiculousat al. Let me--" He plunged his thoughts back into telink, seeing
through Clydia's eyes again, watching her run barefoot through the ship's corridors.
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He heard Admiral Stromo's voice bellow over the intercom. "The damned compies know we're on to
them. | want every crewman armed. Ship security, distribute twitchersto all personnel! Bring out the big
guns, if we have any."

The responding voice was raspy, as if the woman had shouted too much in the past hour. "Admiral, the
compies have taken over the armory vaults. They killed six of my men!”

Stromo sounded entirely befuddled. "But compies aren't supposed to arm themselves!" Asif to taunt
him, the intercom flooded with a humming crackle of stun bursts, and the woman's transmission
changed to arush of static.

More weapons fire came from ahead of Clydia. Five EDF soldiers rounded a corner in full retrest,
running backward and shouting. Their uniforms were torn, as if they had just lost a fistfight with an
automated grain harvester. They shot twitchers down the corridor, but the energy bursts looked weak, as
If the charge packs were nearly depleted. "Pull back!"

Clydia heard evenly rhythmic footsteps coming closer, then Soldier compies fell upon the five crewmen.
She ducked down a side corridor and saw the closed doors of alift at the end of the hall. She had to get
to another deck! Screams and sounds of fighting came from behind her as she ran. She could get to her
quarters, lock her door, and wait for the Admiral and his fighting men to get the compies under control.
It would be only a matter of time.

The treeling grew heavier with every step she took. Her arms ached as she raced to the elevator. Before
she could touch the controls, the doors whisked open, and two burly Soldier compies marched out.
Skidding to a stop, Clydia saw the glowing optical sensors target her. The compies marched forward.

She turned back in the direction she had come, but the EDF crewmen had been cornered out there. A
third group of Soldier compies boxed her in from the main passageway. In the hall's bright light she saw
wet reflections of spray patterns on their synthetic skin. The facsimile hands were red.

Clydia pressed her back against the metal wall and clutched the treeling to her chest. From three
directions, compies converged on her. Her fingers gripped the slender gold-scaled trunk as she broadcast
everything that was happening. Across the Spiral Arm, every green priest would know what was taking
place aboard this ship.

But none of them could help her. Rossia couldn't help her. He could only hear and see and experience
every second of it.

The closest compy seized the potted treeling. Clydiatried to twist away, but the robot knocked it to the
floor, smashing the pot. Breaking the link.

With a gasp, Rossia snatched his hands from his own treeling, asif he'd been burned. The images had
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flown at him like a swarm of stinging insects, and then dwindled to nothing.

All the bridge crew stared at him. Rossia realized that the Admiral had been bellowing for answers. "A
disaster,” he said. "A real disaster!"

Eolus looked ready to leap out of his seat. "What disaster? Explain!™

"The Soldier compies are going berserk on Admira Stromo's Manta. | saw it myself through telink. |
watched the compies attack. They--" His breath hitched, and he forced himself to calm down and
summarize what he had seen, though the images continued to swirl around him like blowing leaves. A
secondary hum of questions and reports from other green priests now yammered through telink. "The
compiesjust destroyed her treeling. | felt the pain." As an afterthought, he added, "1 think Clydia's dead,
too."

At first, the Eldorado's bridge crew looked at each other, perplexed, but their mood swiftly turned to
alarm. Eolus looked at the bug-eyed green priest asif he had made ajoke in poor taste. He let out aloud
snort. "They're compies, for God's sake. Compies can't think for themselves."

Ignoring them, Rossia concentrated on the treeling again. When he looked up, he felt even more dazed
than before. "I've received reports from green priests aboard four other EDF ships. Soldier compies are
running amok. Everywhere! It's a coordinated rebellion.”

Eolus clenched his handsinto fists. "I will get to the bottom of this bullcrap." He turned to the comm
officer, raising his voice to thunder level. "Give me all-ship intercom. Immediate reports! Has anyone
m__ll

Before the Admiral could complete his sentence, a staccato of alarms went off. Intercom channels filled
with shouted accounts of strange behavior, compies suddenly going rogue, asif they were al on some
sort of timer. Rossialet out alow moan, already knowing what must be happening.

Eolus got to hisfeet. "Green priest! Y ou sure about this?"'

Rossia nodded, yanking his fingertips away from the nightmarish imagesin telink. "Y es. Absolutely,
yes. They're slaughtering crews on grid after grid. | think most of the green priests are already dead. Oh,
I've never seen so much blood. The compies are just attacking and attacking."

Eolus whirled to the comm officer. "Word from our ships?’
"Every Manta reports the same thing, Admiral! We're losing contact--"

"Immediate crackdown, by God! No time to lose."
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Rossia did not know his new commander well, but he was sure that this bulldozer of a man would not
back away from afight. Eolus hammered his big-knuckled fist down on the all-ship intercom again.
"Thisis an emergency, and | expect everybody to act instantly. Stop the compies. Don't bother trying to
deactivate--just blast them into pieces. Many, many pieces."

Since hand weapons were useless for fighting hydrogues, the Eldorado carried only enough twitchersto
subdue brawling crewmen or quash an attempted mutiny. Even if sufficient weapons had been available,
Rossiawouldn't have known how to fire one.

Only one compy was stationed on the Juggernaut's bridge. When it began to move erratically, Eolus
yelled, "Sergeant Briggs, use your twitcher!"

The security chief was already responding. He pulled his stun weapon and fired a scrambling blast. The
compy jittered and crashed forward, its arms outstretched as if reaching for bones to break or windpipes
to crush.

Rossia held on to the treeling's ornate pot, trying to shield it. The bridge crew stared at each other in
skittish shock.

The comm officer looked sick, her skin pale and gray. "Admiral, two of the Mantas don't respond! | got
agarbled signal that sounded like screams and fighting, then static.”

Eolus's swarthy face turned ruddy. "Our ships are being hijacked!" Asif to prove his fears, the two
silenced Mantas changed course and began to withdraw from the battle group.

The Admiral scrambled with his controls, scrolled down the numbers, then looked up in dismay that
gave way to frustrated anger. "Dammit! We just got out of drydock and refit, and they didn't even give
me the right guillotine codes! Stupid upgrades--never work the way they're supposed to." Eolus stalked
around the bridge and hit the intercom again. "Consider every Soldier compy an enemy. Get rid of them
before they get rid of us. Do something interesting for your service records." He shouted to the security
chief, who was unlocking a small sealed vault. " Sergeant Briggs, you are responsible for protecting my
bridge. No matter what, do not let compies take control of this Juggernaut.”

Briggs withdrew more twitchers, giving one to the Admiral and distributing the othersto a pair of
crewmen he considered competent, while he kept a projectile weapon for himself. "Twitchers aren't
necessarily the best bet against Soldier compies, sir. Those robots are hardened against attack.”

"Lucky us. Ideas?"

"Not off the top of my head, sir.”
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The comm officer blurted, "We've got aflood of transmissions, Admiral! Difficult to process everything.
The compies are going renegade simultaneously, deck after deck. They're overwhelming our crew!"
Each of the rebellious compies could easily take out five or six human soldiers before being brought
down. There weren't enough people, or weapons, on board to stand against this uprising if it continued to
grow.

"Casualties?' Eolus said.
"Officially unknown . . . but | cantell it'salot.”

Rossia frantically sent reports through telink so everyone else would know what was happening aboard
the Eldorado. "Nahton is hurrying to inform King Peter in the Whisper Palace. Maybe they will send
reinforcementsin time."

"They can't do much but pray for us," Eolus growled. "Don't expect outside help."

Three Soldier compies charged down the corridor toward the Eldorado's bridge, |eaping like mechanical
hyenas. Sergeant Briggs stood his ground at the access door to the bridge, shooting his projectile weapon
down the hall. The slugs slammed into the oncoming compies, leaving cratersin their torso armor;
momentum knocked them backward. Rossia flinched at the noise.

"Mister Briggs, are you ready to seal the bulkhead doors?' Eolus bellowed.

"Assoon as | shoot just a couple more, Admiral." Six more compies rushed in from other corridors.
Briggs fired again and again, calling for reinforcements.

"Admiral, look!" The navigator pointed toward the screen as two more escort Mantas flew off to join the
first stolen pair.

Eolus ground his teeth together so hard that the musclesin hisjaw stood out like cables. He glared out
into the corridor where Briggs and his comrades continued to fire at the oncoming compies, then loosed
an avalanche of booming words. "Damned robots aren't getting my ship!"

17

KING PETER

Another pointless social ceremony. Wearing uncomfortable regal attire, King Peter attended an
Innocuous banquet to present service medalsto local Palace District businessmen. Basil Wenceslas sat at
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the reception table, dapper in his perfectly cut business suit. His expression was cool, his gray eyes
placid except for when Peter met his gaze. Didn't the Chairman have anything better to do with histime?
Or is he that worried about me?

Thiswas afar cry from rallying the human race to stand firm against the hydrogues, but at |east the
Chairman hadn't ordered Peter to deliver incendiary lies about the Roamers. Not today. Basil seemed to
feel that if he was tough and unyielding, then everyone would bow to his instructions. But the
Chairman's hard-line stance against the clans had backfired, and even his staunch supporters realized
that their "victory" of destroying Rendezvous was pointless. The Roamers were scattered, and the Hansa
still had no supplier of stardrive fuel.

Peter did not respond well to that sort of coercion, either. When the puppet King reacted by blatantly
breaking the rules, Basil had retaliated by attempting to assassinate him and Estarra, and later by
slaughtering the dolphins as a sick punishment.

Peter pretended to cooperate, if only to keep his wife and unborn child alive. He didn't take his eyes
from the Chairman, who sat with calm confidence. He truly hated the man. Peter had to stay one step
ahead of him, be smarter, more careful--and that was difficult when Basil Wenceslas had the resources
of the entire Hansa behind him.

Lately, while the media clamored for comments from the Whisper Palace about Estarra's " blessed
pregnancy,” Basil kept the King and Queen out of the public spotlight as much as possible. Reporters
and pundits had begun to make increasingly agitated comments, wanting to know why the royal couple
weren't seen more often. Grudgingly, the Chairman brought the King out for minor activities, separate
from Queen Estarra. Such as this banal ceremony, a tedious bureaucratic duty dance that interested few
people except for those directly involved. Apparently, Basil was confident the King could do no damage
here.

Seven royal guards were stationed along the walls, ostensibly to protect King Peter, but more likely to
keep himin line. The head of the royal guard, Captain McCammon, stood like a statue, as uninterested
in the presentation of awards as Peter himself was.

Deputy Eldred Cain, the quiet and pal e-skinned man who had secretly helped Peter and Estarra, was not
in attendance. Cain was even more averse to public appearances than Basil Wenceslas, not that he was
missing anything here.

Wearing awooden smile, the King held up aribbon and medal for the audience to admire. "For service
to humanity and for histireless work with local charities, | give the Hansa's Medal of Glorious
Commendation to Dr. Anselm Frick." Applause pattered around the table, and the roly-poly surgeon
ambled forward, mumbled his acceptance speech, and returned to his seat. Before the King began to
announce the fourth and final recipient, he heard a commotion outside the room, saw the royal guards
tense. The newsnet representatives turned their imagers, hoping for something interesting to happen.
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A half-clad green-skinned man pushed his way through the door. "Who dares to prevent a green priest
from delivering avital message to King Peter?' Nahton demanded. Although the court green priest
brought frequent messages from Theroc to Queen Estarra, he seldom had anything urgent to report. He
was usually acalm and quiet man; Peter had never seen him so agitated.

After yearsin the Whisper Palace, Nahton was fully aware that the King was merely for show and that
Basil himself pulled all the strings. But the Chairman had never shown respect for the green priest,
ignoring his repeated requests for aid to devastated Theroc. Nahton knew hisreal aliesin the Palace.

Peter barked at the leader of hisroyal guards; these men were supposed to at least pretend they served
him. " Captain McCammon, that man is my official green priest. Allow him to pass if he has a message
for me." He looked down his nose, intentionally embarrassing the guard captain. "Or are you trying to
protect me from agreen priest?’

The audience at the banquet chuckled at the absurdity. The captain adjusted the maroon beret on his
bleached-white hair, then glanced in Basil's direction; the Chairman gave a dlight nod.

Nahton came forward and called out in aloud voice, suddenly giving all the media representatives a
headline. "King Peter, it isamassacre! Urgent telink messages have come in from many green priests
aboard EDF ships. Soldier compies are rising up throughout the battle groups, attacking the crews and
seizing the ships. They've already killed thousands." He looked at the King as if beseeching him to do
something. "I have felt the deaths of five green priests already. It is a simultaneous revolt, on ship after
ship!"

Basil lurched to his feet, but al eyeswere on the green priest and the King. "Compies killing human
soldiers?' Peter cried. "How could the compies coordinate a coup like this? The light-speed delay alone
would make communication--"

"The revolt must have been programmed or timed somehow. Y our Majesty, this massacre was well
planned.”

Other mysteries suddenly became clear to Peter. "Admiral Stromo hasn't been able to find a trace of our
sixty rammers--and they were all crewed by Soldier compies." His voice was ominous.

Nahton said, "l reported a disturbance with Soldier compies aboard Admiral Stromo's Manta yesterday.
Malfunctioning compies killed two crewmembers on the bridge. | gave the message directly to
Chairman Wenceslas. Were you not informed, Y our Mg esty?'

Peter spun to where Basil stood at the side of the room. "I knew nothing of this! Who decided to keep
thisinformation from me?' He knew full well it had been the Chairman. Now everyone else did as well.
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"The news was to be in your next briefing," Basil said in anicy voice.

Peter glared. "If thisredlly isarevolt--and if you had been more diligent, Mr. Chairman--perhaps we
could have sent out a cautionary advisory! The first incident occurred more than aday ago! With telink
we could have sent awarning in seconds.”

"I am no longer in contact with Admiral Stromo's Manta. Their green priest has been murdered,” Nahton
pointed out. "l believe most other crewmen aboard are dead as well." He didn't even look at the
Chairman. "Now the crews aboard all EDF ships are under attack."

"And we could have prepared them," Peter said.

Seizing his chance, he turned up his voice amplifier to drown out any words the Chairman might speak.
He could not |et Basil use thisfor his political purposes, nor could he let the Chairman cover it up the
way he had tried to brush aside all previous concerns about the reliability of the Soldier compies. He
took no satisfaction in learning that his fears had been justified all along.

Peter glared daggers at Basil as he said for all to hear, "We missed our chance along time ago!
Everyone will recall that | expressed my suspicions about using Klikiss programming in our Soldier
compies. | tried to shut down the manufacturing facilities as a precaution, but they were reopened
against my better judgment.” He looked directly at the Chairman. "That was a poor decision, based on
extremely bad advice."

Basil was already making his way toward the podium, his face a storm of emotions. Peter knew how the
Chairman hated to admit errors, knew Basil would try to deal with this disaster quietly, minimizeits
seriousness. He wouldn't mind if more people died, just so the Hansa could save face.

But Peter had the full attention of the media cameras, and the audience was listening. A King had to do
what needed to be done, and no one could openly countermand him during such an emergency.

His face turned hot as he thought of all those Soldier compies with built-in triggers that activated at the
same time. Peter acted on impulse. "If thisrogue streak isintrinsic to their programming, then every
recently manufactured Soldier compy is atime bomb ready to explode--and our factory is still producing
them." He addressed the royal guardsin atone of unmistakable command: " Shut the compy factory
down immediately. Alert all local defense forces to contain the Soldier compies, should they react. Bring
in the silver berets. We can't take chances."

Theroyal guards hesitated while Basil fought his way toward the podium amidst the turmoil. Peter didn't
wait. "Captain McCammon! Y ou have your orders." The mediaimagers turned toward the balking
guards.

Dr. Anselm Frick stood and flashed his new service medal, asif it gave him some sort of military rank,
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and started shouting. "Y ou heard him, man! It's treason against the King, thisis. Do as you're ordered!"

"What are you waiting for?' someone else yelled, appalled at the guards' hesitation. Other audience
members began to demand action.

Standing firm, Peter said, "Captain, do your duty or be relieved of it."

Finally, hiswords seemed to sink in. McCammon snapped orders, and the royal guards hurried from the
room, calling on their comms to organize an operation around the Palace District's huge Soldier compy
factory.

Peter knew he was far overstepping his authority, but he had to show his strength. The people would
admire him for it, though he shuddered to think how Basil would retaliate as soon as the crisis abated. If
it abated.

18

JESSTAMBLYN

Like a bullet made of water and pearl, Jess's vessel shot through energy-laced storm clouds alive with
wental essence. The seawas a churning froth the color of molten lead. In this primordia planet's sterile
ocean, he'd begun hislong, strange quest to bring the elemental beings back to life. His volunteers had
named the planet Charybdis after the deadly whirlpool encountered by Odysseus.

Here, if Jess could convince them, the wentals would repay their debt.

With aknot in his stomach, he repeated the question he'd asked Nikko a thousand times over the past
severa days. "How is Cesca?"

"She's cold, clammy. Her skin looks funny, and there're dark spots of pooling blood inside. She driftsin
and out of consciousness. Jess, | don't think she has much time left.”

"The wentals can still help her." Hetried to keep the anger out of his voice.

Below, on one of the rare patches of solid ground, black rocks glistened with wild spray. Jess's vessel
floated above the patch of upthrust rock and released the Aquarius, like an insect gently depositing an
egg on the surface of aleaf. The small Roamer ship rested on the barren spit of land, its regrown hull
sheathed in living water. While it was suspended in the larger wental vessel, tiny aquatic creatures had
furiously made repairs. With corals and metals, the wental-guided creatures had grown scablike
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excrescences to patch and reinforce the hull. The Aquarius was now an amalgam of Roamer technology
and wental imagination. The much larger wental craft landed beside it.

Nikko bounded out of the hatch. A sheen of perspiration covered his forehead. Wearing his white fiber
garment, Jess stepped through his ship's hull membrane. He felt energized in the ozone-rich air, sensing
the great force ready to be hurled against the hydrogues. His primary goal was to channel some of that
power to save Cesca.

Jess turned to face the stormy ocean, felt wental essence writhing through the moisture-laden air. The
water entities spoke to him, their voices thrumming. Because you want this so badly, thereisa great risk
of creating a tainted wental. You do not under stand the consequences. Not to yourself. Not to us.

"What if I'm willing to take the risk? For her sake?' Jess wrestled with what the water elementals were
saying. "How can awental be tainted? | distilled a single wental from the nebula and helped you grow. |
thought you were all the same being, one giant dispersed entity."

We are a single entity with many parts. And like an enormous body, some parts can become infected.
Witness.

Without words, the wental s flooded him with memories and concepts, like a Plumas pumping station
bursting its pipes, gushing images all at once. In his mind and his heart, he under stood the power and
danger of atainted wental.

The memory images came from millennia ago, before the wentals had been obliterated. He saw an
I1diran commander--he did not know the rank, a septar perhaps?--accidentally bathed in awental mist on
astrange alien planet. The wental had been sorely wounded in a direct clash with a blazing faeros
fireball. lldiran worlds had been annihilated in the numerous elemental battles of the ancient war. Ildiran
cities were leveled, whole continents laid waste, planets cracked open and crumbled into rubble, suns
extinguished. The septar knew his Mage-Imperator could not protect the lldirans, who were sure to be
wiped out.

The desperate septar, standing in the smoking ruins of what had been a spectacular city, was drenched
by the falling wental. His desire to save his Empire, and the weakness of the wounded water entity, left
them both open for a fusion such as Jess and the wentals had experienced. For the best of reasons.

The lldiran septar swelled with alocked power, separate from the other wentals. His body could barely
contain the energy, yet he could not disperse it and help it propagate. The septar somehow managed to
return to his battleship, but the singing energy discharge flooded the decks, immediately killing the
entire crew. Wrapped together, wental and Ildiran flew the great ship into battle. The energy was so
great that the warliner itself broke apart, but the strength of the tainted wental held the conglomeration
of wreckage together in aflying cloud of destruction.
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A tainted wental exists only to break down order. It disrupts any solid form, increasing entropy, making
the universe more fluid. A living engine of chaos.

The septar/wental attacked the marauding faeros, but it also exploded Ildiran battleships, razed cities,
blasted empty asteroids, not recognizing the difference between ally and enemy. Finally, the combined
might of six faeros fireballs dragged the tainted wental into a sun, where the entity was dissociated into
molecules. The rest of the water entities could not even grieve.

A tainted wental is a mutation locked into physical form, the voices tried to explain. Because of its
twisted nature, a tainted wental cannot propagate, and the energy buildup can be released only in
violent bursts. Trapped in a loop of itself, it is separate from the rest of the wental mind. And because of
thisit hates us as much asit hates any other enemy.

"How often does it happen? Just because you had one bad experience--"

Another shower of images cut him off. This memory seemed even older. The creature was like a giant
upright beetle with gray-green leathery skin, the breedex of aKlikiss hive at war with all other hives. A
rival infestation had appeared on an adjacent continent, and the new KIlikiss reapers had already
devoured armies of drones and builders. If the breedex did not destroy the enemies, consume them, and
incorporate their chemical memories into its progeny before the next great Swarming, that hiveline
would become extinct.

At the time, the wentals had just begun their war with the hydrogues and the faeros. The Klikiss race
was a strange civilization new to the elemental beings, and the wentals considered recruiting the
insectoid creatures into the struggle. The breedex had communicated its need to them, and the wentals
did not understand the consequences of acquiescence. Linked with wental power, the swelling breedex
had devoured al ten of its domates without even listening to their songs, then burst its carapace and
sprouted new segmented limbs without fissioning to create a new swarm. Infused with the tainted
wental, it smashed the rival breedex and turned all the new Klikiss towers to dust. Asthe storm built
inside her, unstoppable, the breedex tore the continent itself apart.

The rest of the wentals fought back, unable to believe the monstrosity they had created. The rampant
release of so much power cracked the planet to its core. Though the tainted wental was finally
extinguished, the battle mortally wounded the world. Gravity shifted, the landmasses were turned inside
out, and all life there died.

That is a tainted wental, Jess Tamblyn. That is what could happen here.

He still didn't understand. "Why? Just because | want it so badly? Cescais a good person, the leader of
the clans. How could she create such a horror?”

We only know the danger.

file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/Anderson,%20K evin%20J.%620...0-%200f%20Fi re%20and%20Night%20(v1.0)%20[ html].html (58 of 428)8-12-2006 23:49:47



Anderson, Kevin J. - [Saga of Seven Suns 05] - Of Fire and Night

Jess had made up his mind, though. "Enough! Y ou distract me with esoteric and meaningless philosophy
while she's dying. | accept therisk. | know her heart. Bring her out here, Nikko. Carry her if you must."

“It'll hurt her even more, Jess--"
He had hurt her so much. "Sheis already dying."

At the young man's urging, Cesca began to stir. Nikko draped her arm over his shoulder and helped her
out of the Aquarius. Somehow, she saw Jess, focused on the sunlight and sea, and clung to afaint thread
of life. She swayed, and Nikko let her gently down onto the dark, exposed rock of Charybdis.

She must come to the water herself. You cannot help her.

Jess knelt beside her and felt his heart ripping in half. Without Cesca, how could he live? He stood at the
edge of the reef between the dlick stones and the crackling ocean, cursing the wentals and their
ridiculous rules and restrictions. "You're killing her!"

It must be entirely her decision, entirely her action.

"Cesca, if you love me, do one last thing for me. Drink the water and live. Let the wentals join you, and
you'll be like me." Only afew feet away, the ocean stilled itself. Wentals manifested in the waves,
stretching the water in narrow fingerlike protrusions reaching up to assess Cesca. "Or you'll die."

"Butifl...I'll be...likeyou?
The wind around them seemed alive with whispering voices.

"Y our body will be charged with wental energy, like mine." He would not lie to her. "That means you'll
never be able to touch another human being without harming them. Y ou'll be isolated like me. It'sa
terrible thing, Cesca, but | don't know how else to save you."

She wrestled out one word of a question, then another. "Touch . . . you?"

He had not wanted to coerce her with that tantalizing thought. *We will be two of a kind, Cesca.
Separate from the rest of our race.”

"But together.” Now she didn't hesitate. Jess moved aside to let Cesca craw! painstakingly forward to the
edge of the surf. "Guiding Star . . . clear.”

He tried to encourage her. Just a few seconds more. Another meter or two. He sensed that the wentals
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were afraid. Jess closed his eyes, remembering Cescathe way he had loved her, how they had secretly
tried to be together for so long. How could she possibly become a danger? The memory images of
tainted wentals seemed foreign to him, unreal. That will not happen to her.

Cesca scooped a handful of the shimmering water. Quicksilver droplets trickled between her fingers.
She brought the water to her face with trembling hands and drank a mouthful. With a gasp, she began to
shudder.

She lurched forward, and her body plunged into the water. It was part baptism, part drowning. She
vanished beneath the surface.

19

RLINDA KETT

Beneath the icy ceiling of Plumas, Rlinda and BeBob attended the Roamer funeral of Andrew Tamblyn.
The three surviving brothers, somber and confused, worked with their comrades to prepare the
ceremony. Though the reanimated ice woman had disappeared into the sea, Rlinda did not assume for a
moment that everything was returning to normal.

Maybe Karla Tamblyn was happily playing with whatever creatures she'd found down at the bottom.
Rlinda had heard the water miners talk of exotic sea creatures like singing nematodes and glowing
jellyfish. A pall had hung over the grotto facility during the past three days, while workers watched,
holding their collective breath and waiting for something else to happen.

Because of the Roamers damned edgy vigilance, Rlinda saw no chance for her and BeBob to escape,
and skipping away during afuneral certainly seemed like bad form. Even so, Rlinda was getting awfully
tired of sitting on her hands, and she was aways cold down here. What did she expect, living on aflat
shelf of ice under a kilometer-thick frozen ceiling at the edge of afrigid sea? She had plenty of blankets
and heaters in the Voracious Curiosity, but her beloved ship was docked on the surface, and they were
stuck down here. . . .

Caleb, Wynn, and Torin Tamblyn had placed Andrew's body in afloating coffin of pressed cellulose,
then packed dried icekelp around their brother. Caleb bent over the coffin boat and poured a thick
translucent liquid onto the body and the surrounding flammable material. The biting chemical odor of
fuelgel struck Rlinda's nostrils.

Wynn and Torin stood together, barely able to contain their tears. The twins exchanged nudges, each
encouraging the other to speak first. Finally Caleb said in araspy voice, "Thisis the second Roamer
funeral for one of my own brothers. Andrew, and before him Bram."
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"And before that we all came here to mourn Ross," Wynn added.
"Damned hydrogues,” Torin muttered.

Now, there's something we can all agree on, Rlinda thought. The Roamers had good reasons to hold a
grudge against the Hansa--she couldn't argue with that--but no amount of rationalization gave them any
cause to take it out on her and BeBob.

The three brothers each said a brief reminiscence before they tossed igniters into the fuel gel-soaked boat
and pushed the floating coffin into the sea, where convection currents pulled it from the broken shore.
The fuelgel burned efficiently, setting the icekelp and cellulose on fire, as well as Andrew's shrouded
body. Flames reflected on the frozen ceiling.

Standing on the ice shelf in the cold, Rlinda and BeBob held hands; they could see the steam of their
breath. BeBob was actually crying. Her heartstrings might have been tugged a little more if she and
BeBob hadn't been held hostage here. Both of them felt like outsiders, witnessing a very private moment.

Asthe boat drifted farther away, the funereal flames grew hotter until the cellulose coffin broke apart.
Caleb turned aside, looking more angry than sad. Torin barely contained his sobs. Rlinda wanted to wrap
her arms around him in a big hug, but restrained herself. Sympathy was one thing, reality quite another.

The Roamers kept their gazes down, waiting for the flames to finish burning out. A long, somber silence
fell.

But the sheltered seas did not accept the new offering. The water around the remnants of the pyre began
to bubble and froth like a cauldron. Hot steam curled around it like the shadow of atornado. The boiling
increased, churning and swallowing up the fragments of the burning coffin.

In the midst of the fury, something white and sharp like an elephant’s tusk thrust out of the ocean. A
pedestal of ice formed from the water and rose above the surface. Trickles flowed down and hardened
like candlewax.

Her milky-white skin sparkling with frost, Karla Tamblyn stood atop the curved monolith, looking more
animated than before, like an angry goddess emerging from the frigid ocean. In the sea around her a
medusa swarm of writhing creatures appeared--hundreds of fleshy scarlet tubes that pulsed and
expanded like blobby leeches filled with fresh arterial blood.

Karlaraised her hands. Her dark hair thrashed in tentacles energized with static electricity. Ablaze with
cold fire, she opened her mouth and spoke in a hollow voice. "Water flows where it wishes." Karla bent
her fingers and clenched her fists. Power crackled through her skin, but her eyes were oddly blank.
"Liquid has no form."
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Dozens of the deep-sea nematodes swam forward as if they were the reanimated woman's foot soldiers.
Their round mouths were studded with tiny diamondlike teeth for chewing through thick ice. Or people.

"Cannot propagate. Trapped . . . contained." Karlaturned her ivory face toward the celling where the
artificial suns shone down. Her voice boomed. "Water flows where it wishes."

She launched a shockwave. Invisible balls of lightning rippled through the air and hammered into the
low ceiling. The inner surface of the jagged dome cracked, and ice-melt water began to flow down.
"Chaos and randomness is the natural state. Order is offensive.”

The force in her voice was enough to send them all reeling. A torrent of rain poured down around Karla.
Large chunks of ice cracked from the ceiling and tumbled into the ocean. Waves surged around her, asif
she were atyphoon incarnate. "Water flows where it wishes."

Karlasice pedestal began to move toward the shore where the terrified humans stood. She brought
destruction with her.

20

MAGE-IMPERATOR JORA'H

A Mage-Imperator was supposed to protect his people, but each deception made Jorah damn his
obligations more. How could even the leader of an Empire stand against beings powerful enough to
smother whole stars? Jorah felt as if he had stepped on a trapdoor and was now falling into an endless
pit. How could he resist without bringing the destruction of his entire civilization? What choice did he
have? Many times he had cursed his father and all the Mage-lmperators before him.

Three days ago, the warglobes had departed, yet their threat hung in the air like the long-fading note
from the end of amusical composition. He would never forget the look of hurt, disappointment, and
disdain Osirah had given him when he'd capitulated to the alien emissary. But now that he knew the
hydrogues could ransack her thoughts and cull whatever information they wanted, he had to make her
believe that he was afailure. In truth, he might yet fail, but he did not want the enemy to know all the
things he might plan against them.

Secretly, the Mage-Imperator knew there was one last chance, if he had the freedom to make the
attempt. If his people did not let him down. The hydrogue emissary had warned that they would return
soon to issue their abhorrent demands and force him to betray humanity. He must have another option
by then.
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But first, he would need to send Osirah away, so she--and the hydrogues linked to her--could not see
what he was doing.

He called his daughter to his private contemplation chambers. The girl stood straightbacked before him,
exuding the same inexplicable power that had been strong enough to force the hydrogues to obey her.
"Y ou summoned me. If you require my service, then | am ready to help.” The troubled girl seemed to
hope that she'd underestimated her father.

Her eyesflicked to the prized Theron treeling that sat on a shelf, a gift from Queen Estarra of Earth.
Every time Osirah looked at it, Jorath wondered if she felt the sort of calling that her mother did.

"And how would you help me?"

"By following your plan, Liege." It was not a question. She herself had done the impossible, and now
she expected him to do the impossible as well. "Y ou asked me to bring the hydrogues to Mijistra.
Therefore, you must have a plan. Y ou are the Mage-Imperator.”

"I did what | had to do, Osirah. Without some kind of appeasement, the hydrogues would have leveled
our planet and then destroyed all other Ildiran worlds."

By pretending to agree to their demands, he had bought time to set a desperate plan in motion. But he
could not tell Osirah that, lest the hydrogues wrest the knowledge from her. | bought time.. . . but after
thousands of years of breeding and experimentation and planning, have we not had enough time?

The girl's odd expression and strangely alien eyestold him she was not satisfied with his answer.

"I am sending you away, Osirah. You will go back to Dobro." He took her handsin his own, and the
yearning on his face was not feigned. "Y our mother is alive. Designate Udru'h kept her on Dobro, hiding
her even from me. | am sending you to her. | want you with Nira."

The little girl's face lit up, and he wished he could tell her more, tell her everything. Questions seemed to
geyser from her mind, but she drove them down, simply reveling in the surprise and joy. For the
moment, she seemed to have forgotten her scorn for his cowardly response. Her happiness startled him,
since he knew she had never even met her mother.

Jorah averted his gaze to the treeling in its alcove, thinking of his beloved green priest. He missed Nira
so much, wondered why it was taking Udru'h so long to bring her. Now she would have to stay on
Dobro until it was safe again. What would she think when their daughter told her of hiswillingness to
doom the human race? He stroked the pale frond of the worldtree.

Osirah bowed, but he could see she was smiling. "If that isyour wish, Liege, | will happily go to
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Dobro." At that moment, he wished the girl would call him Father, but he knew that was too much to
expect.

21

DESIGNATE-IN-WAITING DAROH

To help him locate the missing green priest on the southern continent, Designate-in-waiting Daro'h
conscripted forty-nine lldirans. Udru'h urged him to hurry. They had heard no further word from the
Mage-Imperator about his negotiations with the hydrogues, but they were aware that time must be short.
Daro'h had never seen his uncle look so guilty or anxious.

"Find her,” Udruh said again. "Find her, before more damage is done.”

A group of scout ships raced south across the equator to the southern continent, the wide inland sea, and
the island where the female green priest had disappeared. Satellite imagery had digested the topography
of the southern continent into a detailed map, onto which afine search grid was projected. Each ship
flew low along a separate path, diligently scanning.

Daro'h had never received an entirely satisfactory explanation as to why his uncle had exiled Nira so far
away in thefirst place, or why he had initialy told the Mage-Imperator that she was dead. Daro'h
himself had seen Nira's grave marker on the hillside, had watched his father grieve beforeit. All a
deception!

Udru'h held his secretsin tightly clenched fists, and Daro'h feared he would have to do the same when
he took over the reins as this planet's Designate.

All of the Mage-Imperator's noble sons were born to become Designates, assigned to planets according
to their birth order. Thousands of years of history had established a clear pattern for how their lives
would play out. The firstborn noble son always became the next Prime Designate as soon as the old
Mage-Imperator died; the second became the Designate for Dobro, the third for Hyrillka, and so on.
Daro'h had often wondered why the Mage-Imperator's second son would be assigned to such a
seemingly unimportant place as Dobro. That was before he learned of the breeding program and its vital
importance to the survival of the Empire. So many secrets!

Now he looked through the scratched side window of the fast flier. Below, the brown dryness abruptly
ended in the sinuous shoreline of ablue inland sea. Daro'h intended to have his searchers take separate
spirals, circling outward from the island to scour the uninhabited landscape for any sign of Nira.
Designate Udru'h had made the odd suggestion that the green priest might want to avoid being found.
Daro'h could not understand why. Surely she would prefer to be with her lldiran caretakers than to
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remain alone--alonel

His fellow team members used comm systems to keep in touch as they circled over the expanse of calm
water. If Nirahad tried to swim from her island, she would certainly have drowned. No one could cover
such adistance. If that were the case, Daro'h's search was doomed from the beginning.

He recalled that his father had been extremely fond of the female green priest, who had come to Mijistra
to read the Saga of Seven Sunsto her potted treelings. He remembered seeing Jorah and Niraoftenin
the Prism Palace. But then she had vanished, apparently killed in afire.

Now Daro'h knew it had been part of a much more complicated plot. Nira had been brought to Dobro
already pregnant with the Prime Designate's child. Had that been Jorah's wish, or had it al been done
without his knowledge? Could Udru'h have hidden such a momentous thing from the Mage-Imperator?

The Dobro Designate had explained the need for the breeding program, and Daro’h understood that the
Terran Hanseatic League must never learn what had happened to their generation ship the Burton. But
why would the secret have been kept from the Mage-Imperator himself? Daro'h could imagine no
justification for such an act, and it disturbed him greatly.

The fourteen scout ships followed their grid lines, and the searchers meticulously crisscrossed the dry,
empty landscape. Daro'h spoke aloud to the pilot and the guard. "The green priest could have left the
island months ago. She might have covered alot of ground.”

"Then we will cover alot of ground," the pilot said.

After several hours, Daro'h received a message from one of his scouts. "Designate-in-waiting, we have
found some interesting debris on the shore. It might be significant.”

Their ship reached the edge of the inland sea and settled next to where the other scout had landed. Four
Ildiran searchers stood looking at a tumble of logs high up on the beach. In the bright sunlight Daro'h
saw the remnants of dried vines that lashed the logs together. Each one of the trunks had been cut to
approximately the same length. A raft!

"She could have floated on thisto land." Daro'h glanced back at the water, saw how far up the remnants
of the raft rested on the shore. "She must have dragged it up onto the beach herself."

"Why would she do such athing?' asked one of the searchers. "Her island was lush, and this. . . thisis
desolate.”

Daro'h stared at the rugged panorama that extended as far as he could see. "Who can understand a green
priest? But we now know she made it this far. Continue the search.”
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22

PATRICK FITZPATRICK Il

With the Hansa at war and the Spiral Arm in crisis, with countless human colonies abandoned and
defenseless, former Chairman Maureen Fitzpatrick saw nothing wrong with holding an afternoon party.
She was delighted to have her grandson home from his captivity and had invited everyone she
considered important. Maureen also sternly lectured Patrick to break out of his malaise and pretend to be

happy .

He reminded himself, repeatedly, that he had endured far worse.

When he'd revealed his part in destroying the Roamer ekti ship, she had |ooked decidedly
uncomfortable--not because of what he'd done, but because of the fact that he felt guilty about it.
"Nothing to worry about, Patrick. Y ou were only following orders. The Hansa has far more vita
concerns these days."

"More vital concerns? It's why the Roamers stopped delivering ekti. It's what put usin this untenable
situation and made it far more difficult for us to fight the real war."

"Oh, Patrick," she had said in an amazingly condescending voice. "Leave the tangled politics and subtle
trade consequences to the experts. I've been Chairman myself, and | know that things aren't as clear-cut
as they seem to an idealistic young man."

"] used to be idedlistic, Grandmother. | used to know all the answers, but I'm much older and wiser than
that now."

Though her hired experts and caterers could run a diplomatic party on autopilot, Maureen kept her hand
in al the details. Music was playing; guests had begun to arrive. The day was bright and sunny. At his
grandmother's insistence, Patrick wore his dress black uniform with crimson flashings and gold shoulder
braids, though his resignation papers had aready been filed. "No need to make a point of that now,
Patrick. General Lanyan himself is coming. He always had a soft spot for you."

Patrick walked along carrying a plate of untouched shrimp and exotic fruits, smiling at people he didn't
know, accepting their parroted good wishes. When one potbellied businessman with a blond mustache
and dark hair deprecated the "filthy Roacher clans,” Patrick coolly cut him off. "Those people saved our
lives, sir. The EDF didn't even try to rescue survivors at Osquivel, but the Roamers took usin and
nursed us back to health.”
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"They held you prisoner," the man spluttered.
"Better than holding afuneral. They will always have my gratitude.”

Seeing Kiro Y amane beside a gorgeously dressed Shelia Andez, Patrick excused himself to talk to his
fellow former POWSs. "Great food," Shelia said. "Did you eat like this all the time when you were akid?"

He looked at his hors d'oeuvres. "No. Sometimes they served afull meal."

"And you gaveit al up for EDF rations." She snorted. "I always thought you were the dim one,
Fitzpatrick."

"And you've been quite popular on the newsnets. | had to get atissue and dry my tears after hearing of
your ‘great suffering' under the Roamers. Were they torturing you when the rest of us weren't looking?
Have you checked on what the EDF has done to their facilities? To Rendezvous? Seems to me they
treated us pretty well, considering.”

"Y ou're sounding like some sort of bleeding-heart moron." She smirked. "Y ou just had the hots for that
Roamer brunette."

|gnoring the comment, he turned to the distinguished compy specialist. "Kiro, you must have alot to
report after what went wrong with the Soldier compies in the Roamer shipyards.”

"Yes, that little diversion became much more spectacular than | planned. If the EDF and your
grandmother hadn't arrived when they did, the whole shipyard facility would have been destroyed.”

"It was destroyed, Kiro. We happened to get out alive, but we don't even know the death toll among the
Roamers. Doesn't it bother you that you set off something that caused so much damage?"

"We had to get away, Fitzpatrick," Sheliabrokein, her forehead furrowing. "They didn't give us any
other choice. Look what happened to Bill Stanna. They killed him!"

"Bill wasn't exactly the brightest star in the cluster. Roamers didn't kill him. He died because he didn't
make afew simple plans." She made a disgusted noise, but he continued. " Somebody's got to speak up
and balance your sensational stories, Shelia" He smiled at her surprised expression. "l've decided to
start giving prominent public speeches to describe my true experiences among the Roamers. Much of the
continuing conflict is being caused by intentional misrepresentations of the facts." He looked at Y amane.
"Kiro, I'd like to have you give your perspective, too. | can book you along with me."

Y amane looked away. "I'm sorry, Patrick. I've been asked to document what | learned about the Soldier
compies so it can be used to improve them. That has to take priority."
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Shelia started laughing. "And if you want me to sing the praises of your Roamer girlfriend, you've got to
be out of your mind!"

He felt his face burning, though he'd known this wouldn't be ssmple. "I'll do it myself, then. My parents
are both ambassadors, my grandmother's aformer Chairman--"

Maureen was abruptly there. "Don't count on any of that to give you a soapbox for painting pretty
pictures of the Hansa's enemies. Come, Patrick, we have to mingle." The old Battleaxe deftly broke him
away from his companions, then whispered harshly in his ear, "Y ou clearly need some intensive
counseling. Y ou're maladjusted and oppositional."

“I'm thinking for myself, Grandmother. Is that such a bad thing?'

"Y es--when you don't think correctly. Have you ever heard of Stockholm syndrome? Y ou're exhibiting
classic signs. You were held prisoner by the Roamers, and now look at your sympathy for them! It's
unnatural. I'm afraid we'll have to keep you quiet here until you recover." She patted him on the
shoulder. "I'll spare no expense to get my old Patrick back again."

She marched him up to General Lanyan. The man had gained weight, and it showed, especially around
his eyes, but he still exuded power and command. "General Lanyan, my grandson has been so looking
forward to seeing you!"

Patrick did not contradict her. It wasn't worth the effort. At one time, he had taken great pride in serving
as adjutant to the commander of the Earth Defense Forces, and it had never occurred to him to be
offended by anything the General asked him to do.

Lanyan grasped Patrick's hand and shook it vigorously. "Commander Fitzpatrick, | miss the days when
you were my adjutant. | shouldn't be saying this, but | regret giving you command of your own Manta. If
you hadn't been lost at Osquivel, 1'd still have you serving me in your former capacity. In fact, young
man, as soon as you're pronounced fit for duty, you'll be back at my side helping me out with all those
difficult bureaucratic things."

"I'm sorry, General, but I've already submitted my resignation from the EDF. | will be occupying my
time and energy with other matters."

Lanyan was taken aback. "Y ou've only been home four days--hardly enough time to rest and recover,
much less make a decision with such long-term consequences. Think about it some more, and welll talk
when you're ready."

Knowing he might not get another chance like this, Patrick blurted, "Sir, do you recall a Roamer cargo
ship that we intercepted while on patrol ?"
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The General's face maintained a perfectly flat expression. "No, Mr. Fitzpatrick. I'm afraid | don't
remember that at all."

"Really? We seized the ship in open space, boarded her, and took the ekti cargo. The captain's name was
Raven Kamarov, from a prominent Roamer clan." He narrowed his eyes. "Y ou gave me orders to
destroy the vessdl."

A curtain of ice seemed to drop across Lanyan's face. "No, Mr. Fitzpatrick. | have no recollection of that
whatsoever. And neither do you."

Patrick felt his anger building. He wanted to raise his voice, put the General on the spot in front of these
people, but before he could say anything an officer burst into the room. "General Lanyan, you are
needed immediately!"

With barely ablink of hiseyes, Lanyan became suddenly alert and focused. "What isit?"’

The man quickly approached and lowered his voice, though not enough. "It's the Soldier compies, sir.
They seem to be causing some trouble." He glanced around the room and recognized Y amane among the
guests. "Dr. Yamane! We will need your expertise as well. We have transport prepared. Will you both
please come with me?'

As the other attendees began to mutter, a smiling Maureen Fitzpatrick raised her hands and glossed over
the interruption. "Duty calls! That's what happens when you're in command of the Earth Defense Forces.
Nothing to be concerned about."

The General skewered Patrick with one last glare, then hurried after the officer, dragging Y amane with
him.

23

ENGINEERING SPECIALIST SWENDSEN

Pulling up in front of the cordoned-off hydrogue derelict, a squad of crack commandos boiled out of a
military transport, every one of them bristling with weapons. The lead silver beret bellowed for
Swendsen.

The tall Swede ducked his head and came out, blinking in the sunlight. "Y es?' He held out his hand to
the foremost commando as if he were meeting afriend at a cocktail party. "Can | help you?'
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The private was square-jawed and clean-shaven; his skin glistened with either lotions or sweat. His
nametag read ELMAN, K. "Sir, you're ordered to come with us to the compy production facility. You
have work to do."

Swendsen's brow furrowed. "I'm very sorry, but | have research here."

"Dr. Swendsen, you have the authorization codes and vital information we need for our mission. Thisis
an emergency, Sir."

There had been no trouble at the factory for months, not even any unscheduled maintenance. "What's
going on?"

The silver berets hustled Swendsen toward the military transport. " Soldier compies have gone crazy
across the EDF. King Peter has ordered the factory shut down before anything goes wrong there." The
Engineering Specialist was still thinking of questions as the transport's door slammed.

The immense manufacturing facility was the largest center of its kind, designed for assembling everyday
compies such as the Friendly, Listener, Analytical, and Governess models. Since the hydrogue war, most
lines had been retooled to produce sophisticated Soldier compies. Preoccupied with the derelict,
Swendsen hadn't even visited the facility in days, but the automated lines hummed along with perfect
efficiency. He was quite proud of that.

"Oh, perhaps some small flaw crept into the base programming modules. I'll take afew representative
specimens and deconstruct what went wrong." He smiled at the hard-eyed silver berets, but received no
response. "I have good people | can put to work onit. I'll reassign them from the derelict.”

Just that morning his team had uncovered key clues about how the hydrogue engines worked, but he
would have to take care of this mess at the factory before he could get back to the interesting work. King
Peter had always been alittle paranoid about Soldier-model compies.

When the fast transport skidded to an abrupt landing, four batwing hatches swung upward, two on each
side of the vehicle. Alert commandos burst out with dizzying speed; Swendsen joined them with much
less grace. Three other transports clustered in a delivery zone outside the manufacturing center. A large
tent dome had been erected as a command post.

The escort hustled Swendsen into the tent dome to a table where the operation commander, a sergeant
whose engraved nametag gave his last name as Paxton, pored over factory blueprints projected on aflat
filmscreen. He looked up at the Engineering Specialist, unimpressed. "Y ou must be the civilian
responsible for this facility. We need your assistance."

"Of course, Mr. Sergeant, | mean, Sergeant Paxton. That's why I'm here."
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Paxton pointed to the diagram, where crosshatches marked off half the building. "We have no recon in
these areas. Can't get aresponse from any workersinside." He scrolled down with his finger, found the
numbers he was looking for. "According to records, a hundred and twenty-eight humans are stationed
inside."

"Hmm, that sounds about right. We wanted someone there to monitor the lines and issue daily reports.
There's till some prejudice against complete automation.” Swendsen smiled and shrugged.

"The King ordered us to neutralize these Soldier compies. Y ou've heard what they've done aboard our
EDF ships?’

The engineer forced a nervous laugh. "Y es, about that--there must be some mistake. I'm sure the reports
were exaggerated.”

"According to our intel, Dr. Swendsen, arebellion flared up simultaneously on al ten grids. Soldier
compies have already taken over numerous capital ships. Entire crews were killed, tens of thousands of
good EDF soldiers." Paxton looked at Swendsen, his eyes locking on the engineer. "My team and |
intend to get inside that facility and shut down all operations before the same thing happens here."

"Of course, of course. Thisreally isvery troubling. | can grant you the authority to--"

Paxton gave him awithering look. "King Peter issued our orders. We don't need authority from you--just
your assistance."

"WEell . .. you can have that, too."

Paxton indicated sections of the blueprint. "These wings here and here are component warehouses.
Interior surveillance cameras show only shelves of parts waiting for assembly. No activity."

"Correct. We subcontract some of the work. Components are fabricated in satellite facilities and brought
here for final assembly."

The sergeant drew his finger down the diagram; two more silver berets bent closer to see, adjusting an
overhead light to eliminate their shadows. "These areas here seem to be the most secure.”

"Cold clean-room chambers for module imprinting," Swendsen said.

"We dready signaled for evacuation, and all the workers from that zone successfully escaped." The
sergeant shook his head. "But we've heard nothing from the rest of the people still in the center. They're
either being held as hostages, or, more likely, they've been killed."
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"Soldier compies don't kill humans," Swendsen said.
"And the Earthisflat," Private ElIman grumbled from behind him.

Paxton dragged their attention back to the diagram. "Near the end is the programming complex, with
central upload banks for ‘finishing' the compies.”

Swendsen added, "The Klikiss modules are already implanted, but the programming center gives them
an overlay of functional systems, interactive programming beyond the embedded instruction sets." He
gave anervous little laugh. "We like to say that's where they get their marching orders."

Several facility alarms began to sound. Paxton looked through an opening in the tent dome. Four more
troop transports and armored equipment carriers settled down in the now-vacant landing fields and
shipping lots. "Dr. Swendsen, tell us what we're up against.”

"The automated lines are very efficient." Swendsen scratched his upper lip. "They can produce four
hundred compies a day, ready to be deployed aboard EDF ships."

Paxton frowned. "That's what | was afraid of. How many completed compies were in the storage bay at
last count?’

"I'm not actually in charge of inventory. Deactivated compies stand in ranks until we transport them
away. Quite alot of them can fit--"

"How many?" Paxton repeated.

"Several thousand, | think. Depends on when the last shipment went out. I've been busy over at the
hydrogue derelict, you know."

Paxton addressed his team. "Let's get in there before their Trojan horse programming switches on like it
did aboard the EDF ships."

Elman snorted. " Sounds like we may aready be too late."

The silver berets double-timed out of the tent, bustling Swendsen along with them. Paxton kept up the
conversation, not even short of breath. "Just to be clear, Dr. Swendsen--once we get inside, you can use
your managerial overrides to shut down the systems, correct?"

"Sure. It'll be tedious to manually deactivate any functional compiesindividually, but the onesin the
waiting area should just be standing there. Nothing to worry about."
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"Right. Nothing to worry about. Let's get inside.”

The thirty commandos carried electronic pulse projectors and heavy-caliber launchers whose sharp
bullets had a lubricant sheath that could penetrate even the armored exoskel etons of Soldier compies.

"Isall thisrealy necessary?' Swendsen said. "They're just compies. I'm sure it's only a glitch.”
"A pretty deadly glitch," a commando muttered, not breaking her stride.
Paxton gave him ascowl. "Yes, gir. It's absolutely necessary."

The tall metal doors were sealed. Swendsen stood in front of the locks, baffled. " Access to these bays
isn't supposed to be blocked. Odd. Someone's barricaded them from the inside.”

Elman said, "Maybe the clankers are having a private party in there."

Sealed doors did not hinder the commandos. A demolitions crew ran forward, planted foam explosives
around the jamb, then blew the entry barrier. Even as the segmented metal gate tumbled inward, the
silver berets were already running, weapons extended. They charged into the factory, shining lights and
pointing launchers while several of them protectively surrounded Swendsen.

The last time he'd been inside the facility, Swendsen had remarked how brightly lit even the cavernous
open bays appeared. Many of the lights had now faltered, |eaving the bays in shadow.

The strangest revelation, though, was that the huge warehouse where al the completed compies stood
ready for deployment--was empty. Swendsen couldn't understand it. "But . . . there should be thousands
of deactivated compies just waiting here."

"I guess they're not deactivated anymore," Private Elman said.
"Defensive positions, everyone!" the sergeant barked. "They could be lying in ambush."”

The commandos moved through the empty warehouse toward the assembly lines. Up ahead, the
construction din of hisses, clangs, and ratcheting belts merged in a furious symphony of hammering
metal, fusing parts, and interlocking components.

"Sounds likeit's still cranking out compies,” Paxton said. "Mr. Swendsen, do your stuff.”
"That's Dr. Swendsen. I'm--"

"I don't careif you're a grandmother--move!"
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Near the head of the assembly line, spotlights shone upon three mangled human bodies dangling by
chains high above the assembly belts to keep them out of the way. "There's afew of your workers,"
Paxton said in aflat voice. "Still think thisis aminor glitch?"

Swendsen stared aghast, watching blood drip down from torn skin. "I . . . I'm on my way."

Asthe team ran past the assembly lines, Soldier compies emerged like army ants from production
stations, storage areas, offices, and monitoring enclosures.

"Oh, goody--we found the missing clankers," Elman groaned. "We're not going to start pushing
deactivation buttons one by one, are we, Sergeant?"

"Not a chance. Open fire."

As the compies came forward, silver berets fired small artillery shells and electronic scramblers. The
approaching compies toppled as jacketed projectiles struck their body cores. Some circuit-scrambled
compies pitched forward into one of the production lines, jamming the gears and rolling belts.

"Swendsen! Tell me where you need to go!" Private Elman shouted. "Me and my weapons will escort
you."

Flinching from all the noise, the engineer snapped his attention back to the mission. He pointed a
trembling finger. "That control tower. From there, | can deactivate the whole assembly facility . . . |
think."

Half-completed Soldier compies rolled down the lines, torsos with heads attached and skeletal arms, not
yet covered with armor polymer skin. As the humans continued shooting at the converging compies, the
incomplete machines lurched up, optical sensors glowing. Legless compies reached out for the silver
berets. Metallic arms grabbed four soldiers by the throats. Other silver berets opened fire, knocking the
half-assembled horrors away. More enemy machines dropped from the assembly line, dodging the
gunfire and crawling across the floor like bizarre paraplegic crabs.

Five compies emerged from under alow support bridge and snatched afemale silver beret by the legs.
She turned her weapon toward the floor and kept shooting, but the compies swarmed over her like
Insects. She went down.

In a daze Swendsen was barely able to keep moving as ElIman pushed him toward the control tower, but
now the engineer was having second thoughts. Even if he shut down the actual machinery, he couldn't
do anything about the Soldier compies that were already activated.

Paxton yelled into his collar microphone, transmitting outside. "We need reinforcements! Blockade the
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doors with heavy armored machinery so the damned clankers don't get out.”

"Then how are we going to get out?' Swendsen asked.

"We're not even all theway in yet." Elman shot two Soldier compiesrising up in front of them.

A hundred more military robots emerged from other sections of the facility. The new compies
surrounded the control tower in an impenetrable barricade, standing there as if daring the humansto
come closer.

"Thisislike one of those old shambling zombie vidloops," Elman cried, "only with robots."

Looking at the sea of angry compies, Swendsen paused. "WEe'l never get through that. There's only
thirty of us."

"Only twenty left by now. But who's counting?’

Compies closed in from the sides and the rear, while the silver berets fired and fired. One man drained
his energy-pul se charge, tossed the weapon aside, and pulled out a smaller projectile gun. "Running low
on ammunition, Sergeant!"

"Same here!"

Paxton made a snap assessment. "We're not going to make it through. Not this time. Better fall back and
try again with bigger guns and more personnel."

Swendsen had never heard such good news.

A flurry of communications ricocheted around as orders were passed. "Pull together, let's get out of
here! We need a unified front." The silver berets retreated, still shooting.

One commando bled profusely from atorn thigh muscle. Two of his comrades carried him, running
ahead while others covered their retreat. Asthe silver berets reached the front of the factory, Paxton
removed a grenade from his belt and tossed it toward the end of the production line. The explosion
ripped the assembly machinery into tangled debris. Swendsen knew it wasn't nearly enough damage to
cause more than atemporary delay. The compies could rapidly fix the machinery.

"I wouldn't have believed it if | hadn't seen it for myself," he said, but the commandos weren't interested
in conversation. Thefirst silver berets rushed toward the door with their wounded comrade. Swendsen
ran as fast as his shaking legs could take him. Before reaching the relative safety outside, he looked back
over his shoulder.
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In spite of the grenade explosion and weapons fire, the assembly facilities were still thrumming and
rattling with a speed and efficiency that far surpassed Swendsen's wildest design estimates. At this
amazing capacity, the production lines continued to make more Soldier compies. He didn't see how it
could ever be stopped.

24

KING PETER

After Nahton delivered his news to the King, further reports of the compy revolt came swiftly. The EDF
scrambled--too late--to avert atotal disaster. Royal guards had hustled Peter out of the interrupted
awards ceremony and back to the Whisper Palace to "safety." Basil had shot him a cold look that clearly
said, I'll deal with you later.

On strict orders from the Chairman, the guards now watched the King so closely that he had little room
to move. Peter had overstepped his boundaries, and he would certainly be punished for it. But how could
Basil argue with what he had done? Soon after the King's emergency announcement, trouble had begun
at the Soldier compy factory--exactly as he'd feared--proving that Peter was absolutely right to send in
troops without delay. The Chairman would never commend him for quick thinking, however. Being
"correct” was not a sufficient reason to go against Basil Wenceslas.

If only Basil had listened earlier, if he had looked at the suspicious evidence against the Soldier compies,
rather than dismissing the concerns simply because they came from Peter, the military could have been
prepared for this.

Flanked by a new set of uniformed royal guards, the King held his head high, knowing he'd done the
right thing. Others could seeit, too. Would that be enough of a shield to save him, and Estarra, and their
unborn baby? He hoped at |least he'd set the proper wheelsin motion. Maybe it would save alife or two.

Inside the Palace, the guards ushered him to the Royal Wing's conservatory, where Queen Estarra met
with her older sister Sarein and the Teacher compy OX. Shielded from the crisis, entirely unaware of the
news, they examined transplanted botanical specimens. Peter envied them their innocence, now that
everything was about to change. He couldn't blame the guards for hovering closer than usual.

Estarra's face lit up when she saw him, and for the briefest instant all of Peter's cares washed away. Her
face glowing with pleasure, she pointed at a display of veined leaves and unusual decorative frills
around fan-shaped flowers. " See the new specimens Sarein brought back from Theroc? | remember these
from when | was a girl exploring the worldforest."
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Sarein'slips curved in afaint smile. The woman's pointed chin and high cheekbones sometimes gave her
an innocent elfin appearance. But Peter knew that she was also Basil's occasional lover; therefore, he
didn't trust her. "Because Theroc came so close to being destroyed, our people asked me to bring
samples of our most dramatic species here to Earth. We're also using Hansa ships to distribute green
priests and treelings to as many colonies as possible, as an emergency preservation measure.”

Nahton had already told the King about the second hydrogue attack on Theroc and how the deep-core
aliens were driven away by a fantastic-sounding "living comet" aswell as aflurry of highly effective
weapons brought by Roamers. Chairman Wenceslas had snorted in disbelief at this account and--
irrationally, Peter thought--brushed it aside.

On one of the new plants, a cluster of orange berries peeked out from achingly green leaves. Peter lifted
the leaves to touch the tiny hard berries, but Estarra pulled his hand away. "Fauldur berries are
extremely poisonous. The first Theron settlers learned quickly not to touch them.”

"Why bring such a deadly plant here?' He looked suspiciously at Sarein. Weren't there enough dangers
In the Whisper Palace aready?

"The fauldur has many uses," Sarein said coolly. "The leaves are the only known cure for a degenerative
blood disease, and the roots are considered one of our greatest delicacies. | thought it was important to
preserve this plant."

Peter straightened. "So it's both useful and deadly at the same time." He glanced at OX, his affection for
his teacher mingling with the dread he felt at what was happening to other compies at this very moment.
"Like compies can be." Next to the Queen, OX also studied the items on display. The silent guards
regarded the little Teacher compy warily.

He finally embraced Estarra, ignoring the guards, ignoring Sarein. When he clung a bit too tightly, the
Queen could tell something was wrong. "What isit?’

He quickly explained. Sarein looked as alarmed as her sister; she shot a glance at the guards, asiif
wondering why the Chairman hadn't summoned her immediately.

The lead royal guard took a stiff step forward, positioning himself between the King and the little
compy. "Sire, we are charged with your protection. The situation is uncertain and dangerous. Therefore,
we should separate you from this potential threat."

"From OX?' Estarrasaid in surprise. "He's served humanity since the time of the first generation ships!”
"Nevertheless, it's time we exercised alittle more caution. As the King himself suggested.”

Peter looked at the helpful compy, one of hisfew allies and friends in the whole Whisper Palace. Could
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there be destructive programming implanted there, too? From centuries ago? Not possible.

He rested his hand reassuringly on the Teacher compy's solid shoulder. "Captain, OX was the first to
draw my attention to possible flaws in the Soldier compies and to question the Klikiss modules.”

When the compy faced Peter, his voice was calm and modulated, like a patient teacher's. "Early designs
such as mine have proved reliable for centuries. Three hundred thirty-six years ago, | served aboard the
Peary. | taught many families, many generations. Would you like to hear stories of how | returned to
Earth with Adar Bali'nh to speak for the Ildirans and the generation ship colonists? | was aso present in
the Throne Hall when Old King Ben received the first green priest, and | was there when he granted
Theroc itsindependence. My extensive memories of eventsfill my mental storage to capacity. | am
incapable of harboring hostility toward humans.”

Peter was grave, seeing the guard's continued skepticism. "To my knowledge, Captain, only Soldier
models have been affected. | believe the new Klikiss programming modules are the root of this string of
malfunctions. My concernsin that respect have been a matter of public record for more than ayear, as
you well know." He narrowed his eyes. "Now, if you would grant me privacy with my wife and her
sister? We'll be safe enough at the moment--unless we have something to worry about from these
Theron plant exhibits?'

Grudgingly, the guards backed out of immediate earshot, but remained within visual range. Peter's knees
were shaking with relief and the long-delayed aftereffects of shock.

OX said, "Recalling my centuries of service and my years with you, King Peter, | reassert my loyalty.
Y ou are the Great King of the Terran Hanseatic League. | am programmed to be your faithful servant.
Y ou need not fear any threat from me, and | will do my best to warn you of any dangers | foresee."

Peter's heart warmed at the compy's simple yet utterly believable declaration. OX reminded him of a
miniature knight swearing fealty to hisliege. "l trust you, OX. It's good to have at least one lessworry in
the Whisper Palace." Impatient, he turned, raising his voice toward the royal guards. "Do we have an
update from the compy factory yet? Have the silver berets secured the facility?"

"We have no further information,” the guard said. " Captain McCammon is meeting with the Chairman
right now." Then he added with a glimmer of genuine respect, "I think we caught it in time, Mgjesty.
Y our reaction and decisiveness may have saved us all."

25

GENERAL KURT LANYAN
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Unlike " Stay-at-Home" Stromo, General Lanyan preferred to be doing something. He was areal soldier,
not a stuffed-shirt military commander or, worse, a politician. And a genuine crisis wasn't meant to be
viewed from a distance. He needed to be in the thick of things.

Rushing from theill-advised "party" thrown by Maureen Fitzpatrick, Lanyan seized his chance. Timeto
cause some damage, not just fill out stupid paperwork and wear ceremonial uniforms.

As soon as he reached the nearest satellite EDF office, he demanded a classified update. As he paced the
pastel -painted chambers of a minor military functionary whose office he had commandeered, Lanyan
listened as message after message came in from green priests. The violent uprising was occurring in all
ten battle groups.

Contact had been completely lost with Admiral Stromo's Manta and four other grid flagships. Admirals
Eolus, Wu-Lin, and Willis were engaged in furious firefights. At the main fabrication facility near the
Palace District, Soldier compies were rising up, barely held off by a massive concentration of silver
berets. Scattered reports described widespread Earth-side incidents as individual robots went berserk.

Lanyan scanned the reports again, disbelieving, but the breakdowns and summaries didn't change. "Gone
to hell in a handbasket--in the official EDF-issue hell-carrying handbasket."

Time to stop this nonsense. He thought about immediately reassigning Patrick Fitzpatrick, even if the
kid did have a stick up his butt since spending time with the Roamers. Lanyan needed all the decent men
he could stuff into positions of responsibility--but he didn't have the time right now.

"Call the fastest in-system ship here. Pronto. I've got to get to the Mars base, and by thetime | arrive I'll
probably want to head somewhere else.”

The functionary was flustered. "The nearest landing field isfifty kilometers east of here, General."
"Bullshit! Who needs alanding field? Y ou've got aroof, don't you?"

The bulk of the Grid O fleet remained at the resupply and maintenance yards in the asteroid belt between
Mars and Jupiter. The battle group was just sitting there, vulnerable, plums ripe for the picking--Mantas,
Thunderhead weapons platforms, and the Juggernaut Goliath. And thanks to the shortage of personnel,
those ships were full of Soldier compies as surrogate crewmembers. Goddamned ticking time bombs!

Lanyan was afraid that even alight-speed transmission wouldn't get there in time. He sent an urgent
warning for all commanders in spacedock to isolate the compies and await additional instructions.

Too late.
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He had nearly reached the Mars base by the time the signal made its round trip from the asteroid belt.
"General, the compies have already damaged one ship and killed eight maintenance workersin the
resupply yard!" The speaker was one of the managers of the maintenance facility. "Then they started
seizing control of the Grid O vessels. It was all so . . . so damned coordinated!”

If he'd been a deskbound commanding officer, Lanyan might have waited for clarification, considered
further reports, and requested additional information. (Stromo certainly would have.) In times like these,
hesitation was tantamount to suicide. "Try to hold them off. I'm on my way," he said.

Stuck on atraining base, with all the decent battleships deployed elsewhere, Lanyan had to use whatever
soldiers he could scrounge at amoment's notice. In other words, kleebs--greenhorn trainees. He didn't
have a choice.

The recruits at the Mars base thought it was just another drill when they were ordered to raceto all
vesselsin the training pool. Barely stepping off his fast transport from Earth, not yet acclimated to the
new gravity, Lanyan shouted as the kleebs scrambled aboard swift personnel carriers, armored cargo
transports, and fully loaded in-system gunships.

Lanyan kept studying his chronometer, counting down the amount of time that had passed since he'd
received the alarm. He knew how fast those military robots could move. "Thisisreal, dammit! A lot of
people have already been caught with their pants down. You're going to do damage control. You're the
bloody cavalry."

Lanyan bounded onto the lead transport, chasing the last few soldiers up the ramp--much to the
discomfiture of the young pilot. All the ships swiftly launched into the thin greenish sky and out into the
emptiness between planets.

The General scratched the rough stubble on his chin and looked over at the still-intimidated pilot. "L et
me address our soldiers, Mr. Carrera.”

When the trainee pilot activated the troop transport's ship-to-ship comm, the speakers filled with
overlapping accusations, warnings, and anxious guestions across a range of supposedly restricted
frequencies. Lanyan took the microphone and stopped all conversations dead. "Cut the chatter! Thisis
no time for you kleebs to be screwing around.” He waited for an appropriately respectful silence. "I don't
care how green you are, | expect you all to behave like EDF soldiers. That's not a reminder--that's an
order."

With in-system engines pushed beyond the official tolerance specs, the hastily assembled rescue fleet
reached the asteroid belt shipyardsin less than three hours. Three hours. Lanyan could easily imagine
how much damage a horde of berserk compies might cause in that amount of time.

Ahead, spangled with artificial lights, reflections from solar collectors, and thermal venting from smelter
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operations, he could make out the spacedock frameworks and the reinforced skeletons of new ships
under construction. But he saw no sign of the main Grid 0 battle group. They should have been there--
over a hundred ships, including a Juggernaut! All gone.

Lanyan switched the channel, pinging the shipyard hub. " Somebody over there give me an update so we
know who needs rescuing. Where the hell is my battle group?"

The pilot scanned ahead and got up the courage to say, "Those ships must have taken off in ahurry, sir!
Look at the glowing wreckage they left behind.”

After aburst of frantic and confused reports, Lanyan focused on one man who seemed cool er-headed
than the rest. He told the other voices to shut up. The man on the comm turned out to be only a
spacedock supervisor, but he had a good overview of what had happened in the battle group.

"First sign of trouble was when we received scattered reports of fighting aboard the Goliath, the Mantas,
and the Thunderheads. Their Soldier compies went nuts over there, sir--on all the ships, al at the same
time. They started slaughtering bridge crews."

A gruff female voice broke in. "Our worker compies seem to be fine, but I've isolated them as a
precaution."”

"Good work. But where are all my ships?’

"About an hour ago, the docked battle group went into radio silence, then the Goliath turned and opened
fire on our smelters. Destroyed two of them, wrecked one of my spacedocks. Then the ships just took
off--ripped themselves free of moorings and headed out to space.”

Lanyan growled in histhroat. "Well, where the hell did they go?

"We tracked them on avertical vector away from the ecliptic. Generdl . . . | don't think there's anybody
left alive on board."

"Are you saying that Soldier compies have control of all my battleships?’
"It appears that way, sir."

Worse than he'd imagined, but to solve a problem you had to look forward, not back. He turned to assess
the barely trained men and women crowded aboard this fast personnel transport--his saviors-in-training--
then did arapid tally of the cavalry ships he had rounded up. On a moment's notice he had pulled
together more than seventy craft and five thousand soldiers. Not bad. He had a good feel for their

genera abilities (book learning and simulations) and real experience (practically nil). On Mars the
recruits had been drilled in ground combat maneuvers; they had formed functional teams, learned how to
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cooperate to solve problems. Now for some practical experience.

"Those ships are renegade. We need those ships. We, therefore, are going after them." Lanyan repeated
the transmission across the cavalry fleet. "They haven't been gone long. Our ships are lighter, we have
enough fuel, we're fully armed, and our in-system engines are just as fast if not faster than the big capital
ships." He rubbed his hands together. "WEe'll catch up with them, all right."

Some recruits took heart from hiswords, riled up and ready to fight the treacherous compy bastards,
others were more realistic about their chances. Lanyan saw the moods shifting like eddiesin ariver. As
his ships raced along the trgjectory of the hijacked battle group, he gave an impromptu pep talk. "Grid
after grid has winked out. Our whole fleet is being taken over by the compies. We cannot let it happen
here, at the cost of our very lives, if necessary! We'll fight hand-to-hand, if it comes to that. Dammit,
those are my ships!”

He observed the uncertain expressions of the soldiers aboard the transport, watched how they shifted
from panic to determination. Everyone knew that the Grid O warships vastly outgunned their collection
of vessels. These young soldiers believed they didn't have a chance. Nor did they have a choice.

But Lanyan knew secrets about EDF vessels that none of these kleebs understood. "Never underestimate
the Earth Defense Forces. Trust me on that."

26

JESSTAMBLYN

Seconds seemed like hours as Jess stared into the sea of Charybdis. Cesca had vanished into the water,
swallowed by the living depths.

Save her, Jess silently begged the wentals. Save her!

Suddenly, she burst to the surface again, rising with amisty splash that clung to her like ahao. Her
clothes and her skin were drenched, and now her eyes were bright. The bloodstains were gone. Her wet
dark brown hair seemed to be alive. She rose, standing on nothing.

"You'realive again," Jess said, his voice the breath of awhisper.

When she stepped onto the shore, Cesca's face was filled with an illuminating essence. "Not just alive."
Her voice was louder, clearer. "'l feel more aive than | have ever been."
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Jess came forward, scanning her face, afraid that he might discover the boiling destructive power of a
tainted wental, as he had witnessed in the memory images. But he saw only Cesca--only her smile, and
her freedom from pain. She was healed.

He raised his hands, looked out at the living ocean of Charybdis, and shouted, "Thank you!" He gave a
jubilant laugh. "Thank you!"

Inside both of their heads now, the wentals said, We must always be cautious.

"Yes. Wewill. But she'salive, and you took that risk for me. Thank you for saving her life aswell as
mine."

Nikko had backed away to the repaired Aquarius, watching the two of them, his expression full of awe
mixed with hesitancy. Jess and Cesca contained so much energy that the young pilot probably feared
they would achieve some sort of critical mass when they were together.

With an excitement he could not contain, Jess wrapped Cescain his arms, touching her for the first time
in what felt like alifetime. Jess could not measure how long he had wanted this, how much he had
missed her. He stroked her hair. " See? There's nothing to worry about."”

The energy within her is unspoiled. Our actions have not created a tainted wental. Sheis part of us, but
sheis also changed forever.

Jess held her shoulders, looked into her eyes. Long ago, when they were merely a man and a woman,
their bond had been powerful. Now that both of them were more than human, their love was transformed
and infinitely different, stronger than ever.

Even the shadow of reality could not dampen hisjoy. He reiterated what she already knew. "From now
on, Cesca, your touch will kill. We're isolated.”

She touched his cheek. "We're not completely isolated, Jess. We're together. Right now that seems like
more than | could ever have hoped for."

Jess looked at her soberly. "Whether we want it or not, we're in the same war, and the battles can be
large or small. You and | have an unshakable purpose.”

"I am still the Speaker for the Roamer clans. | have to bring them all together. But I'll also stand with
you, and the wentals, against the hydrogues.”

Nikko stepped closer to the transformed couple. "Metoo. Y our water bearers and | were quietly
spreading the wental's so they could grow strong before facing the drogues. But now, thanks to the comet
at Theroc, the secret's blown. The drogues know the wentals are back and ready to fight." He fidgeted.
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"S0, no more point in hiding, is there? Shouldn't we get on with it?

Beyond the rocks, the phosphorescent ocean churned, and serpentine heads formed out of the liquid. Jess
heard the eagerness of the water elementalsin his head and knew what they had to do next. Yes, the
battle must be engaged now.

Jess dlipped a strong arm around Cesca's waist. "We need to bring the wentals together from all across
the Spiral Arm and hurl them against the hydrogues. And the verdani are ready to help us, too. | will
have to go to Theroc soon."

We are great races with vast differences. Verdani are passive and grounded in their worldtrees. They do
not fight until they have no other choice. Wentals are fluid and spread widely, mist to mist and water to
water, but we cannot easily form a solid resistance. Faeros are focused and destructive, but capricious.
At one time, they fought beside the hydrogues, and now they fight against them.

Hydrogues, though, are single-minded, dwelling in their gas planets, never forgetting their lossin the
last war. They have spent ten thousand years preparing. They will not be easy to defeat.

"So how do we do it, then?' Cesca asked.

In their minds, Jess and Cesca both saw how the wentals intended to bring the battles to the clouds of
every gas-giant planet in the hidden hydrogue empire. We use our strengths, we join with allies, and we
fight. Deliver usto hydrogue worlds and we will contain or destroy them.

"We have to carry the wentals to war?' Nikko looked skeptically at the small size of his Aquarius after
Jess and Cesca had explained. "Like buckets of water for dousing the drogues?’

"Likewhat | did in the clouds of Golgen to make that planet safe for skymining again--but thiswill be
on amuch larger scale."

Cesca added, "We need as many Roamer tankers as we can find to carry the energized water to gas
giants."

Nikko ducked back into the Aquarius. "I've got maps of the planets infused with wentals, Jess. All of us
volunteer water bearers exchange that information. We can use those worlds as reservoirs for anybody
who'll join us."

Cescaturned to Jess, her eyes bright. "No matter how I've changed, | can still meet with the clans as
their Speaker. | can rally Roamers to use whatever ships they have and disseminate wentals to hydrogue
gas giants."
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"Together we'll create a storm the hydrogues can't resist.” Jess's hair rose with static electricity, and
damp wind rushed against his skin. "We fly to Plumas first. Clan Tamblyn has large water tankers.
Exactly what we need."

Nikko soon flew away with enhanced speed. Jess took Cesca's hand, and they stepped up to the
shimmering membrane. He couldn't remember when last they'd had time alone with each other. "Join
me," he said.

"Forever."

Together they entered the water-and-pear| ship.

27

RLINDA KETT

Riding a crest of self-forming ice, the resurrected woman came toward shore in a storm of steam, flying
ice chips, and water. Karla clenched her ivory-skinned fists and launched repeated barrages of power
into the celling, shattering off chunks. Great gouges had already been slashed into the roof.

"She's going to blow a hole right through and crack us open to space!" Caleb shouted. "WEe'll be sucked
out like snowflakes."

"WEell, we were looking for a quick way out of here," Rlinda said to BeBob as the two of them backed
away, searching for shelter.

Pent-up power boiled within Karla. It seemed to cause her pain unless she released it. The leaden sea
froze beneath her every footfall as she walked toward the white shore, accompanied by the pack of
pulsing nematodes.

With an empty wail that was half song and half scream, Karlaloosed her ethereal energy at one of the
implanted artificial suns. Theice cracked around the support framework, and the spherical spotlight
dangled for amoment, then swayed and broke free. The bright surrogate sun tumbled into the cold, gray
sea, sending up ageyser of flash-evaporated water. Still burning as it sank, the light dwindled,
surrounded by a surge of foam.

BeBob groaned. "l wish we'd never escaped from the Moon."

Rlindawanted to swat him. "1f you waste all your pathetic whining, what'll you have left if things get
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worse?"
"Now there's something to look forward to."

She didn't want to stick around and learn what the ice woman intended to do to all of them. She doubted
the Tamblyns had any sort of weapons that might be effective against this demonic apparition. "I really
could use a flamethrower or an assault-model jazer right now."

"Here'sashovel," BeBob said, handing her awide-bladed tool with along handle. "Or maybeit'sanice
scraper.”

Rlinda hefted it, frowning at BeBob. "Am | supposed to smack her in the head with this?'

“"No." BeBob secured another shovel for himself. "But it might help against those worms she's
controlling."

Scarlet nematodes flexed and crawled onto the solid ice--hundreds of them, each one aslong as a human
leg. The Plumas water miners scattered for the domed shelters, equipment huts, anyplace to hide. Armed
with nothing more than the shovels, Rlinda and BeBob huddled behind a berm of piled ice and
crystalline snow.

The three Tamblyn brothers faced the woman in alast attempt at reason. "Karla, it'sus!" Torin shouted.
"Don't you recognize me? Thisis your home."

"Hoooome," she repeated like along gust of frigid wind blowing through atunnel. "Solid walls. Prisons.
Break them all down." She casually extended her finger toward two running water miners who fled
toward a habitation hut. It was as if she had sprayed afirehose of pure cold that petrified the hapless
workers and covered them with a blanket of ice.

"Karla, no!" Wynn screamed. "Please--"

The woman launched a blast at him as well, but Wynn dove out of the way, rolling under a set of thick
gas-separation pipes. All three Tamblyn brothers scrambled away in separate directions.

"Return to fluid state," she said. Karla directed her bombardment at more of the running miners, asif
finding this more entertaining than cracking a hole through the ice ceiling. Next she destroyed one of the
habitation huts, followed by alarger dwelling dome and a generator shed. "Perfect state of disorder.”

Linked to her thoughts, the flurry of nematodes squirmed forward, looking very hungry. In the low
gravity, the creatures had a strange adhesion with the vertical ice walls, crawling along the pipes and
separating columns while leaving trails of slime. Rlinda thought of giant maggots squirming up the walls
of agarbage bin.

file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/Anderson,%20K evin%20J.%620...0-%200f%20Fi re%20and%20Night%20(v1.0)%20[ html].html (86 of 428)8-12-2006 23:49:47



Anderson, Kevin J. - [Saga of Seven Suns 05] - Of Fire and Night

With a sound like rasping sand, the dlithering nematodes crossed the ice pack like hunters. Their flexible
bodies swelled, then contracted as they squirted along toward the wrecked complexes and hiding places.

Rlinda heard screams and shouts. A man ran out of a storage shed and fired an ice-melting laser at three
of the worms. Instantly hot, they bloated and then exploded, spraying red protoplasm in all directions.
Emboldened by his success, he turned the melting laser toward Karla, but the heat had little effect. With
abrief gesture, she covered both him and his weapon in a shroud of ice.

On their hands and knees, Rlinda and BeBob scuttled to find better cover. The Roamers weren't paying
any attention to their captives right now. "l wish we could do something,” Rlinda said.

"I wish we could get out of here. Think this might be our chance?"
"Oh, sure, aslong as we survive the next ten minutes."

Another explosion echoed through the underground grotto, and BeBob cringed beside her. "Right now,
running and hiding looks like our best option." BeBob looked up as another dislodged chunk of ice
crashed down from the cracked ceiling. "It's every innocent bystander for himself."

Rlindalifted her eyestoward the fractured roof. "The Curiosity isjust waiting for us up there--if the
Roamers haven't wrecked my ship."

"They were trying to fix it! | saw them bring spare parts up to the surface."

"Right, but if the Tamblyn brothers didn't know what they were doing, then fixing the Curiosity and
wrecking it could amount to the same thing." She put ahand on her left hip and leaned on the shovel
with the other. "Still, I'd rather be up there and trying. If the whole world's going to fall apart, then |
prefer to die aboard my own ship, if you know what | mean."

"Dying wouldn't be my first preference at al, Rlinda. . . but at least I'll be with you."
"Y ou're either a sweetheart or an idiot." When their eyes met, the decision was clear in the frigid

holocaust around them. She grabbed his hand and pulled him along. "Right now, I'll take you either
way."

28

KOTTO OKIAH
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After finding no explanations in the deserted Osquivel shipyards, Kotto and his Analytical compies went
looking elsewhere. "Quite amystery," Kotto said.

"An enigma," said GU.
"A conundrum," KR added.

Though the scattered Roamer clans were in turmoil, Kotto had never paid much attention to general
emergency plans, assuming someone would tell him where to go and what to do. Now, though, he had to
take care of himself.

Using the small ship's navigational database, Kotto plotted a course for Jonah 12, where he had
established an icy hydrogen-processing facility. "We don't have the fuel or the time to wander around on
awild-goose chase. I'll just go back to my old stomping grounds and see how everyone's doing.” It was
so long since he'd had any news.

After he projected his path, he let the Analytical compies input the coordinates as the ship accelerated
away from Osguivel. Kotto scratched his curly hair and sniffed under his arms, realizing that he'd been
too busy of late to clean himself up. Facing off against the hydrogues at Theroc had certainly made him
swedt.

Kotto stripped off his jumpsuit and cast the wrinkled garments into a spinning fabric refresher. Walking
naked through the chilly ship, he gathered rags and waterless cleansing gels so he could scrub himsel f
down. He finished before the clothes were done cycling, and so he decided to give the Analytical
compies athorough cleaning as well.

Kotto hummed while he worked, thinking about the miners on Jonah 12, mulling over the process of
cooking down ices and storing hydrogen gas for later conversion to ekti. Now that the derelict had been
taken from him, he looked forward to returning to his real work. He chatted with KR and GU about
mechanical systems and chemical-extraction routines. "I'll bet Purcell Wan will be glad to have me back.
| can't wait to see the expression on hisface. | never expected to be gone so long when | went to help the
Therons."

"Y ou have accomplished much in the meantime, Kotto Okiah," GU said. "Y ou rebuilt the tree cities on
Theroc, you studied the derelict at Osquivel, and you devel oped the doorbell membranes against the
warglobes."

"I don't need a cheering section," he said, though he grinned anyway.

Kotto called up blueprints of the Jonah 12 base, then designs of the crawler vehicles. Before long, his
imager table was covered with active screens, and he asked the compies to run models and simulations,
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adjusting parameters to improve production. By the time the ship reached the system, he had drawn up
new designs that would increase productivity by at least a hundred and fifty percent. It would be an
exciting day when he marched into the main dome with his refit announcement.

Kotto realized he was still naked, never having gotten dressed after the clothes refresher was finished.
He tugged on his jumpsuit, ready for a new start.

But when the ship approached the frozen planetoid, no one answered his hails. The ekti reactorsin orbit
were dead and cold. Thiswas starting to seem uncomfortably familiar.

Oncein range, Kotto scanned the landscape and found only a gaping crater where the base had been. His
crew, hisworkers! An explosion had occurred with such force that it had vaporized all signs of human
habitation. Everyone was gone, completely wiped out.

Kotto stared in complete disbelief. First he'd found Osquivel abandoned, and now this. What could have
caused such a disaster? All those people--he hoped there had been time to evacuate. Most of the Jonah
12 workers were survivors of his crazy scheme on near-molten |speros, who had followed him to thisicy
planetoid. They had trusted him!

He gazed down at the huge ugly scar where the base should have been. "By the Guiding Star, what is
going on?"'

The two compies |ooked at him as if considering whether he expected them to answer. KR and GU both
decided to remain silent.

29

MAGE-IMPERATOR JORA'H

After sending Osirah away, Jorah walked a curving path high in the skysphere dome, searching for a
moment of tranquillity. Colored light shone through the faceted panes, and misters kept the air moist.
Servant kithmen had polished the walkway, and agricultural kithmen tended the skysphere's floraand
fauna. Hanging vines and sweet flowers filled the huge terrarium; flying insects and feathered creatures
darted about in flashes of vibrant red, green, blue.

The Mage-Imperator absorbed the soothing ambiance, but it could not counteract the ominous
knowledge of the impending war. All around him, he felt the thrumming presence of his people. The
Prism Palace was like a magnification lens, concentrating all of their faith and confidence in him. Jorah
could barely stand under the weight of it.
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He recalled a stanza from the Saga of Seven Suns, words he had always found disturbing: " There will
come atime of fire and night, when enemies rise and empires fall, when the stars themselves begin to
die."

That timeis already here. And | have helped bring it about.

His people did not understand the potential cost of his agreement with the hydrogues, but because he
was their Mage-Imperator, they would not question it. They would do anything he asked, blindly follow
their leader's instructions--and somehow that made the situation even worse. How could he explain and
justify his actions?

Here inside the lush gardens he found the chunks of worldtree wood he had purchased from Roamer
traders months ago. He had placed the fragments here to remind him of Nira. At least Osira’h will soon
be with her mother . . .

Yazra'h trotted toward him along the pathway from the opposite side of the skysphere. Her mane of
coppery hair flowed behind her as she ran, eyesintent on her father. Even before she came to a stop, she
had touched her right fist to the center of her chest, giving him a formal salute. "Liege, the Roamer
trader Denn Peroni has just landed on Ildira.” Yazra'h gave a wolfish grin. "He says he wishesto sell us
a full cargo of ekti."

Jora'h was surprised. With the Hyrillka insurrection, the dying sun of Durris-B, and the hydrogue
ultimatum, he'd forgotten the Roamers' request to reopen trade with the lldiran Empire. "We certainly
need it." He frowned. "But be careful. Make sure he learns nothing about our dealings with the
hydrogues." If Denn Peroni suspected a secret alliance, then Jora'h would be forced to capture the
man's ship and hold him prisoner, just like the other humans being held in the Prism Palace. "Keep
Sullivan Gold and his skyminers out of sight, as well as your friend Anton Colicos. | don't want this
Roamer to catch a glimpse of them. Their presence would raise far too many questions.”

Jora'h resented that he had to imprison the humans. Sullivan Gold and his crew were heroes who had
rescued Ildiran skyminers from a hydrogue attack; and the scholar Anton Colicos had survived a Klikiss
robot massacre and saved Rememberer VVao'sh. By the rules of honor, those men and women should
have been rewarded. Instead, since they had seen the warglobes, Jora'h had no choice but to keep them
under guard. He feared he would never be able to let them go.

He despised being trapped like this!

"Yes, Liege. | will make the arrangements. The trader is already on hisway." She bowed, then ran off,
colored light dappling her smooth skin. Jora'h began to make his way back down to the dais and his
duties.

In an attempt to show respect, the Roamer man dropped to one knee before the chrysalis chair, then
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looked up with an infectious smile. Hislong brown hair was tied in aribbon, and he wore a fine outfit
embellished with clan markings. He seemed very pleased with himself.

"This ekti comes from a cometary processing facility, where we strip out the hydrogen and convert it to
stardrive fuel. It's adifficult and costly process, Y our Majesty." He shrugged. " The hydrogues haven't
left us many alternatives.”

Ever since the beginning of the hydrogue war eight years ago, the production of stardrive fuel had
dwindled to atrickle, and the Empire's vast stockpiles were now severely diminished. "We will pay your
price," Jorah said. Humans worried overmuch about rising and falling expenditures, trying to trick their
commercial partnersinto greater or lesser payments. Ildirans, on the other hand, operated as aligned
piecesin alarge, interconnected network.

Peroni grinned. "I have some good news for you, though. The Roamer clans are skymining again! We
found at least one gas giant cleared of the hydrogues. There'll be plenty more ekti to come. This could be
the start of along and profitable partnership between humans and Ildirans. I'm sure of it."

"We thank you for your trust." Jorah's heart felt cold and heavy inside his chest. Y et the hydrogues
intended to exterminate all humans. . . and the lldirans just might be forced to help them do it.

30

SULLIVAN GOLD

The Hansa skyminers hated being held hostage inside the Prism Palace. Tabitha Huck slumped onto a
bench, scowled at the guarded door of their spacious chambers. "A damned odd way to say thank you."
She glared at the muscular guard woman who prowled the corridors with her vicious-looking panther
pets. "Y ou do agood deed and just ook what happens.”

Sullivan took a seat beside her. When the hydrogues attacked Qronha 3, the Hansa workers had been
ready to evacuate, but the lldirans had no way to escape. After awrenching decision, Sullivan had
ordered his crew to save the doomed Ildirans, at great risk to themselves. "We couldn't just leave them
al to die, Tabitha."

"Maybe we should have! We lost one of our own escape modules while the drogues were attacking, and
now we're stuck here. If we'd evacuated while the warglobes were busy destroying the Ildiran facility,
we'd be home right now."

Sullivan put a paternal hand on her arm. "But would you be able to sleep at night?”
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Tabitha looked sideways at him. "I'm willing to take tranquilizers."

Sullivan watched the silhouette of Y azrah pacing in the hall. The lean guard looked in on them and
scanned their forlorn faces. " Stay here until we release you again. Y ou are not to leave these rooms for
the next two hours."

"Why? What's changed?' Sullivan barged toward the door. “"What did we do wrong?'
"It isnot my place to explain.”

"Our loved ones need to know we're al right," he pleaded. "Can you at |least provide atreeling for my
green priest, so we can send amessage? Tell our familieswe're still alive. Please, it would mean so
much to him. To all of us."

Kolker was the most desperately affected member of his crew. The green priest had always been
loquacious, talking endlessly through his treeling with his comrades across the Spiral Arm. But Kolker
had lost his treeling during the destruction of the cloud harvester and now was utterly cut off from his
beloved telink. He was more than just lonely, more than sad. He was like an addict forced to endure a
prolonged withdrawal. And it was all so unnecessary! Why was the Mage-Imperator doing this to them?

"I have other duties." With an abrupt dismissal, Y azrah stepped away from the door and closed it behind
her.

Tabitha scowled as the guard woman departed. "The lldirans wouldn't be doing this unless they had
something to hide." She shook her head, her forehead furrowed with unanswered questions. "l tell you,
something smells fishy--and it isn't caviar. What were all those warglobes doing over the Prism Palace?
As soon as we saw that, we got sent to our rooms."

Sullivan went to the green priest and touched his bare shoulder in sympathy. Deeply depressed, Kolker
sat silently by himself. Although his skin was a bright and healthy emerald green from the abundant
sunlight, he needed contact with the worldtrees.

Kolker raised his heavy head, asif he sensed something unexpected. His expression showed a glimmer
of surprise, even afaint shadow of optimism--and it had nothing to do with what Tabitha or Sullivan had
said. "l thought it was just a desperate hope, but it's not my imagination! | know that now. Thereredlly is
something here." The green priest looked directly at Sullivan. "Thereis atreeling in the Prism Pal ace--
and | will find it."
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ANTON COLICOS

Come with me to the Hall of Rememberers,” said Vao'sh. "Y ou have never seen the sanctuary and
headquarters for my kith, where al stories begin and end. | have not been there since | awakened from
my nightmares."

Anton brightened. "1'd love to! And not just because it'll get me out of the Prism Palace for a change."

Ever since the warglobes had come and gone, the lldirans were panicky and suspicious. With good
reason, he supposed . . . but why restrict his movements? Anton got the impression that he'd seen
something he wasn't supposed to, and now his hosts watched him more closely than ever. What could a
skinny and preoccupied scholar do against the Ildiran Empire? Anton finally asked the question. "Why
won't anyone tell me the reason | can't go home? I'd really like to know."

Vao'sh frowned. "Y ou have not accomplished your purpose in coming here, Rememberer Anton. Are
you anxious to leave?"

"I'm not anxious, but it makes me uneasy. My father was killed at an archaeology dig years ago, and my
mother is still missing. I'm so out of touch. What if there's news? | just don't like being kept in the dark."

Vao'sh rocked backward. "In the dark? We would never do that to you!"

Anton placed areassuring hand on his friend's forearm. "It was just a figure of speech. Don't worry." He
saw he wasn't going to get an answer.

Moving briskly, the rememberer led him down along hall and out through the arched side entrance of
the Prism Palace. A winding path descended the elliptical hill to the extensive city. The view was so
breathtaking that he barely noticed the pair of silent and muscular guard kithmen accompanying them.

"Will Y azrah come with us?'
"I believe the Mage-Imperator has currently assigned her to other duties.”

Anton felt disappointment mixed with a small measure of relief. The intimidating woman had been his
diligent guardian since he'd returned from Maratha with a catatonic Vao'sh. She didn't seem like the
type, but Anton knew that she enjoyed his stories. He awkwardly suspected that Y azrah wanted
something more from him.

One of the most impressive buildings in Mijistrawas a storehouse of records for the kith responsible for
writing, memorizing, and preserving the Saga. Vao'sh hurried up the polished stone stairs, obviously
excited. The two guards took up their positions outside the huge hall and waited. Anton barely spared
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them a glance. Where in the world did they think he might go?

He entered, thinking of all the university lecture halls he had haunted before he'd been invited to study
the Saga of Seven Suns. This was quite different from anything he had seen before.

Row after row of sequential wall panels formed alabyrinth, each segment delicately engraved with long
lines of precise letters. The wall sections were giant diamondfilm sheets etched with the approved
stanzas of the Saga, line after line after line. Just inside the doorway, a group of rememberer children,
their faces showing prominent lobes, stood rapt before the writing-covered walls. The children stared at
the stanzas and mumbled to themselves, repeating what they read, over and over until they had burned
each word into their brains.

"They learn the Saga from beginning to end," Vao'sh explained. "A rememberer will spend half of his
life absorbing all the stanzas until he can recite it without error. The story must be told without asingle
change."

Anton gave awry smile. "I hate writers who keep editing even after astory isfinished." Ashe and
Vao'sh continued past scrollwork pillars and mirrored fountains, rememberers stood before each of the
text-covered wall panels, memorizing and reciting. "They're getting older from one segment to the next."

"The youngest rememberers begin their training just inside the entrance. Once they perfect the first
segment of the Saga, they move to the next plate on the wall, progressing year by year until they have
absorbed the whole epic.”

Anton laughed. "And | thought Earthbound academia was tedious!"

At the core of the Hall of Rememberers, scribes quietly and intensely discussed their work, crowded
around tables. Middle-aged storytellers pored over stacks of records. Working together with asingle
goal, they compiled and critiqued one sheet after another, adding new lines to the never-ending Saga.

The ceiling swept upward in a gigantic chimney above a huge brazier that burned with bright flames.
Discarded sheets were cast into the hot fire, destroying unacceptable drafts. Once each line was finished,
discussed, and approved, then--and only then--was it scribed in permanent diamondfilm that would
eventually be mounted onto the walls within the Hall of Rememberers.

"The accurate recording of eventsis as important as the events themselves." The lobes on Vao'sh's face
flushed a chameleon palette of colors. "A society that does not remember is not worth remembering. Itis
acore lldiran belief."

Although human epics were often embellished myths that served a purpose beyond the mere chronicling
of facts, Ildirans took every mark of recorded history literally. Only Vao'sh's kith--and presumably the
Mage-Imperator--knew that the legends of the Shana Rei were false, made up to add drama and conflict
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to the Saga. But if the Shana Rel were fictional, then might not other parts of the Saga of Seven Suns be
suspect?

As he watched the rememberer kithmen scribbling and discarding draft stanzas, Anton realized that
"history" was literally being made before his eyes. An apprentice threw another sheaf into the brazier,
where the flames consumed more unacceptable lines.

Vao'sh walked from one table to the next. "Right now, my comrades are writing the story of Adar
Kori'nh, from his evacuation of Crenna after the blindness plague, through his struggles against the
hydrogues, to the final battle in the clouds of Qronha 3."

"Y our Adar Kori'nh certainly earned his place in the Saga.”

Vao'sh smiled. "Within months, rememberers will discuss the inclusion of our long trek across Maratha
and our battles with the Klikiss robots."

Anton gasped. "l came to study your history, not make amark onit. You mean| . .. we--"

"Y ou are no longer a mere observer of historical epics, Rememberer Anton. Y ou will soon become part
of one."

32

ADMIRAL LEV STROMO
They kept up the fight for two full days, losing ground a centimeter at atime. But still losing.

After the mutinous Soldier compies killed Sergeant Zizu, taking the security chief down in aflurry of
broken bones and last spurts of weapons fire, Stromo saw that only he and Commander Ramirez
remained alive on the Manta's bridge. He'd heard enough panicked transmissions across the intercom to
know the compies were massacring everyone else aboard. Frightened bridge crewmembers had tried to
evacuate, but the corridor was stacked with the bodies of dead soldiers. And the compies kept coming.

Below, Qronha 3 looked maddeningly peaceful, exhibiting no sign of rammers or hydrogue warglobes.
His Mantawas all alone and vulnerable.

"Admiral!" Ramirez tossed him a charge pack for histwitcher. "Thisis the last one."

Stromo's hands were trembling, but he managed to snap in the replacement pack. He had drained his
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weapon stalling the oncoming robots, but the stunned Soldier compies reasserted their programming and
came forward again.

He jerked his head toward the captain's prep room adjacent to the bridge. "If we go in there, we could
barricade the door."

"It won't last long, sir."

"Doesn't need to! Remember the emergency ladder?' It had seemed an odd protective measure when the
Mantas were designed, an escape hatch in case the commanding officer needed to dlip away from the
bridge. On the other hand, he'd sat on enough EDF committees to know that planning sessions often
mutated in strange directions.

Ramirez's face remained grim. "That'll take us down a deck. Then what?"

"One step at atime, Commander." First, he wanted to get away from here. He would worry about the
next stage later.

"Good idea, sir. Go!"

Asthe Soldier compies battered aside the last-ditch barricades and surged onto the bridge, Stromo bolted
toward the small private chamber. At one time, using the military robots had seemed the perfect solution
to make up for the shortfall of recruits and the loss of so many fightersin the hydrogue war. Now there
was so much fresh blood on the deck that he could barely run without slipping.

Before following him into the dubious bolt-hole, Ramirez paused at the command station and fiddled
with the systems. Stromo skidded to a stop at the prep room. *Come on, Ramirez! | can't hold this open
forever."

"Just aminute, sir." She worked furiously, sweat dripping from her brow, paying no attention to the
oncoming compies. "Another second . . . one second.”

Stromo swallowed hard. Even once sealed, this door wouldn't hold long. What was she doing? Well, he
could no longer be responsible if Ramirez insisted on staying at her station. That was her choice. He had
to make a command decision. He turned to the door controls.

Shefinally finished her routine and hit the activate button. As she sprinted toward him, sparks flew from
al the bridge stations like a chain of firecrackers. Ramirez was actually grinning as she burst into the
prep room with him. Stromo dlid the door shut, sealing it. "What the hell was all that? Y ou've cost us
time!"

"Disabled the primary systems, sir. Now those compies won't have access to my ship, no matter what
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happens.” He should have thought of that himself. It was clear the compies wanted this Manta for
something.

Only seconds after the door sealed, compies began to pound on the barricade; dents formed in the metal.
Thiswasn't an armored chamber. The door was little more than a privacy screen for the ship's
commander to have strategy discussions with his underlings or perhaps deliver a stern lectureto a
recalcitrant crewmember.

"Quick!" Stromo gestured toward atiny closet with an access hatch in the floor. "Go first." He didn't
know what might be down there.

Ramirez lifted the hatch to expose the ladder and in a smooth movement slung her feet through the hole.
Stromo scrambled down more awkwardly. " There's a cargo lift down at the end of this main corridor,"
he said, breathing heavily as he lowered himself rung after rung. "Maybe we can make it to the hangar
deck. Grab a Remora or a personnel transport.” His feet dropped to the floor with a thud, and he nearly
lost his balance. "Then we'll fly out of here."

"Areyou sure there's no one else | eft alive aboard, Admiral ?"
"Even if they are, we can't save them. Come on, hurry up."

He sprinted down the corridor, and Ramirez easily paced him. She made no comment, but she was smart
enough to know their chances. Everyone had to be responsible for his or her own welfare.

"Watch out, sir!" Two Soldier compies lunged out of a side corridor. Ramirez fired along blast with her
twitcher and knocked them aside.

Ahead, the corridor seemed to go on forever, with any number of chambers and branching hallways
where compies might be lurking. He hesitated, his face red, his heart pounding, but he knew they had to
keep moving.

When more compies emerged, Stromo blasted repeatedly with his twitcher, but the military robots
seemed inexhaustible. He nearly tripped on afallen compy; in an automated spasm, the metal arm
reached out to grab him, but he jumped away.

Ramirez fired her own twitcher, blast after blast. "At this rate we'll drain our charges before we even get
to the lift!"

Stromo sprinted ahead, concentrating on the wall controls and the closed lift door. Barely able to hold
himself upright as he panted and wheezed, he slapped the summoning sensor. The indicator lights raced
asthe fast cargo elevator shot up to Deck 2. Only afew seconds more!
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"Hurry, Ramirez! Thelift iscoming." He could feel the wall vibrate, hear the machinery humming.

She fought to catch up. Three cabin doors slid open. The rooms should have been crew barracks where
off-duty personnel rested and relaxed. Four compies emerged, covered with blood.

Ramirez fired shorter bursts with her twitcher, just enough to divert the machines, but now compies
crowded the passageway. They came toward Stromo, and he fired at them, extravagant with his
weapon's energy; in such adire situation, no half-assed effort would succeed.

Ramirez couldn't shoot the compies fast enough. Her charge pack ran out.

Stromo meant to go help Ramirez, but he saw that his twitcher had only enough energy to fire two more
significant bursts--not nearly enough to save her, not nearly enough to let him get away.

"Admiral!" The compies grabbed Ramirez, and she battered at their optical sensors with the butt of her
weapon. She shouted his name as they surrounded her, something that might have sounded like "Go!"
Stromo almost moved, almost went forward to assist her, to go down fighting.

But the lift opened at last. He saw it was empty and waiting. A miracle!

Before he could see Ramirez fall under the attacking compies, Stromo scrambled into the lift and
punched the selector controls for the hangar bay. He tried to remember how to fly EDF ships. He had the
training, of course. He'd received instruction long ago, but he couldn't recall the last time he'd actually
sat in acockpit. Did he even know how to open the launching-bay doors?

Stromo set his jaw. With a Remora's jazers, he could blast right through the damned hull if necessary.
He stood ready, knowing what to do now, as the elevator opened.

Hundreds of compiesfilled the hangar bay, al of them waiting for him. They pressed toward the lift's
open door.

Stromo's two remaining shots did not last long. He backed against the inner wall, and the compies
pushed in on him.

33

ENGINEERING SPECIALIST SWENDSEN

Only a constant barrage from the silver berets kept the robots contained within the barricaded factory.
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Sergeant Paxton dismantled his temporary command post and took up residence in alarge armored
vehicle, where he prepared for the second phase of the assault. This time, no one would underestimate
the rampaging Soldier compies.

Swendsen huddled inside the claustrophobic vehicle, racking his brains for a workable solution. What
had caused the compiesto go wild?

"We could call down an airstrike to annihilate the whole facility,” Paxton growled. "Melt ‘em all into
puddles. Solve the problem.”

"That would stop the compies here, but it wouldn't affect the larger emergency,” Swendsen pointed out.
"We can't just blow up every EDF ship where the compies are running wild, now can we? All of my
compy schematics and management protocols are in that factory. That seemed the logical place to keep
everything. If thisis a pervasive programming error, we have to find away to shut them all down. | can't
do that until | understand what went wrong, and it would be difficult to get any data from a lump of
melted metal." He stared at his datapad, scrolling from one assessment to another. Without knowing
what had gone wrong with the governing modules in the first place, it was damnably hard to fix things.
"We don't even know for sureif thisisintentional sabotage, or just an accidental glitch."

"An accident?' Paxton looked at him in complete disbelief. "Occurring across the whole EDF? Some
coincidence!"

Swendsen shrugged his bony shoulders, still denying what he knew to be true. " Stranger things have
happened.”

"Not in my career."

"All right . . . not in mine either." He didn't want to let the sergeant know that he--the Hansa's primary
engineering specialist--had no idea what to do.

Reinforcements had arrived. One hundred twenty-eight armored assault vehicles surrounded the factory,
blasting any compy that broke loose. Elite commandos were stationed at the primary entrances and
shipping bays, but the facility was enormous. If the compies made a concerted effort to break free. . .

Touching the numeric pad, Swendsen estimated how many new robots had been ready for deployment,
then calculated the additional number that could have been produced in the meantime. Even with new
arrivals, the commandos were already greatly overextended. They could never hold back all the compies.

Someone pounded on the closed hatch of the armored carrier, identified himself to the observation eye,
then keyed in his code. A silver beret escorted athin Asian man wearing a serious expression. " Sergeant
Paxton, this man claims to be a compy specialist, a cyberneticist with agreat deal of experiencein
Soldier models and their programming.”
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Swendsen jumped to hisfeet. "Dr. Yamane!"

"Dr. Swendsen.” Y amane stepped forward for a brief but enthusiastic handshake. "I understand you're
having some trouble.”

"A bit." Swendsen's excitement surged as Y amane explained his experience with the battle group at
Osquivel, observing the Soldier compiesin action.

"Here's the interesting part, Dr. Swendsen. When they rescued us, the Roamers aso salvaged a hundred
Soldier compies, erased their programming, and put them to work. We had a situation similar to what's
going on here, compies going berserk--and | caused it. Intentionally."

Paxton rested his elbows on the consultation table inside the armored vehicle. "How--and why--did you
manage to do that?"

"We needed a diversion so Commander Fitzpatrick could attempt to escape. Because of my work with
the Soldier compies, | knew how to cancel their behavioral restrictions. An insidious little repeater virus
that, for lack of a better term, turned them into loose cannons." A wan smile crossed Y amane's face.
Swendsen's eyebrows shot up. "And did it work?"

"They certainly created adiversion, but once the compies clicked into chaos mode, we had no way to
stop them. They ended up destroying much of the Roamer shipyards.”

Swendsen considered. " So, someone transmitted a similar virus to trigger our current revolt?”

Y amane shook his head. "Transmitted? No, the breakdown is not localized. Soldier compies are
simultaneously subverting command protocols all across the Spiral Arm, which meansit must be
embedded. Some timed instruction must have been included during their initial activation. That implies
along-term plan, which is much more sinister than a programming gremlin."

Swendsen offered the cyberneticist afolding seat inside the crowded vehicle. Y amane looked into his
colleague's bright blue eyes. "However, it occurs to me that we could use something similar to achieve
the opposite effect. A repeater virus that would serve as a big wrench thrown into their modules."

"That'san ideal | understand.” He shot alook over to Sergeant Paxton. "We understand."”

"Then | suggest you two get to work as soon as possible," Paxton said.
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34

MAGE-IMPERATOR JORA'H

With Osirah gone, the Mage-Imperator summoned Adar Zan'nh, senior members of the scientist and
engineering kiths, military strategists, even Rememberer VVao'sh. Each was the best his kith had to offer.
With the help of these men, Jorah had to find a way to stand against the hydrogues and save the Empire.

He waited in front of the immense gates of the Prism Palace. At the top of the elipsoidal hill on which
the Palace had been built, the rushing water of seven converging streams thundered like the roar of a
storm. In straight lines, the streams came together at this point, flowing uphill. From his high vantage, he
could see their courses extending to the perimeters of Mijistra, where the landscape sculptors had finally
allowed the rivers to bend back into their natural patterns. He had called the meeting here for a specific
purpose.

"Observe the seven streams,” the Mage-Imperator said in his most commanding voice, "and consider
exactly what Ildirans accomplished here."

Klie'f, an old and distinguished member of the scientist kith, and Shir'of, a younger but talented
representative of the engineering kith, studied the convergence point with its foaming water, asif Jorah
had just posed a new technical challenge. Vao'sh nodded, recalling the historical tale.

In acomplex engineering feat, the Prism Palace builders had channeled these streams to flow toward the
seat of the Mage-Imperator. Using gravity-assist steps and locks, scientists had wrestled the currents,
manipulated the water itself, so that the streams flowed against nature, climbing in awhite torrent until
they reached the apex. Here before the main gate, the seven streams joined to pour down awide well in
acircular waterfall, at the bottom of which the gushing water was redistributed from outlets below and
behind the Palace hill.

Jorah waited, but no one ventured a response. In angry impatience, he shouted above the roar of the
water, "We did the impossible! And we must do it again. Long ago, Ildirans used their ingenuity to defy
the laws of the universe. They achieved the unachievable because the Mage-Imperator demanded it of
them. | now demand the same from al of you."

The representatives seemed intimidated; Adar Zan'nh's expression remained stoic, but he nodded.
Rememberer Vao'sh looked intrigued.

"Answer this question and you will save our Empire." Jorah paused. "How can we stand against the
hydrogues?"

Klie'f and Shir'of looked at each other, then at the military strategists; they all turned to the commander
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of the Solar Navy. Zan'nh said, "None of our weapons have proven effective. Adar Kori'nh destroyed
many warglobes, but at a cost far too great for us ever to achieve victory."

Jorah stepped to the lip of the furious waterfall asit vanished down the deep well. "That iswhy | called
you. The hydrogues have given me an ultimatum that | find unacceptable. | bought time by pretending to
agree. Now | need you to give me another solution to another impossible challenge. Y ou are my best.
Take these questions to your fellow kithmen, work together with them. Push yourselves beyond your
usual boundaries. If you succeed, | guarantee you a place in the Saga of Seven Suns, memorialized for all
time. What Ildiran could ask for more than that?'

"Y ou are asking us to stand up against the undefeatable, Liege,” Klief said.
"Yes, | am. Give me new strategies, new defenses, new weapons!”

Zan'nh bowed toward his father. "Y ou are the Mage-Imperator, Liege. Y ou are our leader, and we
comprise your Empire. If we cannot solve this problem, then we have failed you indeed."

“If you do not find away," Jorah said in an oddly flat voice, "then two races may die."

Rememberer Vao'sh, though fascinated by the conversation, looked at his leader. "Liege, | am amere
storyteller. What can | do?"

Knowing more of the historical truth than he had ever wanted to learn, Jora'h had often cursed his
predecessors for hiding so much information about past encounters. He had to break that long-standing
censorship. "We have fought the hydrogues before, but many of the records of that conflict are locked
away in the apocrypha. Unseal them and study them. Learn what has been forgotten, and bring me any
clues you may discover about our enemies.”

"Animmensetask, Liege. | will inspect all our records here, but there are important archives on distant
planets, particularly Hyrillka."

Jorah recalled that the first Klikiss robots had been excavated from their long hibernation on a moon of
Hyrillka. Centuries ago. Was something more buried in that system? Some lost document explaining the
ancient compact that had changed the alliancesin the first great war? Perhaps arecord of how Ildirans
had once shared a bond with the faeros, as the hydrogue emissary had accused? So many tangled
connections!

"I am sending the new Designate with a recovery team to Hyrillkato help rebuild the areas destroyed by
the revolt. Accompany them, Rememberer VVao'sh. Learn anything you can."

Jora'h watched resolve harden on each of the faces before him. The scientist and engineer would develop
weapons that might succeed against the deegp-core aliens. Adar Zan'nh would guide the military
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applications and consider new tactics. The rememberer would dig through hidden history. For just a
moment Jorah felt confident. He briskly clapped his hands. "All of you, find me answers. Do whatever
you deem necessary. | place my faith in you."

Jorah once again resented the poor choices of his predecessors. Instead of gambling everything on a
breeding program to create a telepathic negotiator, the lldiran Empire could have spent ten thousand
years creating better weapons. Now they had to do it all within afew days.

35

OSIRAH

With her mission completed, Osirah was obviously no longer needed on Ildira. Her father had sent her
back to Dobro to get her out of the way while he continued to work his plans with the hydrogues.

The splinter colony looked no different from how she remembered it: the Ildiran town, the grassy hills,
the fenced-in breeding camp. But she was different. She had met the hydrogues and come back, and she
had watched the Mage-Imperator bow to their heinous demands. Osirah felt that the whole universe had
changed. Asit had so many times before . . . and would again.

In the dust-hazed sunlight on Dobro, worker kithmen unloaded supplies from the shuttle. Disembarking
guard kithmen walked around her as if she were arock in a stream. The girl tracked her gaze from side
to side and finally saw Designate Udru'h striding toward her. "Osirah, | welcome you back to Dobro!"

When she saw him, her body and mind seemed torn in two. One part of her recalled the Designate
warmly, as afather figure. He had cared for her, made her work hard to achieve her destiny. She'd
wanted so badly to please him. Y et crystal-sharp memories from her mother made her want to recoil.
Niraknew his cruel side, his hated touch, all the pain he had inflicted upon her mind and body.

Asthe Designate came closer, Osirah wondered if he would show warmth, if he would embrace her.
Would her skin crawl? But he stopped two steps in front of her. The words tumbled out of his mouth.
"We received word that you had succeeded.” His face showed satisfaction, contentment with his duty. "I
want to hear about it."

Osirah looked at him, feeling a swell of resentment, even hatred, burn deep inside her. She wanted to
shout at him: | did what you trained me to do. | accomplished everything | was born for. | used my
power s to communicate with the hydrogues. | opened my mind and formed a bridge, and | am now
permanently connected to their alien thoughts. | can't get them out of my head!

And | dragged the hydrogues to Mijistra so the Mage-Imperator could speak to them. It was what | was
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supposed to do--and instead, my father, the leader of my people, could not bargain with them. He had
nothing the hydrogues wanted. They threatened Ildira with destruction, and the Mage-Imperator
crumbled. He agreed to a terrible bargain that will result in the damnation of Ildirans and the
destruction of my mother's race!

But she could say none of that to the Dobro Designate. Instead, she simply answered, "l succeeded.
What more isthereto tell?' She knew she was a pawn, always a pawn, but she didn't have to play along.

He noticed the metal in her tone, and aflicker of afrown crossed his expression like awisp of cloud
passing in front of the sun. "Tell me what happened. Did Jorah speak with the hydrogues?"

Succinctly and without unnecessary detail, Osirah outlined the conversations between her father and the
emissary, describing what he had agreed to do. Udru'h did not seem disturbed by the terms. In fact, he
appeared relieved that the Ildirans might survive after all; that was his only concern.

He finally reached out to clasp her shoulder. "Y ou have been through aterrible ordeal. Y our encounter
with the hydrogues must have been difficult, but you understand why it was necessary."

Osirah was careful not to agree with him. "Y ou explained my duty and my obligations, Designate.”

Udru'h gave her an uncertain smile. "Surely your quartersin Mijistrawere far more elegant than these
humble buildings?'

Osirah looked away. "The Mage-Imperator sent me back. He wanted me safely away from the Prism
Palace--with my mother. When can | see her?"

"Your mother . . . isnot here." Udru'h scowled, surprised by the unexpected comment. "Not at the
moment."

Osirah wanted to scream. Another liel Either her father or the Dobro Designate was lying to her!
Anxious, the girl glanced around, but did not see young Daro'h in the press of Ildirans. Her half brother
seemed like a good man, not corrupted by excuses and justifications, as Udru'h had been. "Where is the
Designate-in-waiting? Has he taken over his duties yet?' Perhaps Daro'h could bring about the necessary
changesin this splinter colony.

"Daro’h is off on another mission." Udru'’h would say no more--evasive, curt . . . as he had always been.

In the Ildiran part of the settlement, Osirah stood in the doorway of the humble dwelling she had shared
with her siblings, al of Niras children. The Designate had not accompanied her, claiming other duties.
Her younger siblings gathered around her in awe. What did Designate Udru'h think about her half-breed
brothers and sisters now that they were superfluous to his plans?
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"What were the hydrogues like?' Rod'h asked. He was her nearest brother, less than a year younger than
she was, the son of Udru'h. Because she had her mother's memories, whenever Osirah looked on Rod'h,
she remembered the repeated rapes Nira had endured until the Designate succeeded in impregnating her.
Shortly after he was delivered, the infant had been taken away from her and raised elsewhere. The boy
had never felt even a glimmer of love for his mother. He had never known Niraat all. But he was not to
blame for that. Udru'h was.

"The hydrogues are as strange as we expected." Osirah sat at a small table and they began to share food,
simple Dobro fare. Barely managing to maintain a calm fagade in front of them all, Osirah told how her
protective sphere had plunged into the clouds of Qronha 3, how she had used all her powers to touch the
incredibly alien minds.

"Were you frightened?' asked Gale'nh, her next oldest brother.

"Of course | was frightened. The hydrogues have destroyed everyone else who tried to communicate
with them. | had to be better than anyone in history."

When Gale'nh nodded somberly, Osirah saw aflicker of hisfather, stoic Adar Kori'nh, whom she had
seen in countless historical records. She knew from darker documents that the commander of the Solar
Navy had been ordered to father a child upon Nira. The Adar had done his duty, as always, but was
ashamed at what he'd been forced to do.

Tamo'l, Nira's second daughter--this one sired by a lens kithman--listened intently. Both she and her
sister Muree'n were too young to grasp the magnitude of what Osirah had been asked to do. Muree'n,
fathered by a guard kithman, was strong and heavily built for her age, more interested in play and
physical activity, barely able to concentrate on meticulous mental exercises. Osirah could not imagine
what the experimenters had hoped to achieve with that pairing. By then Designate Udru’h might ssmply
have been toying with Nira, or punishing her. . . .

And her mother wasn't even here, as the Mage-lmperator had promised.

Looking at her brothers and sisters, Osirah recalled how uncomfortable she'd felt on Ildira. Now she was
adrift, no longer belonging on Dobro either. What purpose did the breeding colony have anymore? What
would become of the camp and the human prisoners? Even her siblings, who carried Nira's genes, were
no longer relevant. Would Mage-Imperator Jora'h confess Dobro's secrets to the Hansa, or would
Designate Udru'h simply exterminate his subjects and bury the evidence as if nothing had ever
happened? Even that would not surprise her.

The food was tasteless in her mouth. She forced herself to chew and swallow while her brothers and
sisters talked and laughed.
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36

NIRA

Dobro's lonely southern continent seemed endless. Nira kept moving, though she had no idea where she
was going. Long ago, as an acolyte, she had toughened her feet by running through the Theron forest
and climbing up to the worldtree canopy, where she would sit for hours reading stories to the forest
mind. For many years now she'd been cut off from that. She didn't even know how much time had
passed.

Her spirit was deeply scarred by the hardships she had endured, but Nira refused to give up. She had
escaped from her island, floated a raft across the inland sea, and started walking. Along the way she
hoped to spot another settlement, even a ship. That could be her only chance to see her daughter again.

Osirah wasjust alittle girl, but Nira had poured years of awful revelations into her mind, desperate to
tell the truth to the deluded girl. Nira couldn't imagine what that brutal information had done to an
innocent child. She suspected that Osira’h had never been a child again after that night. Had Nira done
the right thing after all?

Because her journey had seemed impossible from the start, Nira kept no tally of the days. She smply
followed the landscape, drinking water from occasional streams, letting her green skin absorb sunlight as
nourishment, supplementing her diet with afew bitter fruits, roots, and dry seeds.

She hiked through grassy hills, and the whispering brown blades sawed against her skin. With the
uneven landscape blocking her view of the distance, she headed up one of the chaparral ridges from
which she could gaze at what lay ahead of her. She wanted to stare toward the horizon, thinking that
maybe--maybe--she could glimpse a sign of hope.

Niraforged uphill through the thick grasses, and when she reached the top of the ridge, she looked up at
asound in the sky. The humming grew to aroar, and she spotted several sleek craft cutting linesin the
atmosphere. From the other side of the ridge, unexpectedly close, another scout ship swept toward her,
barreling low enough to flatten the grasses with its backwash.

Terrified, Nira skidded and slid back down the steep slope. Weeds caught at her bare toes, and she
tripped. She thrashed to her feet again and plowed headlong through the underbrush. Scout ships! The
Dobro Designate had found her! But what could he possibly do to her that was worse than before? He
had kept her as a bargaining chip, but she'd escaped. Nira vowed she would never go back to the
breeding camps.

Scouts circled overhead, their engines a booming whine. She kept running, sliding, trying to hidein the
tall grasses, but the ships could easily spot her from above. One scout had already landed on the top of
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the ridge, and severa Ildirans emerged, shouting to her.

Niratumbled down to a valley between the rolling hills. Two scout shipslanded on either side of her.
Her tormentors were coming from every direction.

"Leave me aone!" Her voice was hoarse and rusty, barely a whisper. She couldn't remember the last
time she had used it.

Ildirans hurried toward her. One young man who looked faintly like Jorah stepped forward, frowning
curiously at her. "Green priest, why are you trying to hide?"

In aflash Nirarelived the repeated rapes, the times she had been locked in the breeding barracks. Those
memories ricocheted like multiple gunshots in her head. Some of her abusers had been monstersin
external appearance, others--like Udru'h himself--merely monstersinside. If she'd had the power, Nira
would have willed herself to die, dropping lifelessin front of these lldiransin afinal gesture of defiance.
But she had no way to accomplish that.

The lldirans easily seized her. She could not break free, could not even struggle against their hold. Nira
let her legs go limp, but the guards held her up and dragged her toward the ships.

37

KOLKER

Without ever being told the reason for their brief confinement-to-quarters, the humans were once again
given relative freedom in the Prism Palace. Kolker, though, remained sitting in the sunlight that shone
through the broad windows. No matter where he went, the green priest knew he would still be alone, still
cut off from the worldforest. And the silence in his mind was endlessly deafening.

Unless he could find the treeling that he sensed like the barest whisper at the edge of his imagination.

In telink, Kolker could always hear myriad voices in his head, a reassuring tapestry of minds and
information, filled with thoughts the verdani had developed over thousands of years. He could exchange
news with his fellow green priests, wherever they might be; even isolated aboard a cloud harvester, he
had not been lonely. Kolker had never imagined he could lose it all. The touch of the worldtrees was
infinitely far away. But if he could locate that treeling, he could restore contact, and his life would
blossom again!

Sullivan Gold was concerned about Kolker's depression. "If it's within my power, I'll get us out of here.
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Y ou know I'm trying." The facility manager's face sported gray beard stubble around his forced
optimistic smile.

Kolker gave a sullen nod. Making Sullivan understand the loss of his connection to the verdani was like
explaining to a man born blind the pain of never again seeing colors.

Sullivan went back to grumbling. "There's not even anything to read! Sure, parts of the Saga of Seven
uns are trandated, but | don't enjoy heroic folktales about a race that stabbed us in the back." He picked
up an Ildiran writing stylus and a thin sheet of diamondfilm to write another letter to hiswife. Lydiawas
Sullivan's worldforest. He needed to share his experiences with her, even if the messages never found
their way home.

A visitor appeared at the door--an old Ildiran with wattled, sagging skin even more grayish than that of
most other kithmen. The man's thin [imbs were like dry reeds; his head shook with afaint metronome of
palsy. Finely spun robes hung like atent over his fragile body. He was stooped, his hands extended
forward as if ready to catch his balance should he fall. Frills of wispy gray hair dangled down from his
high temples, covering the small streamlined ears. His brow seemed permanently furrowed asif in deep
concentration.

"My nameis Tery'l." The old man lifted alovely reflective medallion at histhroat; its circular face was
etched with an interlinked design of circles and stylized solar symbols. "I am alens kithman. Might |
speak with your green priest? | think we may have some things in common."

"Thingsin common? Y ou are held captive as well?' Kolker intentionally misunderstood. "Y ou are cut
off from the very thing that gives your life meaning, like | am?"

He had hoped the ancient lens kithman would bridle, but Tery'l only gave a placid shake of his head.
"L ens kithmen are shepherds of the thism. It occurred to me that our bond might be similar to the link
between green priests and the worldtrees. | would like to tell you about the Lightsource and the soul-
threads that join us all. Perhaps they are manifestations of the same fabric that binds life and the
universe."

Offended, Kolker stood up. "There are no similarities.”

Sullivan intercepted Tery'l, also angry. "So now the Mage-Imperator sends missionaries to us? Are you
trying to convert usinto honorary Ildirans?"

The old man was befuddled. "No, that is not possible. Only our people belong to the thism web."
"Let me get this straight. Y ou come here to spout your religion, and then tell us we can't possibly

belong?"
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"I was simply curious about your green priest." Tery'l fingered his reflective medallion. "I thought we
would share an interesting discussion."

Kolker stepped through the door and past the lens kithman without a backward glance. He had no
interest in comparisons between telink and thism.

As he strode away, easily outpacing the old man, Kolker felt asif he were walking down the gullet of a

rainbow. Aimlessly, he passed fountains, waterfalls, crystal sculptures. Here inside the enormous Prism

Palace, with no worldtrees to guide him, he could wander for days. His head was utterly silent, empty of
telink or any faint whisper of Ildiran thism. Except . . .

From the faintest thread in the corner of his mind he felt the treeling's whisper. As he walked, he became
more convinced it was close by. The honey-warm familiarity was unmistakable. Kolker made his way
through the elaborate Palace like a hunter following a breath of smoke in the air. He didn't know how to
search for asmall worldtree he could not see.

He crossed walkways, entered large chambers, drifted past courtiers and bureaucrat kithmen.
Occasionally he glanced over his shoulder and saw guards; they noted his location, but did not follow
him. He found the lax security odd, but if all Ildirans shared a general pattern of thoughts, then they
would trust each other. Their race probably didn't know how to do otherwise. But why did they need so
damned many guards everywhere?

Kolker concentrated on his mission, pushing all questions aside. If he found the treeling, he would need
only amoment. If he could just have ataste of telink again, the hunger in his mind would be quieted.

He skirted the skysphere reception hall. Might the Mage-Imperator keep a treeling next to the chrysalis
chair? Inside the great hall, Jorah held court before a small group of pilgrims. Wary, the guard Y azrah
took two steps from her position near the dais, watching the green priest. Kolker backed away before
their gazes could lock. His faint senses tugged him in another direction.

Kolker rapidly entered another segment of the labyrinthine halls, focused on the tiny tingle in his mind.
After many twistings and turnings, climbing ramps and glassy stairs, he found himself in a sheltered
level beneath one of the Prism Palace's secondary domes: the Mage-lmperator's private contemplation
chamber. He sensed the tiny melody in his mind and knew he was close. The treeling was in there!
Kolker felt anticipation build like a parched man smelling a cool stream just ahead.

Then, far behind him, he spotted Y azrah and her Isix cats emerging from a stair platform. She had
followed him after all! Yazrah did not call out awarning, but broke into arun as soon as she saw where
Kolker was. Her cats leapt in front of her.

Kolker ducked into the chamber. Just a moment, just one moment! Frantically looking around, he saw
the treeling in an alcove on the curved wall. It was several years old, thin and spindly but strong. The
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feathery fronds seemed to tremble. The long-anticipated sight was so precious to him that he froze for
just an instant.

Y azrah bounded into the chamber. Her voice was as threatening as a predator's growl. "Do not move."

Kolker lunged forward, his outstretched hands desperate to touch the tree. One brief moment of contact
would signal to every green priest across the Spiral Arm. His fingers almost brushed the delicate gold-
scale bark. Almost--

One of the Isix cats jumped onto his back and drove him to the floor. As he fell, his fingertip brushed the
smooth side of the treeling's pot, then slid away. The ornate pot wobbled in the alcove.

He sprawled on the cool, smooth floor, sure the cat would rip him to shreds. The animal was heavy on
top of him, growling deep in its throat; the pointed tips of itslong claws bit into his green skin.

So close! Thetreeling was so close! Kolker used all his strength to push himself up again, but a second
cat came between him and the treeling, quietly snarling. Kolker grew wild, thrashing, giving awordless
cry.

Y azrah uttered quick, soothing words to the cats, and the predators withdrew. She seized hisarms with a
grip like a set of steel manacles.

Kolker looked at the treeling, separated by an infinite gulf of only afew inches, and he began to sob.

38

MAGE-IMPERATOR JORA'H

Jorah rushed from the skysphere at the head of a group of guard kithmen. When he reached his
contemplation chamber, he found Y azrah still blocking the green priest from the treeling. Her cats
prowled and paced. His daughter remained cool and strong, but it was clear she was fighting impatience.
He knew she wanted to unleash her cats.

"Hold," Jorah said.

He stared at Kolker, who squatted on the floor holding his knees, weeping. His head was lowered, chin
tucked against his chest, but the green priest could not keep his eyes from the treeling. Like a shiing
addict, he kept glancing toward it, then at Jorah, desperate and pleading.
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"The green priest knows you have atreeling, Liege," Yazrah said. "If thereare. . . things you wish to
keep from the humans, then you cannot let him live."

Jorah met her gaze. "1 will not have you kill him."

Kolker had seemed broken and lost since arriving here from Qronha 3. Remembering how vitally
connected Nira had been to her treeling, he thought he understood the withdrawal this green priest was
experiencing. Perhaps it was like an Ildiran suffering in complete isolation, without the reassuring touch
of thism. How could he not sympathize?

Kolker climbed to hisfeet, red-eyed. "Please. | have to touch the forest mind. | am blind and starving
without telink." He glared at Y azrah. "She thinks | was trying to betray you. | just needed to contact the
trees. That's all."

The Mage-Imperator regarded the green priest. Was he lying, or just naive? " Contact with your
worldtrees would send asignal to all your counterparts. Every green priest would know what you know."

"No. It doesn't work like that. Besides, | don't know anything!"

"Y ou know you are alive, along with all the other Hansa skyminers, who are presumed dead. Y ou know
that we have not let you go home. And you have seen the hydrogues here. | cannot let that knowledge
reach the humans. The lldiran Empire cannot risk it." Jorah felt aknot in his chest and heard an echo of
his father's twisted plansin his head. "l am sorry for what | am forced to do, but | have no choice. |
never wanted to hold you here."

"Then let us go free! We're no threat to you." The green priest truly did not understand.
Jorah gestured. "Hold him."

Two guards folded in beside Kolker to take his arms, but he was meek and submissive. Y azrah tossed
her long coppery hair and looked at her father. "I will increase our security. This cannot happen again."”

"That will not be necessary." Jorah closed his eyes, holding the thoughts inside his hammering head. "l
have a better solution."

He picked up the potted treeling. Looking at the delicate fronds and slender trunk, he was amazed that
such asmall plant could have so many tremendous repercussions. There was a power here that neither
he nor any other Ildiran understood. He fondly recalled Queen Estarra's recent visit along with King
Peter and Chairman Wenceslas. Jora'h had been honored to receive the treeling as a gift. Now he
recognized the danger it posed.

Asblack jaws of regret clamped down on his heart, Jorah carried the pot to the high balcony. He stood
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outside where the light was clear and the clean winds were brisk against his face. Hislong braid
twitched.

Behind him, hisarms held by guards, Kolker struggled in growing horror. "What are you going to do?"

From the high balcony, the view was spectacular, showing the faceted skyline of great buildings and
towers. Here, Jorah had stood with Nira. The beautiful green priest had laughed at how the balcony's
dlight curvature and the transparent floor segments made her feel asif the two of them were floating on
air. How he missed her. He hoped she and Osirah were together now, and that both of them could one
day forgive him.

When Jorah gazed out over his city, foremost in his mind was how the hydrogues had threatened to
destroy the whole Ildiran Empire. Until he found away to defeat the deep-core aliens, he knew only one
way to escape that, even if he cursed himself for it. The humans could not know.

He held the potted treeling out over the open air. Kolker screamed, "No! Please, don't! Y ou can't!”

Jorah could not allow himself to be swayed. As awave of self-disappointment rippled through his chest,
he opened his fingers, and the pot fell. Buffeted by the breezes, it tumbled twice, dwindling to a speck,
and then smashed against the interlocked paving stones.

Now there were no treelings on lldira. The threat was gone. Behind him, he could hear Kolker's
miserable sobs, but he refused to turn around. "Now you can take him back to his people. Thereis
nothing more to worry about."

Alone on the balcony, Jorah's eyes filled with hot tears. He stared across the city for along time, seeing
nothing. Again, he wished Nira could be there with him. Would she hate him for what he had just done?
How much would this all cost him?

| am becoming more and more like my father every day.

39

RLINDA KETT

| ce shards showered down like broken glass. BeBob yelped when a fist-sized chunk struck him on the
shoulder. "The sky isfalling!"

Freezing mist spangled the air. Rlinda could not tell how close the reanimated woman was to shattering
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the ceiling. If she broke through the crust, all the atmosphere trapped underground would erupt like a
volcano of air. Karla Tamblyn seemed intent on knocking down every solid wall, leveling every
unnatural structure, turning all of Plumas into aslurry of rubble and water.

Karla gestured toward the water-dissociation plant, breaking pipes and releasing jets of stored gas.
Fortunately, nothing exploded. Y et.

Scrambling along as low and out of sight as possible, Rlinda and BeBob hid behind mounds of piled
snow and frost, wove among conduits and the wreckage of smashed huts. Sooty residue rose from burst
fuel containers and combustible materials in the habitation domes. Vaporized ice and water formed afog
that was as good as a smokescreen. Even when Rlinda couldn't see what was happening, the din was
enough to set her teeth on edge.

Directed by Karla's demonic force, hundreds of scarlet nematodes swarmed forward, like a basket of
angry cobras dumped onto the ice. Their rudimentary brains weren't sufficient for complex hunting
behavior, but the creatures could sense movement and heat. Their smooth bodies hissed across the ice
pack, and their round mouths emitted eerie hooting sounds. Looking at them, Rlinda could tell these
creatures were not self-aware, but mere tools of the reanimated woman.

As patchy mist drifted in and out, Rlinda watched three water miners stand their ground against the
worms that writhed forward like inflated bags of blood. Two men jabbed and poked with makeshift
spears while the third hammered with a club.

The nearest nematode convulsed, contracted, and squirmed, but the concerted blows were too much. The
skin split open, and bright red fluid splashed the ice. The miners barely managed a cheer before dozens
more worms lunged at them.

Without thinking, Rlinda grabbed her shovel and barked at BeBob, "Come on!" Springing several meters
with each bound--she loved low gravity!--she flew in among the chewing nematodes. With her wide
shovel, she knocked aside several of the heavy, soft worms. A backstroke with the flat blade splattered
another one against the ice. BeBob used histool like a gravedigger's spade, driving the edge down on a
flaccid body and cutting it in two. He scowled as thick gelatinous blood sprayed him, but turned his
attention to five more nematodes coming at him.

"I wish | knew what we did to piss that lady off," BeBob said.

The three water miners were yelling and fighting, smashing and chopping the worms, but the numbers
didn't seem to be diminishing. Rlinda swung her shovel, each time rewarded with a hard, wet impact.
Elsewhere in the wrecked base, dozens of groups clustered together to make their last stands.

Karla continued her rampage, striding into the center of the mining base. From the other side of the
settlement, two men yelled something and then unleashed a gushing explosion. Wynn and Torin had
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hooked a wide-diameter outflow tube to an emergency valve on one of the pipes that pumped water to
the surface. The twins struggled to direct the explosive stream toward the reanimated woman. The
torrent swept over Karlain astorm of frigid water, but she anchored herself like a statue. A flash-frozen
wall of ice rose around her, creating a shield. As the high-pressure jet continued to bombard her, the
frozen shield thickened, encapsulating Karla.

The twins shouted over the roar of the flow. "We've trapped her!"

Asif she'd heard them, Karla shattered the cementlike white shell and easily parted the spray of water.
With another burst of power, she sent a shockwave that backed up through the emergency valve and
burst the tree-trunk-thick pipe. Frigid water exploded everywhere at once. Wynn and Torin dove out of
the way.

Closer to Rlinda, one of the miners dlipped on the ice, jabbing his spear in alast attempt to save himself.
More than a dozen nematodes plunged in, tiny diamond teeth fastening, then chewing. The other
Roamerstried to defend their fallen friend, but another mass of worms struck them from behind. Too
many.

Rlinda watched the men die, but when four nematodes reared up in front of her, she couldn't spare any
time for the horror welling up within her. She swung the shovel like a Viking wielding an axe on a
battlefield. BeBob was barely holding his own, and then the handle of his shovel cracked. Time for Plan
B.

"Can you run faster than aworm, BeBob?' Rlinda delivered afew blowsto clear the way, and they
sprinted across the uneven ice pack, dodging among half-ruined structures. When another nematode
lunged, Rlinda swung one of her heavy legs, hitting the worm's soft membrane with her thick insulated
boot. The hissing creature tumbled sideways. Rlinda made a disgusted face. "Like stepping in abag of
wet, runny shit."

"There's alot more of them!" BeBob pointed to a new group of nematodes that squirmed in their
direction, hissing and hooting. "Thousands, | think."

Rlinda made a snap decision. "We've got to make it to the lift shaft and ride our way to the surface.
Unless you plan to squash them all?"

"Not me--my arm's already tired."

Though the mist and smoke made it difficult to see, they ran. She and BeBob outdistanced the squirming
nematodes, but Rlinda assumed the two of them were still being tracked.

As she had anticipated, an equipment shed stood unlocked next to the elevator, whose shaft ran parallel
to one of the primary water wellheads. Always before, the Plumas workers had guarded the lift shaftsto
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make sure the two hostages couldn't escape. Now, though, the Roamers were rather preoccupied.

"Something's hit the lift, Rlinda." BeBob indicated a dark blotch next to the controls. "The access door is
off track and wedged open.”

"Better jammed open than shut. Or would you rather circle the base, find another lift, and hope that one's
in better shape?"

With haunted eyes, he glanced back to see the cadre of scarlet nematodes coming closer, fixated on
attacking them. The squirming worms were unbelievably single-minded. "Uh, no thanks. Let'stry this
one."

Rlinda yanked open the shed to reveal arack of heavy-duty environment suits. She threw an average-
sized one to BeBob and ransacked the garments, hoping to find one large enough to accommodate her.
"Roamers are so damned lean and trim!" She went through one after another, breathing heavily, aware of
how little time they had. She couldn't drive away the image of the hapless Roamer men who had fallen
to the nematodes, their skin chewed away.

Rlinda saw the approaching nematodes as serpentine shadows in the curling mist. She grabbed the
largest of the available suits. "1 hope this thing stretches." She bounded to the damaged lift doors, which
hung partly open like the slack mouth of a man who had died from a spacesuit rupture. "We'll get
dressed inside the chamber. Quit dawdling!"

BeBob didn't need further encouragement. "At least the car is where it's supposed to be." Rlinda
struggled to manhandle the damaged doors shut, but they were caught. As the nematodes squirmed
forward like drunken inchworms, she decided there was no time for niceties. She pushed the controls,
and after a brief, unpleasant grinding sound, the lift began to crawl upward.

"WEell be fine now," she said loudly enough to try to convince herself aswell as BeBob. Adrenaline
made time slow around her, now that she realized how close they'd come to being killed. "The
nematodes won't bother to follow us. Out of sight, out of mind."

BeBob was fumbling to put on his suit. "Y eah, but they're being guided by that demon woman. And she
really doesn't seem the forgetful type.”

"How can they climb up the shaft? They're just worms."

"Worms with very pointy teeth." He fastened his belt, connected the air regulator. "Didn't you see how
easily they dlithered up the wallsin the grotto?'

"You've got a cheery answer for everything, don't you?' Rlinda struggled with her too-small suit, getting
both feet inside but not making much more progress than that. "1'm going to need your help with this,
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BeBob."

"Assoon as | figure the suit out for myself,” he answered, still fumbling with the unfamiliar garment. He
pulled his arms into the sleeves, attached one of the gloves, then nodded. "Not like Hansa designs, but
it'salot easier to don."

"We need to be all dressed and ready to go as soon as we reach the surface." Once they cycled through
the external airlock, they could run across the ice to the waiting Curiosity. Already she imagined they
were home free. "I sure hope we can take off before the ice ceiling collapses beneath us.”

She tugged on the reinforced multilayer fabric, working her way into the suit. It wasn't quite stretchy
enough. BeBob, who was mostly dressed except for his helmet and left glove, worked with her,
massaging her into the constricting legs and sleeves.

"I was never abig fan of formfitting garments,” Rlinda said.

Beneath the lift's floor, a bone-chilling sound grew louder . . . whispery, like wet socks being swirled in
aglass bottle. BeBob looked at his feet. "They're climbing up the shaft after us."

"Actudly, | think they got to one of the lift-stage platforms. Now they've crawled onto the reinforcement
struts on our undercarriage.”

"In other words, they're right under our feet." He looked down, alarmed. She pulled his attention back to
hel ping her with the suit. BeBob swallowed hard. "Maybe it's only one or two of them."

Thefirst one struck the underside of the lift chamber with enough force to make a visible dent in the
inner floor. The lift lurched, then slowed as if suddenly weighted down. "Uh, Rlinda. . ."

"Let methink aminute, BeBob."

With another slam, several more nematodes smashed into the elevator and anchored themselves to the
pipes and struts beneath the lifting chamber. Then came a chilling scraping sound as the worms, with
their small diamond teeth, began to chew through the metal floor.

40

GENERAL KURT LANYAN

With each passing second, the stolen battle group got farther away.
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General Lanyan leaned forward on the uncomfortable bench of the troop transport racing after the Grid O
ships. "You sure thisis our best speed, Mr. Carrera? We've got atough job ahead of us." Though the
kleebs had completed plenty of simulations, he feared they weren't ready for blood-in-the-face combat.
Today, they damned well needed to be.

"Doing my best, sir." Sweat glistened on hisforehead. "But if we pull too far ahead of the others, our
ship will be avulnerable target. The Soldier compies could decide to do alittle practice shooting with
their jazers."

Lanyan grumbled. "So noted. Keep everyone together, but keep hauling ass." They'd been under heavy
acceleration for an hour, and already it seemed like forever. His pulse pounded, his mind intense as he
turned his full attention to the hunt.

While Ensign Carrera concentrated on flying, Lanyan activated the short-range comm and transmitted to
al shipsin his makeshift cavalry. "Somebody give me afull inventory. Ships and weapons. We need to
make our first punch aknockout blow." He could sense their uneasiness. "Come on, you've drilled this
often enough! Power al jazer banks to full strength, even on approach. Make sure our shaped charges,
fraks, and slammers are ready to go."

"Isit going to be enough, General?' said the nearest kleeb, an innocent-faced redhead with a rash of
freckles on his cheeks.

"Of courseitis.”

Requests for immediate reinforcements had already been sent to the bases on the Moon and Mars, but
the Genera did not intend to sit on the sidelines in the meantime and give the compiestime to dig in.

"Targets detected ahead, sir," Carrerasaid. "Intercept in five minutes.”

A glimmer of tiny dots looked as if someone had thrown quartz sand into a bright light. The stolen
Juggernaut, Mantas, and Thunderheads were on their way out of the solar system toward whatever
rendezvous the insidious compies had planned. As Lanyan's rescue squad closed the gap, the twinkling
spots resolved into angular silhouettes.

"How come | can see thrusters? God damn, are they turning about?"

"They're lowing and pivoting, General. | think they see us coming." Carreraran another sensor scan.
"Their weapons are preparing to fire! Railgun launchers and jazers pointed right at us."

"Don't give them an easy target." Precision-controlled Soldier compies would be expert marksmen,
regardless of how the response group distributed itself. Sensing the tension surge in the troop transport,
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Lanyan said, "Remember your training! Thisis exactly what you've been prepared to do."
"Sir, we've only got small ships. None of us can withstand a direct hit."
"Have alittle faith, Mr. Carrera. Just get us closer. | need another second.”

The clusters of ships careened toward each other. Lanyan's recruits were ready for afree-for-all. " Shall
we open fire, sir? We'rein range.”

"Not yet. Thisis my opening salvo." He manually switched to an elite communications band that was
wired into the bridges of all EDF battleships and pushed the transmit button. " Confirm voiceprint:
General Kurt Lanyan. Identification 88RI Alpha."

His pursuit ships continued to close the gap. The hijacked vessels|oomed closer and closer, weapons
ports open and primed. The robot-controlled Goliath looked huge. Lanyan sat back and smiled.

Lifting hisfinger from the transmit button, he waited a moment until he received automatic
confirmation. Then he said, "Engage guillotine protocol."

The pilot barely squeaked out hiswords. "That's.. . . it?"

Suddenly the running lights on the compy-controlled ships dimmed and went out. The Grid O vessels
froze in space. Their engines shut down, cutting all thrust. They drifted with only the momentum they
retained.

"We've just pulled the plug on their little escape operation.” The General was amused at his stunned-
silent crew. "They're dead in space."

Sensor technicians aboard the cavalry ships scrambled to take readings. A milky-skinned young woman
looked at Lanyan from her cockpit station. "Confirmed. Their energy readings are fading to ambient, sir.
Weapons systems are inactive."

Lanyan threaded his thick fingers together and locked them behind his head. "Even if those Soldier
compies killed our crews and took over our ships, the control computers belong to me." The guillotine
protocol had been specifically designed to stall a mutiny, to prevent anyone from stealing a ship.

The cavalry fleet glided closer to the Juggernaut, the most important target. "Now it'stime to take
everything back. | want my ships!" He cracked his knuckles. "But be prepared--it might get alittle
messy. Every soldier will carry a sidearm. Distribute the heavy weaponry asfar asit'll go. Don't expect
these clankers to give up without a fight."
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Lanyan issued orders for his recruits to suit up in special body armor. Similar teams were getting ready
aboard all the hastily called vessels. A few pilots and trainees would remain aboard the gunships as a
backup measure, but most of the recruits were in for along and sweaty day of hard combat.

In the troop transport's cold rear compartment, the General suited up, attaching powerpacks to his alloy-
reinforced garb. Finished, he stood before the breathless kleebs, and his speech was piped to all the
waiting armored trainees. "Those compies took over our ships and slaughtered unarmed crews." He
smiled inside his helmet, clicked his faceplate into place, and activated the suit microphone. "Now let's
go start stomping some robot asses!"

It would have been alot easier just to destroy the crippled ships so the compies couldn't fly off. But
Lanyan wasn't about to give up all those armored vessels without a fight. He had an uneasy feeling that
Earth might need them.

Demolitions techs were the first to emerge, drifting over to the disabled Juggernaut and planting
explosive charges against the cargo bay hull. "Proceed," Lanyan said. "Assume that everyone on board
Isdead.” Or expendable.

The demoalitions techs jetted out of the way. As the shaped explosives ignited, the Juggernaut's cargo bay
cracked open, decompressing the lower decks. Atmosphere vomited out, sweeping dozens of Soldier
compies into the cold vacuum, where they flailed and drifted. Lanyan watched them float away,
knowing it wouldn't be so easy to get rid of the rest.

His group of suited fighters adjusted their acceleration packs, checked air tanks and weapons charges,
and prepared to jump across the dizzying gulf.

"Let's get started,” Lanyan said. "We've got alot of ships to take back today."

41

ROSSIA

Though he continued to send reports through his treeling, Rossia could see that they had lost the fight,
lost the Juggernaut, and lost the whole Grid 5 battle group. The compies kept coming and coming. He
hadn't heard messages from any other EDF green priestsin along time now.

Outside the Eldorado's bridge, blood painted the corridor walls in red abstract patterns. Though the
Soldier compies could easily have yanked a few still-charged weapons from their victims, instead they
used their metal- and polymer-sheathed arms as bludgeons. They were in no hurry now.
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Grid 5's Mantas had been subsumed, and the cruisers had withdrawn, waiting for the inevitable end.
Soldier compies controlled all command bridges except for the Eldorado. Rossia could see it would not
be long; he communicated as much through the treeling. By now the delicate gold-scale bark looked
worn from hisinsistent touching.

Long ago, when the wyvern had snatched him from the Theron treetops, Rossia had been sure he was
going to die. Now he had the same feeling.

But Admiral Eolus wasn't done yet. He prowled the barricaded bridge, his shoulders squared, his thick
arms swinging from side to side. "Come on, then," he snarled at the compies, using his loudest voice.
"Or are you afraid to get alittle dented?"

The bridge defenders had put up a valiant fight, but it was a hopeless last stand. Asthey saw death
approaching, one by one the soldiers volunteered to throw themsel ves against the massed Soldier
compies, protecting Admiral Eolusfor just afew minutes more.

Rossia squeezed his eyes shut, unable to bear seeing any more blood. He gripped his tregling. "l just
received word from Nahton. Even the Palace District compy factory has turned into a battle zone. I'm the
only green priest still alive in any battle group--unless the others are just separated from their treelings.”
He blinked his eyes and looked around for reassurance. "Maybe that's it. Maybe they're still alive."

Now only the green priest, a station officer, and the security chief remained alive alongside the gruff
Admiral. As compies tossed the last of the uniformed corpses aside, Eolus apparently decided enough
was enough.

"Screw this, by God. Cut off access to the bridge! Sergeant Briggs, grab the repair kits and start welding
around that seam. We've got enough epoxy solder to hold the doors together." He knotted his fingers
together, glowering at fate. "And | was looking forward to retirement with a beer on abeach, but | guess
we're not going out for any moonlight strolls."

The security chief was already rummaging through an unsealed storage bin at an empty station. "Epoxy
solder won't last long, Admiral."

"Doesn't have to last forever, Sergeant. Just long enough. It's time to make these clanking bastards pay.
The Admiral looked at the viewscreen, saw his eleven overthrown Mantas hovering nearby, like hyenas
waiting to close in on a carcass. "Those tin soldiers haven't just defeated us. They stole our own
battleships--and that makes me very angry!"

Briggs was on his kneesin front of the sealed bridge door, squeezing epoxy weld into all the cracks. He
jumped back as compy hands began to batter the metal barrier until it bowed inward. The gap between
the dliding doors widened enough for one compy to thrust fingers through. Briggs squirted the armor
solder, filling in the seal and welding the compy's hand into the gap.
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At the navigation station, a grim Eolus began to move the Eldorado, easing it toward the group of
hijacked Mantas.

Briggs looked up. "It's holding, Admiral." He had used up his tubes, slathering the fast-hardening
substance all around the entrance. The survivors knew they would never get out. This bridge would be
their tomb.

One of thewall plates buckled. Unable to break open the welded door, the compies began to rip their
way directly through the bulkheads. "Oh, for crying out loud!" Briggs blurted.

"Thisisreally messed up,” said the station officer, shaking her head. "Really messed up.”
"How long did you say this barricade hasto last, Admiral?' Briggs asked.

Hunched over the command chair, Eolus gradually accelerated the Juggernaut. "Easy . . . easy . . . not
enough to scare them. Nothing to worry about, little robots." As the Eldorado approached the waiting
Mantas, the compies would assume the flagship had been captured as well.

Out-of-control robots continued to batter the walls, ripping away the plates, thrusting their metal hands
through. A crack appeared in the fresh polymer weld, and the whole main bridge door began to shudder.

“It's not going to hold." Briggs looked down at his empty tubes of epoxy.

Rossia repeated the words to histreeling, sending out a continuous message. He felt detached from
everything that was happening around him; it was the only way he could keep functioning. "It's not
going to hold."

"Now, worst part in acommander's career." Admiral Eoluslooked at the three survivors with him. "You
are not stupid. You all know what we have to do. We can't let compies seize our battle group, and | don't
believe in a completely hopeless situation.”

Eolus expected and received no argument from his comrades. He paced, ignoring the battering sounds of
compies on the other side of thewall. "Mr. Rossia, inform the rest of the EDF what we plan to
accomplish here. That way at least they'll know."

After the green priest sent alast message through his treeling, he turned his cockeyed gaze up at the
man. "Did you know I'm the only person in the history of Theroc to survive awyvern attack? Everyone
thought | was very lucky." He paused, the silence broken only by the clamor of Soldier compies. "I'm
not going to survive this one, though."
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"No, Mr. Rossia. None of us are."

Asthe Eldorado eased in amongst the waiting Mantas, Eolus input the command string that every
commanding officer knew and hoped never to use. The Juggernaut's computers accepted the emergency
verification, and the massive engines grew hotter and hotter, building to a swift overload. The swarthy
man muted the countdown. "Damn thing's too melodramatic.” He sat back in his command chair, thick
arms crossed over his chest.

With a coordinated surge, the Soldier compies broke through the doorwelds and ripped support bars out
of the bulkhead wall, knocking aside plate sheeting. Now with nothing to stop them, the military robots
streamed onto the bridge. Alarms began to sound at all stations, warning of imminent danger--asif any
bridge crewmember could possibly be unaware that a truckload of crap had just hit a turbine-powered
fan.

Briggs threw himself bodily against the compies, but the robots swept over him like atidal wave
overwhelming a bit of dandelion fluff. The compies were covered with blood.

Admiral Eolus swiveled his chair. The countdown on his panel reached the last few seconds. "Here's
something special for you, you wind-up bastards," he said. "Bend over and smile."

Self-destruct routines turned the Eldorado into a small-scale supernova, and the shockwave swept
outward to engulf all eleven captured Mantas.

42

NIRA

The flight to the Dobro settlement was torture. Designate Udru'h would never have gone to such great
lengths unless he had some dark plan in mind.

Wrapped in her own misery, Nirawasn't fooled when the Ildiran noble attempted to show concern. Once
more she noted that his features reminded her of Jorah. "I am Designate-in-waiting Daro'h," he finally
said. "I will soon assume the administration duties of Dobro and replace the current Designate.”

Niras eyes flashed. Udru'’h was going to step down!

Daro'h pressed. "I still do not understand why you fled. We are taking you back to the splinter colony,
back to your home."
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"It isnot my homel! It was never my home. And it's not the home of those human descendants you keep
caged there, either."

Clearly discomfited, Daro'h fell silent. They rode the rest of the way without speaking another word.

When the guards dragged her out of the hatch, Nirafelt a discordant wash of joy, aflood of giddy relief,
aforeign outburst that sang through her thoughts. It was a symphony of love, relief, and longing.
Confusingly, the nonverbal images seemed to be reflections of her own memories.

She stumbled, and her eyes focused on ayoung girl, older than she remembered, but still more familiar
than any other person: a part of her and a part of Jorah. Her daughter, her princess! Osirah ran forward
to embrace her.

As soon as she made contact with her daughter's skin, Nira expected a wash of new memories, an
exchange. She remembered the sudden bursting of gates within their minds during the last--and only--
time mother and daughter had been in contact. She had been so desperate then, crying out with her
thoughts.

Now, however, Nirawas afraid to push too much. Thistime, the contact was not the same as she had
previously shared with her daughter. Only silence rang inside her head.

Osirah, too, seemed to be holding back. "Y ou don't need to know everything yet, Mother. Y ou can't
know everything."

Nirajust held her more tightly. "I don't need it all at once. | just need to know that I'm back here with
you."

She felt a sudden chill and looked up. Hard-faced Designate Udru'h walked forward, flanked by two
guard kithmen just like the ones that had beaten her nearly to death. Cool and aloof, he said, "The Mage-
Imperator asked me to find you. By trying to escape, you made it more difficult for al of us, including
yourself.” When he looked at Nira, she recalled again the pain this man had caused her, al the hatred she
still felt for him. Nira held her daughter protectively; Osirah hugged back, offering her mother strength
and confidence.

Dismissively, Udru'h turned toward the Designate-in-waiting. "Good work, Daro'h. | will soon be ready
to relinquish my dutiesto you."
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ANTON COLICOS

Anton looked up from his scrutiny of dusty diamondfilm sheets in the vaults beneath the Prism Palace.
"These stories are so vague! | wouldn't put much credence in old folktales.”

Vao'sh would not be swayed. "The Mage-Imperator gave me an assignment to find any information
about the ancient war with the hydrogues, especially tales of a supposed alliance between Ildirans and
faeros. Thisiswhere we must look." The expressive lobes on his face flushed with color. "There will be
more in the stockpile of ancient records on Hyrillka. | hope they were not damaged in the recent revolt--I
wish you could go with me."

"Me too, but nobody will let me out of Mijistra." He still didn't have any explanations.

Flanked by her Isix cats, Y azrah approached the two storytellers deep in the subterranean tunnels.
Recently, she'd been childishly entertained by Anton's traditional Earth stories, though she often asked
odd questions. "If Little Red Riding Hood was going through dark and dangerous woods, why did she
not carry aweapon in her basket?' Or, "If Goldilocks knew she was trespassing in the home of the three
bears, should she not have remained more alert when she chose to sleep in their beds? Should she not
have set a guard to watch over her?' When Y azrah complained about so many weak female children,
Anton finally delighted her with stories of Amazon warrior women, Queen Boudicca, and even the
historical comic book character Wonder Woman.

When the three Isix cats glided forward to sniff Anton's fingers, he absently scratched the head of the
nearest cat, and the other two came forward for their share of attention. Y azrah was always astonished
by her deadly pets' behavior around him, though Anton wasn't. "A cat is a scholar's best friend. | can't
tell you how many hours | spent translating epics with a cat curled on my lap. It helps concentration, you
know."

Y azrah frowned at her Isix cats asif disappointed in them. The animals blinked up at her, but did not
move away from Anton's scratching fingers. "It seems they approve of you. We should spend more time
together."

Anton suddenly felt intimidated by Y azrah's lithe beauty, her strength, her confidence. "Uh, normally |
only talk with shy academics."

She flexed her arms. "Y ou have shown me your stories. | invite you now to exercise with me on a
combat field." She cocked her eyebrows. "It ismy way of returning the favor."

He laughed. "I prefer enjoying great battles vicarioudly. | already did my heroic deed on Maratha. That's
guite enough for asimple historian."

"Asyou wish," she said. "Then you can come and watch me."
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As she led him through the training grounds, the clamor was deafening. Anton stuck close beside the
bronzed woman, who seemed anything but threatened by the howling, bone-jarring crashes. Instead,
Y azrah reveled in the sights, the sweat, the excitement. Her cats prowled along beside them, ranging
afield, sniffing at the muscular fighters, but always coming back to her.

"I love to watch combat.” Her voice was warm with approval. "Each soldier has the same training but
dightly different skills. Thus, each match is unpredictable.”

Two heavily armored guards clashed crystal katanas against each other. They moved in a choreographed
dance, parrying edges with edges, straining, grunting. Blood splattered from a thousand shallow cuts and
injuries, but the fighters hardly seemed to notice.

Anton winced. "And you . . . spend your free time training here?"
"I have defeated many of these men myself, though only half of my blood comes from the soldier kith."

"l hope you don't ever want to fight with me! I've got nothing to prove. Y ou'd defeat me--and that's an
understatement.”

She smiled down at him with genuine amusement. " That would be a most unfair match, Rememberer
Anton. If we should encounter great peril, | would use my strength to defend you." Her lips quirked
upward. "Afterward, you could use your talentsto tell tales of my prowess. That would please me."

"It'sadeal."

Out in the open field, Ildirans hurled themselves against each other with great gusto. They let out bestial
howls as they fought with sheer fury, hammering at each other with heavy clubs and slender, mirrored
blades.

Anton wondered why the Ildiran military spent so much time preparing for ground combat. A standing
army? Were these soldiers anticipating afight that Anton didn't know about? Against whom? Even these
armored warriors could not possibly stand against hydrogues. Who else might they be pitted against?
Klikiss robots? He hoped they'd go after some payback, considering what the black monstrosities had
done to his companions on Maratha.

In apacked-clay arena, movable mirrors were set up against the low walls. Riders in polished armor sat
astride lizardlike creatures, carrying laser lances that they fired at their opponents' half-reflective shields.

"One day | will take you to an Ildiran jousting match,” Yazrah said. "It is our greatest sport. Y ou will
enjoy it."
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Anton watched the sluggish beasts, saw the riders jabbing their lances in a confusing play of mirrors and
shields. "I've never been much of a sports fan."

"Nevertheless, you will enjoy Ildiran jousting."
"Doesn't sound like you're giving me any choice in the matter."
"l am not."

Asthe two of them walked among the combatants, he wondered if Y azrah was walking with him
because she enjoyed his company, or if she had been ordered to keep an eye on him. The lldirans still
pretended he was awelcome guest in the Prism Palace, but the atmosphere was much different from
when he had first arrived to study the Saga. Now he held plenty of suspicions that something unpleasant
was going on, something they did not want him to know.

On impulse he looked at Y azrah's exotic face as she led him from the jousting arena. "Would you like to
hear a story?"

"Isit adramatic one with brave heroes and many fallen enemies?"

"No. It's one about ambition and consequences, the cautionary tale of a man named Faust." He
described, as best he remembered, Goethe's epic tale of aman's downfall, how Faust had agreed to
sacrifice his soul to the devil in exchange for perfect happiness, and even then had spent hislife
searching for what he desired. Faust had gotten exactly what he wanted, only to discover that his wants
had changed. The price of his bargain had nearly destroyed him.

Y azrah appeared troubled. "l did not care for that story. The man Faust made a poor choice and then
complained about the terms he had accepted. He was without honor."

"Sometimes the bargain itself is without honor," Anton pointed out. "Faust was damned from the
moment he was offered the choice. From that point on, given who he was, he had no option."

"He should never have asked for the choice to begin with." For Y azrah, every decision was clear-cut,
black and white. She turned her attention to a particularly furious battle between two huge soldiers. Like
giant fighting machines, they pounded each other, barely bothering to parry or dodge, each ssmply trying
to overwhelm his opponent with brute strength and persistence.

"Yazrah," Anton finally asked, "all those hydrogue warglobes that came to Ildira. They left without
firing asingle shot. What's going on?' She fixed her gaze on the two dueling soldiers, no longer the least
bit flirtatious. "Are you just going to give me the silent treatment? If I'm stuck here, don't | have the right
to know?"
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"The Mage-Imperator decides what we should know. It is not for meto say." Then, as the interminable
clash continued, she tried to discuss the nuances of fighting technique, asif she thought he could be
distracted so easily. She never answered his question, which in itself was enough of an answer.

44
MAGE-IMPERATOR JORA'H

When Y azrah found him on the high, glittering rooftop of the Prism Palace, Jorah thought his daughter
intended to scold him for standing in the open unguarded. But he was confident the hydrogues wouldn't
come back to destroy him--not yet. The deep-core aliens had far more insidious plans.

He gestured her forward as he stared at the sweeping geometric skyline of hisgrand city. "l came up
here to be by myself because | am troubled.”

He glanced over the edge to the drop far, far below to the spot where the potted treeling had shattered on
the interlocked paving stones. Scurrying servant kithmen had scoured away every last speck so no one
could see the mark, but for Jorah the stain was still there. It would always be there. The very thought of
what he had done filled Jorah with revulsion. He knew what Nirawould think, if he ever did manage to
bring her back to the Prism Palace. The things | have done . . . and the things | may still have to do.

Y azrah came to stand beside him. When he saw her expression, he knew that she had different concerns.
"Father--Liege--1 must speak with you. | need to make arequest." He could not remember when she had
ever asked anything of him. "l do not question the wisdom of keeping certain information from the
human government, but neither can | forget that their skyminers helped so many lldirans. | was there. |
was proud of them."

Jorah nodded. " Sullivan Gold and his companions do not deserve what we have done to them. We
should be alies. We should trust them." A stern frown crossed his face. "However, we cannot. They
have seen things the rest of humanity cannot know." He thought of the Dobro breeding program and the
long-imprisoned descendants of the Burton. "And there are other secrets that would make the humans
turn their military might against us.”

She stiffened, automatically on guard and full of bravado. "We could still defeat them, Liege."
"I do not wish to fight them at all!"

"Then what are we to do with the humans you keep here? Blindfold them and lock them up? Kill them?'
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n NO! n
Her eyes were golden and intense, her face strong with determination. "Or tell them the truth?”

He lowered his voice, though no one else was near them. "1f my experts do not find away to fight the
hydrogues, | may have no choice but to betray the humans, Y azrah. Do | explain that to them and il
hope they understand?"

Her brow furrowed. "Father, if you let the humans help you, they may improve our chances of winning
against the hydrogues.”

He had not considered that. She continued in arush. "For instance, the human rememberer Anton
Colicos came here as a scholar. He is only interested in the Saga of Seven Suns. | have never seen aman
so obliviousto politics. Y et even he suspects something bad is going to happen here. He has asked me
troubling questions.”

Jorah's expression softened. He had seen his fearless daughter's unexpected flicker of affection for the
bookish human. "And what would you ask me to do, daughter?”

"Give him something else to see. On your orders, Rememberer V ao'sh faces the enormous task of
studying the apocryphal archives for clues. Why not let the human scholar assist him on Hyrillka? Send
Anton Colicos with him far from here, where he will not observe what you wish to keep hidden!"

"Yes, that isavery good idea." Jorah sighed with genuine relief. This was a decision he could make
without losing more honor. "I made plans and promises when | departed Hyrillka in the aftermath of

Rusah'srebellion. Tal O'nh isleading the rescue and rebuilding mission, and young Designate Ridek'h
needs to be about hisduties at last.”

Y azrah stood at attention. "Ridek'h is still only a boy, but even aboy Designate is better than none at all.
The people of Hyrillka are guilt-ridden and wounded. They need him there."

Knowing it was not logical, but certain this was what he wished to do, Jorah said, "And Ridek'h needs

you, Yazrah. As my daughter, you will never be a Designate, but you have the knowledge and strength
of character. Go with the boy as adviser, protector, and mentor--and also watch this human rememberer
to keep him out of trouble."

"But my placeis at the Mage-Imperator's side, to protect you!"
"Y ou cannot protect me against the dangers| face."

She looked extremely uncomfortable. "Cannot Tal O'nh be Ridek'h's teacher and guide?’
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He shook his head. "The tal isamilitary commander and can offer his strength, but a Designate needs
more than that. Ridek'h is the son of Pery'h. He has enough potential."

Y azrah left, troubled but not quite successful in hiding her smile. The Mage-Imperator remained on the
rooftop, deep in thought, knowing the hydrogues would come back before long to deliver their
commands. He could only hope that before then, Adar Zan'nh and Ildira's best minds could solve the
much greater challenge.

45

ADAR ZAN'NH

The Ildiran technical teams did not lack for manpower or resources. Every possible laboratory facility
was made available to them, and they conducted experiments, refined calculations, and improved their
traditional weapons. Unfortunately, after ten thousand years of malaise and stagnation, the scientist and
engineer kithmen were no longer capable of true innovation.

"We have increased our destructive power by nearly five percent, Adar." Klie'f and Shir'of seemed
pleased with the result.

Zan'nh scowled. "Five percent? The Mage-Imperator demanded breakthroughs, not more of the same
thing we have used for centuries. Y ou need new thoughts, not better versions of old ones."

Klie'f raised his hands helplessly. *We do not understand, Adar."

"It is clear you do not. Five percent, against an extermination force of diamond warglobes? The
hydrogues will not even notice the difference.”

Asayoung tal, Zan'nh had been promoted by Adar Kori'nh because he solved crisesin ways that other
Ildirans could not imagine. He had won simulated battles with tricky maneuvers and unconventional
tactics, no matter how much he incensed the older officers.

Zan'nh turned away in disappointment. The Solar Navy needed something entirely unexpected, and for
that he could not look to unimaginative researchers.

Finally, he pushed aside his reluctance. The Mage-Imperator had told him to try anything, and Zan'nh
would solicit ideas from an unlikely source.

The balding administrator of the Hansa cloud harvester faced him indignantly. "Y ou've got to be
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kidding. After al this, you want us to help you?' He rolled his eyes, looking at his sharp-featured
engineering chief, Tabitha Huck.

"That'saswitch!" she said. "l've been bored silly."

Zan'nh had first met Sullivan Gold when his warliners encountered the trespassing cloud harvester at
Qronha 3. Typically oblivious, the Hansa manager had been surprised that Il1dirans would take offense
just because humans had placed an industrial facility on a planet that did not belong to them.

He crossed his arms and regarded them both. "Like your Terran Hanseatic League, our Ildiran Empire
faces imminent destruction from the hydrogues. The Mage-Imperator has commanded our Solar Navy to
develop innovative weapons against them. We have made only minor progress, and time is running out.
Therefore, | request your assistance. My people cannot do this alone."

"Theterms‘Ildiran’ and ‘innovation' aren't usually used in the same sentence." Tabitha's voice dripped
with sarcasm.

Zan'nh allowed a small smile. "That is exactly the point. Our civilization reached the pinnacle of
achievement centuries ago. Our people no longer develop radical new concepts. Culturally, such things
are frowned upon.”

Tabithaclearly had little respect for her Ildiran counterparts. "And now that you need a new idea,
nobody can come up with oneto save hislife."

"Tosavedl our lives," Zan'nh pointed out. "My people have never been trained to think along
unorthodox lines. Humans, however, are well versed in this."

"Damn right," Tabitha said.

Sullivan's voice was like iron. "Before we do anything for you, | need you to tell us what's going on.
What was your mysterious mission to Qronha 3 with that little girl and her diving bell chamber? What's
the real story behind all those warglobes that appeared over Ildira?’

The Adar considered his instructions and the new leeway the Mage-Imperator had given him. No more
secrets! Conceding, Zan'nh explained the situation, including the looming hydrogue threat and why
Jora'h had needed to keep the humans isolated.

"What the hell!" Tabitha cried. Sullivan looked dizzy.

"Unless you help us find away to defeat the hydrogues, we will have no choice but to give in to their
ultimatum. We have no wish to see humans exterminated. Therefore, it isin your best intereststo help
us. | want--" He caught himself. "Sullivan Gold, | would very much appreciate it if you and your human
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workers assisted us.”
Sullivan's anguish was clear. "Why didn't you just ask in the first place?"
Zan'nh lowered his head. "Previously, our prioritieswere. . . incorrect."

Tabitha's eyes went wide. "Did you just admit you were wrong?' She tossed her light brown hair. "You
don't have to twist my arm to cause heartburn for the drogues. I'm tired of staring out the windows all
day long. Remember, | used to be an EDF weapons designer before | came to work on the cloud
harvester. | helped create the initial fraks and carbon-carbon slammers. | still have alot of basic designs
in my head, but our weapons weren't terribly effective against the warglobes either." She paced
restlessly. "The question is, what can | do that hasn't been done before?

"Precisdly," Zan'nh said. "We are searching for innovation."

Sullivan laced his big-knuckled fingers together and faced the Adar. "If we agree to help you, there's got
to be some measure of trust. And afterward, you have to let us go home."

"Sullivan Gold, if we do not defeat the hydrogues now, none of us will have a home to return to."

46

ENGINEERING SPECIALIST SWENDSEN

When the two scientists proudly delivered the tiny upload pack with their repeater virus, Sergeant
Paxton held it between thumb and forefinger. "Doesn't look like much of a secret weapon."

"If thisworks, all the compies inside the factory will immediately shut down," Y amane explained with a
calmness that Swendsen certainly didn't feel.

"Then we can use the same idea for the other EDF battle groups,” Swendsen added. "If we get data
copies out to them soon enough."

The silver berets were ready to take down the besieged compy factory, and this time they meant
business. No more practice. Lugging sonic battering rams, the new penetration team--five times the size
of the previous squad--rushed up to the barricaded doors on the quiet side of the sprawling facility,
choosing to enter through wings less likely to be occupied by the murderous compies.

Without slowing, the silver berets hit the factory door. Sonic rams made a deafening bang that Swendsen
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could hear even through his comm-receiver earplugs. The barricade buckled like a crumpled piece of
foil and fell away.

"Move it inside before the clankers come running!" Sergeant Paxton yelled. "Move! Move!"

Protected by a phalanx of commandos, Swendsen and Y amane remained confident in their frantically
developed virus. They knew the fix would work; they just had grave doubts about surviving long enough
to implement it. Every one of the silver berets carried atiny datapack copy: Redundancy increased the
odds that at |east one patch virus would reach the main programming station.

Silver berets plunged forward, weapons raised. Each one carried a projection grid that displayed the
primary path for their insertion, along with alternate routes. The commandos ran, armor and weapons
clattering, boots thundering across the floor. Swendsen and Y amane were aready out of breath in their
attempt to keep up, but knew they would be killed if they fell behind. The Soldier compies would close
In on them soon.

The group rushed through narrow corridors lined with shelves stacked with fabricated components
waiting to be assembled. Asthey had hoped, the wing was empty, and they encountered no resistance.

"Keep together. Hold it tight!" Paxton yelled.

The commandos did not let up, and Swendsen could see that even the weakest of these men and women
was far more fit than either he or Y amane. As part of their training, silver berets ran ten kilometers every
day. According to a popular mythos, they ate nails, played catch with boulders, and dangled from cliffs
for the sheer recreational value.

The squad pushed into the white-walled clean rooms where Klikiss robot programming was impressed
upon the control circuits. | guessit was a big mistake to do that, Swendsen thought. Too late now.

The point commandos dropped to their knees and opened fire as two Soldier compies emerged from a
cold, vapor-filled vault carrying replacement modules. Not expecting to see human intruders, the
compies spun about. The silver berets blasted them into shrapnel.

"Must be getting close," Paxton said.

Swendsen nodded. "The central upload banks are right ahead."

"Then that's where we need to go." Private ElIman kicked open the door.

The background noise grew louder with the hammering of assembly arms, the crackle and hiss of

welders, the clatter of moving conveyors. A thousand Soldier compies were at work producing more
robots. The first two silver berets mowed down the standing compies with dense, depleted-uranium
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projectiles, knocking the robots backward, but more machines quickly replaced them.

Paxton shouted, "Can't shoot them all. Blast and run--brute force, not finesse. We have to cut a swath
through these tin cans."

Swendsen pointed the way. The commandos formed ranks again and charged like an aggressive football
team toward its goalpost. They knocked compies away using exploding slugs and electrostatic short-
circuiting fields. But several Soldier compies seized hot weapons from the commandos, then grabbed the
unarmed men and women and killed them.

Sergeant Paxton growled, "L ook ahead and stay on target! Almost there."

Several more silver berets fell as the group pushed through the sea of clankers. By the time they reached
the control center, Swendsen was stunned to see that only Paxton and three other commandos had
survived, along with him and Y amane. Nearly fifty silver berets had sacrificed themselves so the two
technical specialists could get through with their patch virus.

Once inside the upload center, the last commandos barricaded the door as Soldier compies threw
themselves against it. "How fast can you upload those viruses?' Paxton said.

"No one else could do it faster,” Swendsen said, then cringed as a barrage of gunfire echoed around the
walls.

"Two minutes," Y amane answered. He started to say something else, but an explosion drowned him out.
He blinked, recovered, then repeated, "Two minutes."

"All right, two minutes." Without being told, the commandos barricaded the door. "Y ou better not be
exaggerating."

The compies used weapons seized from fallen silver berets to shoot holes through the door. Staccato
thuds and clangs rattled across the barricade and stitched a seam of holes along the walls.

Swendsen cringed over the control deck. Outside, a muffled explosion reverberated through the floor.
"Thisis delicate work! How am | supposed to concentrate?"

Paxton gave a disbelieving snort. "Should | go outside and tell the damned clankers to keep it down?"

Y amane was concerned about a more practical matter. "If one of those projectiles destroys the
equipment here, we can't install our repeater virus."

"Then | suggest you move faster than a proverbial speeding bullet.”
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Working in intent silence amidst the background din, the two scientists copied the patch virusinto the
upload center and fed it into the imprinting transmitter. By design, each compy that received the virus
would copy it and dump it to another compy, and another, and another. Once the cascade began, all the
berserk robots would shut down.

At least Swendsen hoped so.

Compies shattered the makeshift barricade. Paxton and his comrades fell back and opened fire. "These
are your last few seconds, gentlemen!™

"There, that's got it," Y amane said. "Ready to go."

Swendsen hit the transmit switch. The brief but deadly nugget of new programming swept out into the
compy factory.

The front robot ranks paused as the signal slammed into them, altering their core programming. They
hesitated as the repeater virus was automatically handed off to the next machine and the next. The
compies staggered, then froze, shutting down in waves. An expanding current of stillness swept through
the clamor of the factory.

Swendsen and Y amane waited at the control upload deck, afraid to speak. The surviving silver berets
looked at each other, then at al the suddenly petrified Soldier compies. Robot arms were outstretched,
artificial hands ready to tear them apart. They looked like an avant-garde artist's concept of a statue
garden.

One of the commandos shouldered a compy aside with a crash. With a growing snarl he knocked
another one down, asif clearing debris. Sergeant Paxton and the remaining silver berets got into the
vengeful spirit, tossing compies until they had cleared a way out of the battered control center.

Formally shaking hands to congratul ate each other, Swendsen and Y amane surveyed the now-silent
compy factory with satisfaction. "They'll never find their way out of that infinite loop."

"We still have alot of work to do,” Yamane said. "Simply understanding what initially went wrong
could take months."

"Save that for when the emergency's over," Paxton said. "We need to inform the EDF that your patch
virus worked. They can start transmitting it to hotspots right now, save some of our battle groups.” He
triggered his shoulder mike and broadcast his report.

"I'd feel more comfortable if we could just get out of here." Swendsen wiped the back of his hand across
his forehead, clearing droplets of perspiration.
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"Agreed,” the silver berets said in perfect unison.

They made their way back through the frozen compies, amazed by the sheer number of motionless
robots. Running the frenetic assembly lines beyond their design limits, the Soldier compies had
increased their ranks tenfold.

"The nearest exit's over here." Paxton led the way. Ahead, they could see the hangar doors.

"Like whistling through a graveyard at midnight," a silver beret said.

"Nothing to fear now," Swendsen said. "It worked exactly as planned.”

Sergeant Paxton clicked his shoulder transmitter again. "We're at door 1701/7. Be ready to let us out."
"Acknowledged, Sergeant.”

One of the Soldier compies twitched.

Swendsen paused. "Did you see that?"

Y amane frowned, troubled by this unexpected technical problem. "They shouldn't be able to bypass so
quickly. I wonder if they've installed adaptive security programming in their new constructions.”

Eye sensors glowed. Two mechanical arms shifted. A polymer-reinforced torso straightened. Bullet-
shaped heads swiveled.

"Oh, crap!" said Paxton. "Run!"

Swendsen and Y amane bolted. The surviving silver berets charged toward the door, but the Soldier
compies revived too swiftly. Swendsen tripped on a compy that was just starting to move. He caught at a
nearby robot to regain his balance, only to be grabbed by it. Terrified, he wrenched away, ripping a
bloody gouge in his shoulder.

With the ammunition left in their weapons, the silver berets blasted away, yelling at the top of their
lungs. Hundreds and then thousands of compies marched toward them, blocking the way out. They
closed in from all sides.

Swendsen could see the exit, but it was much, much too far away.
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a7

RLINDA KETT

Rattling and tugging, nematodes chewed through the metal floor of the lift. From its sluggish movement
and frequent lurches, Rlindaimagined at |east fifty of the heavy worms must be clinging down there.
How swiftly they had dlithered up the shaft walls and clambered along protrusions, driven by Karla
Tamblyn's furious control.

Rlinda struggled to fasten the chest guard of her environment suit while BeBob fit her remaining glove
in place. With athud followed by loud skittering, the nematodes buckled the insulated floor plates, and a
flash of serrated diamond teeth bit through a crack in the metal. Rlinda stomped her heel down as hard
as she could, and the worm-thing disappeared. After only abrief pause, the nematodes flung themselves
back with renewed vigor, squirming and sliding with a sound like wet |eather. The ascending elevator
slowed with ajerk, grinding in its track.

"Would it really hurt to let two lousy people escape?' BeBob groaned. "We didn't even belong herein
thefirst place.”

Rlindawas already sweating in her half-assembled suit. After seeing the nematodes make short work of
the fallen Roamers down there, she knew the thick fabric would offer little protection. Those sharp teeth
sent a shudder down Rlinda's spine, but she had no intention of letting either herself or her favorite ex-
husband be turned into worm food.

All business, moving as swiftly as she could, Rlinda turned BeBob around, checked his suit diagnostics
and his air supply, and pronounced him fully green. "Now you check me out." She backed closer to
BeBob.

With amechanical sigh of surrender, the lift finally ground to a complete stop, and it was still far from
the top.

"That's not good," BeBob said.

"Y ou're the master of minimizing." She tried to calm her breathing, but the skittering, thumping sounds
of the worms grew louder from below, making her sweat even more. She was embarrassingly closeto
panic. "Hurry up!"

Nematodes ripped through another floor segment, and Rlinda had to jerk her feet away from the jagged
mouths. BeBob checked her diagnostics, squinted at the readouts, then ran his gloved hands over her
padded garment. "Enough foreplay, BeBob! Is my suit intact or not? We have to blow out of this
chamber."
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"Want me to take shortcuts? Y ou'll be the first one to complain if your suit pops open in the vacuum."
"My suit won't help if those worms chew aholeinit, either.”

He adjusted something, then made a satisfied sound. "There, you're good to go as soon as we put our
helmets on."

She popped the helmet over BeBob's head and gave it a quick clockwise twist to seal its collar. "The lift
shaft is probably jacketed and pressurized, with an emergency sphincter or two. Up top | assume there's
another airlock leading outside.”

BeBob said something, but his helmet muffled the words, when he pushed a suitcomm toggle on his
chest pack, his voice came through a speaker in the collar of Rlinda's suit. "--the way Karla Tamblyn is
blasting everything down there, she might have cracked something open. If the shaft collapses, we're
screwed."

Rlinda studied the roof of the lift chamber, finding the emergency access hatch. "BeBob, we have awide
selection of ways to be screwed. That's why | want you out on the roof. I'm tired of these critters trying
to eat our toes. I'll bend down and cup my hands so you can step in them. Use my kneesif you want, and
open that access hatch so we can climb out."

"Me? Shouldn't | be lifting you up? Y ou could go first."

"Thanks for being a gentleman, BeBob, but I'm twice your weight. Even though Plumas has low gravity,
let's not get cocky."

With a crash, the gathered nematodes bent another floor section until the opening was big enough for
one to push its gelatinous red body through. Its skin membrane pulsed, and the protoplasmic body core
thrust forward, squirting the creature halfway into the chamber.

Rlinda stomped on its head with her full weight, bursting its body membrane and leaving it jiggling on
the floor. Only seconds later, two others fought to squeeze through the same opening.

With aworried glance at the oncoming swarm, BeBob quickly stepped on Rlinda's knee and put his
other foot in the cradle of her hands. She boosted him up so he could fumble with the hatch. "At least it's
an analog mechanism. No electronics or control sequence.”

More nematodes began to work their way through, crystalline jaws snapping closer to Rlinda. Holding
BeBob steady, she couldn't move to squash them with her boots. She kept glancing down. The worms
were almost through.
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"BeBob, you think you could--"

He worked frantically until he snapped the latch and pushed open the trapdoor. "That's got it." She gave
him a solid shove, and BeBob sprang upward in the low gravity, shooting most of the way through the
hole in the roof. Catching himself on his elbows, he hauled himself up.

No longer needing to support him, Rlinda landed a swift, hard kick on the nearest nematode. It retracted
briefly, then lunged forward again. Her second kick didn't bother the creature as much, and some of the
moist slime clung to her boot. From the grotto below, Karla Tamblyn's dark energy drove the nematodes
beyond any sensations of pain. "It's getting harder to discourage them."

On top of the lift, BeBob flopped flat on his stomach, stuck his helmeted head back down, and extended
his hand. "Come on. I'll pull you up."

Rlinda didn't see any other way. She grasped his gloved hand in her own, bent her knees, and counted,
"One--two--three." She sprang with all her strength. BeBob managed to tug her through the hatch up to
her waist. She barely fit. Rlinda's feet dangled and kicked while she struggled upward. BeBob seized her
shoulders.

Unhindered now, nematodes tore apart the floor plates, chewed other access holes, and slithered like a
nest of snakes into the chamber. Rlinda yanked her legs up and out of the way just as diamond teeth
snapped at her heel. She climbed onto the roof and slammed the hatch back down with aclang. "Talk
about a can of worms!*

Now that they were on top of thelift, Rlindatilted her helmet back to see the dizzying height of the shaft
above. "I really hoped the elevator would carry us alittle closer to the top."

"L ook, rungs!" BeBob pointed. Like the ridges of an endless centipede, alloy bars had been implanted in
the shaft's jacketed ice wall.

"You'rekidding." She imagined Roamers hauling themselves hand over hand up the shaft just for the
exercise. "Do | look like an athlete to you?"

"Y ou look beautiful to me, and you aways have."

Rlindarolled her eyes. "I never pegged you as one of those daredevils who gets hot and horny when his
lifeison theline."

"I thought | was being romantic."

"Save it for when we get to the Curiosity. Once we're away from this place, | guarantee you I'll bein the
mood. Come on, get moving!"
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Below, the nematodes squirmed into the lift chamber, writhing on top of each other, then using their
slime adhesion to crawl up the walls. They hadn't yet figured how to get to the roof, but it would be only
amatter of minutes.

BeBob gestured toward the rungs. "Ladies first."
"Y ou want to look at my big butt during the whole climb up?"

BeBob turned his helmet away asif embarrassed. "Actually, | was thinking you'd do a better job of
opening the airlock at the top, and | wanted to give you first crack at it."

"Hmmm, practical and romantic. Tell me again why | ever divorced you."
"Because we couldn't stand each other at the time."

Rlinda had divorced quite afew men, but Branson Roberts was the only one for whom she still carried a
torch. "Right. | like it better thisway. Why mess with a good thing?"

She grabbed the rungs and started to climb. BeBob secured the crossbar on the roof hatch, though it
would take the worms only a short while to chew through the metal itself. The thought was enough to
give Rlinda some incentive. Though she made good speed in the light gravity, within five minutes she
was puffing loudly into the echo chamber of her helmet. The suit's recirc and cooling systems worked
overtime.

Feeling vibrations through the shaft wall, she imagined Karla's continuing mayhem in the grotto below.
Though the Tamblyn brothers had caused them plenty of headaches, Rlinda would have helped if she'd
had the option. But this was a mess of the Roamers' own making; she and BeBob had no part init.

High above, she could see a necklace of lights marking the top of the shaft and the waiting airlock.
Huffing, she grabbed the next rung, then the next, and the next. Her muscles ached, and her lungs were
on fire. She couldn't remember the last time she'd exerted herself so. BeBob climbed steadily behind her.

When she heard tinny thumps far below, she realized that the nematodes were battering against the roof
of the lift chamber; through sheer numbers, they knocked open the hatch and began boiling out onto the
roof. Exuding gelatinous slime, the nematodes adhered to the smooth shaft wall. They squirmed like
caterpillars, circling around the borehole--and climbing fast.

She paused to glance down, saw the red nematodes gaining ground. "No need to look, Rlinda," BeBob
called. "Just assume they're getting closer. If you hear my scream and then a crunching sound, you can
be sure you're next."
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She pulled herself nearer to the surface and freedom. The Roamer environment suit carried a kit of
useful tools, but once she got to the top, Rlindawould still need time to finesse the airlock. Doubts
began to pile up in her mind, brought on by fear. What if the airlock had a fail-safe system that disabled
in the event the lift chamber was not sealed in place, or if the doors at the bottom of the shaft weren't
properly sealed? She didn't even want to think about that and concentrated only on climbing. Climbing.
Her mind was aready planning how she would fudge the airlock controls. There had to be some sort of
emergency egress mechanism.

Rlinda reached the top so unexpectedly that she was startled to find no more rungs. The inner airlock
door was sedled, as she'd feared, and the control panel wasn't one of the standard models. She yanked
out the tools clipped to her suit and went to work. When she exposed the controls, she found handwritten
notations on all the wiring. "How am | supposed to figure this out?"

BeBob kept climbing, a dozen rungs beneath her. "Asfast as you can--that would be my preference.”
Then he yel ped.

The closest nematode reared up just below hisleg, and BeBob kicked hard enough to knock it loose. The
creature's slimy adhesion wasn't strong enough to hold, and the invertebrate dropped down the shaft. But
seven other nematodes were chomping their way up after it, with plenty more behind those.

She didn't see any way she could decipher these controls and cycle the airlock in the time they had
available. She did, however, understand the standard automatic-purge routine. She made up her mind.
"Wrap your arms around one of those rungs, BeBob, and hold on." She dragged the blade of a
screwdriver across the circuitry to short out all safety interlocks, then manually cracked open both the
Inner and outer pressure doors.

With athump of decompression, the air inside the shaft was sucked out like a cold beverage through a
straw. Hooking her boot around one rung and her arms around another, Rlinda held herself in place as
evacuating air rushed past. BeBob clung just beneath her.

Far, far below, at the bottom of the shaft, an emergency seal door clanged into place to protect the
inhabited underground grotto, and sphincters closed off the shaft at several levels. At least something
was still working properly.

The shaft's air geysered out, pulling the bloated scarlet creatures from the wall. The nematodes shot
outside into the hard vacuum like wet tendrils of phlegm. Once they hit the freezing emptiness, their skin
membranes could not hold their internal pressure, and they exploded.

The tug of wind lasted only afew seconds until the shaft was drained. Rlinda reached down to grasp
BeBob's hand, pulling him up, and the two of them climbed through the jimmied airlock door. Outside
they saw shelter huts, piping, wellheads, several large water tankers. And the Voracious Curiosity.

file://IK |/eMule/Incoming/Anderson,%20K evin%20J.%2...-%200f %20Fi re%20and%20Ni ght%620(v1.0)%20[ html].html (140 of 428)8-12-2006 23:49:47



Anderson, Kevin J. - [Saga of Seven Suns 05] - Of Fire and Night

Rlinda laughed with relief to see her ship, then looked down at the splatters of crimson ice and shredded
worm bodies. BeBob bounded past her. "No time for sightseeing. That woman could crack through the
crust at any minute."

She didn't need to be told twice. Within moments they got themselves aboard, and Rlinda coaxed the
enginesto life. "The Curiosity's still pretty battered, and it |ooks like those Roamers never got around to
fixing everything. But she can fly."

“Then let'sfly!"

And they did, leaving Plumas mercifully far behind.

48

GENERAL KURT LANYAN

After the demoalitions techs blew open the launching bay, the Goliath gaped open to vacuum. General
Lanyan'sfirst group of armored trainees used maneuvering packs to swoop through the cargo doors.
Time to get to work.

"Think of it as a pest-control mission, everyone. We're going in to clean out an infestation.” The patter
of responsesin his helmet sounded uneasy, but professional. These kleebs had signed up for military
service in time of war. In their bunks at the EDF training base, they had dreamed of seeing real combat.
Now they were going to get it, in spades.

Even before the assault group had anchored themselves against the recoil, they unleashed covering fire
against any compy resistance. Once the trainees locked magnetic boots onto the deck and stabilized
themselves inside, they methodically completed the sweep with projectile guns.

The remaining Soldier compiesin the bay didn't have a chance. Metal and polymer shrapnel drifted out
Into space.

A voice clicked in Lanyan's helmet. "We are secure.”

While EDF guards were stationed at all access points leading from the large bay deeper into the ship,
Lanyan launched the second phase of the recovery operation. Hundreds of armed trainees in reinforced
suits disembarked from the cavalry ships into the Juggernaut's empty bay and set up their beachhead.

Lanyan needed to get these unseasoned soldiers ready for the hard task ahead of them, but he didn't
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intend to give them an overly realistic scenario. These newbie commandos would get weak knees.

"Bear in mind that just because we've killed the engines doesn't mean we've won," he transmitted
through his helmet comm. "This Juggernaut is crawling with Soldier compies, and you can bet your
asses they still mean to hijack these ships. According to our database, two hundred and forty-two
clankers were placed in service aboard the Goliath. The crew probably managed to take out a good
number of them, but there'll be plenty left for us.”

He strode into the bay, still talking. "In addition to the guillotine command that shut down their engines,
I've already input a command string in the Juggernaut's computer to lock down all lifts. That means the
remaining compies are bottled up on individual decks."

"General, can they overhear this chatter?"
Lanyan scowled at the cadet. "Not unless you're dumb enough to be on an open channel, soldier."
"No, sir, that would be against regulations.”

He gestured with a gloved hand. "We're going to clear this whole bottom level and use it as our staging
area. WE'll show the damned machines what it means to be methodical. Once we scrape the launching
deck clean, | propose adirect assault on the bridge. We can't et the compies keep working on the
systems or we might lose the whole ship again. Once we capture the bridge, then I'min control, and it's
all over except for the bookkeeping. We can clean up the rest of the walking scrap metal at our leisure.”

He reminded his trainees to check their weapons, prepare spare rounds of ammunition, and adjust charge
packs so they could swap out depleted components in half a second. By the book. When a chorus of
shouts announced that the primary sweeper teams were ready, Lanyan instructed them to reanchor
themselves to the deck. "When we open the door, there's going to be an outrush of air. Y ou don't want it
to bowl you over."

Simultaneously, point men cracked open the access hatches that led from the bay to the interior of the
ship. Aninvisible storm swept past them and spurted into space as the entire bottom deck emptied of
atmosphere. Air was easily replaceable. Human soldiers were much more difficult to come by.

A dozen or so Soldier compies had crowded against each hatch, preparing to fight, but the sudden

decompression gust took them by surprise. Many lost their balance; some were sucked out through the
open hangar doors. A barrage of projectile fire blasted the rest back.

"Take them out of the defensive equation,”" Lanyan lectured. "Just like in your lessons back at base."

Now that the deck was open to space, wispy steam curled from beneath closed cabin doors. Splatters of
blood froze to iron-hard paint on the walls as the remaining moisture boiled out of the crimson smears.
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The sweeper teams split up according to the mission plan. Before suiting up, all of Lanyan's people had
studied engineering diagrams of the Goliath. Any recruit whose memory was faulty, or who simply
couldn't think straight in a panic, could call up projected diagrams on a backlit display within their
helmets.

Now the pumped-up kleebs ran forward, yelling into comm lines at the top of their lungs. Unaffected by
the vacuum, Soldier compies emerged into the line of fire. Lanyan felt a satisfying recoil against his
shoulder armor as he fired his projectilerifle. A depleted-uranium slug drove the nearest clanker
backward with enough force to topple two of its companions. Normally, no sane soldier would fire such
powerful projectiles inside a spaceship: Superdense slugs could easily puncture a hull or shatter a
porthole. Right now, though, Lanyan didn't give a damn about a few pinholes or cosmetic damage to the
Juggernaut. Those things could be fixed.

Lanyan's trainees continued to fire. Destroyed compies clattered aside while others emerged to take their
places. "They keep coming, General!"

"So keep shooting. The reason the damned clankers succeeded in the first place was that they took our
people by surprise. Thistime there's no excuse.”

Lanyan barked at them to stay in formation as he moved down the corridor door by door, opening each
chamber, destroying Soldier compies hiding inside bunk rooms. This mission reminded him of his
younger days, when he had trained for urban warfare, prepping EDF soldiers to raid rebellious colony
towns that had thumbed their noses at the Hansa Charter. But fanatic rebels were alot softer than
compies. . . .

Human bodies lay strewn on the floor or stuffed into closets and storage chambers. When the greenhorn
soldiers looked at their dead comrades, Lanyan knew they were ready to puke into their faceplates. He
had to turn that emotion into vengeance. "Compy butchers! Are we going to let them get away with it?"

"Hell no, sir!'" One of the recruits next to him opened fire with ayell, knocking down three compies
coming down the corridor.

Lanyan's team reached the end of the hall after purging each sector. It took the better part of two hours
before he declared the Goliath's lower deck secure. Seven trainees had been killed in the methodical
assault. Acceptable losses.

The General stood in front of the closed lifts at the end of the hall and addressed the breathless
commandos. "Thisis going to be tight. The only bridge access is by these two lifts, one on each side.
That creates a strategic bottleneck, since we can only get asmall group of you in at atime. No telling
how many compies have holed up on the bridge.”
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He swung his gaze around through his faceplate's limited field of view. "I'm going to lead one charge
myself. Ensign Childress will take a group up the second shaft. Childress, pick fifteen of your coolest
sharpshooters and crowd them into the elevator car. I'll do the same here, and reactivate both lifts. On
my mark, hit the bridge selector so that both groups arrive at the same time."

"Agreed, General!" Childress's voice was husky and eager. "May | suggest, sir, that we limit our
weapons to energy dischargers? D-U slugs will make macaroni of the bridge control boards, and |
assume you want to fly the Goliath out of here at the end of the day?"

"Good point, Ensign. So ordered. Switch to energy scramblers.” Lanyan swapped his projectile weapon
for asoldier's stun-pulser. Having watched his fighters clear the lower decks, he tapped the ones who
had been the most proficient. Together, they waited at the lift door. His kleebs were acting like areal
team, real soldiers. They were getting the hang of this.

When Lanyan used his command codes to restore power to the lifts, the sealed elevator doors slid open--
releasing a Soldier compy like a spring-loaded jack-in-the-box. The reeling compy knocked Lanyan
over. Two trainees immediately fired a scrambler burst, and the ruined machine jittered and fell heavily
on top of the General. "Get this clanker off of me!"

The soldiers lifted the hulk away and helped Lanyan to his feet. Two of the servo systemsinside his
armored suit had been knocked offline, so he delayed the bridge-assault teams just long enough to reset
his suit controls. When al the lights blinked green, Lanyan transmitted to Childress, "Let's go."

He and his chosen group crowded into the first lift. It reminded him of an academy stunt--how many
EDF troopers could fit into a ship's elevator?--but there was nothing fun about this operation. At his
signal, the two lifts shot upward, arriving in unison at opposite sides of the captive bridge. The doors dlid
open, and the sweeper teams boiled out.

Energy weapons crackled around Lanyan. Circuitry-numbing bolts played across the first two trainees as
they emerged onto the bridge, freezing their suit servos and turning the kleebs into statues.

"Watch who you're hitting, Childress!" Lanyan bellowed, assuming that the opposite team was firing.
"It's not us, sir. The clankers have their own weapons. Must've seized them from the Goliath's armory."

Lanyan ducked out of the way as the firing continued. Static discharges ricocheted like lightning in a
bottle. This pitched battle was the compies' last stand. The military robots advanced with the sheer
weight of numbers. Lanyan froze a clanker in front of him, then kicked the energy weapon out of its
metal hands. Even he hadn't expected so much resistance. "Why the hell are so many of them up here?'

Then he noticed that the bridge's command modules had been pried open, circuitry boards removed,
systems wired up to bypasses. After the guillotine command had shut down the Juggernaut engines, the
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compies had indeed tried to reconfigure all systems to restore control, as expected. I'll be damned if they
wouldn't have succeeded in another hour or two.

Right now, the compies must be doing the same thing aboard all the other paralyzed ships. A ball of ice
formed in his stomach. They had to hurry.

Realizing he had stopped shooting, Lanyan blasted another military robot that came up behind one of his
trainees. Three members of Childress's team already lay motionless on the deck. Lanyan didn't count the
time, didn't count the number of targets, simply focused on any machine that was still moving.

When the mutinous robots had been eliminated, the sudden calm felt eerie. Childress shot three more
blasts into a clanker already sprawled on the deck.

Unableto believe it was over, Lanyan looked at his forearm display, checked the external pressure, and
saw that the air was still breathable. He cracked open his faceplate and took a deep breath. The bridge
smelled like smoke, ozone, burned circuitry, and spilled blood. Even so, it was better than the inside of
his helmet.

The Goliath's bridge crew lay dead, mangled human bodies discarded under the control stations. The
captain and bridge officers had put up a decent fight, but were overwhelmed.

Lanyan studied the exposed circuitry modules on the captain's chair. "We've got some housekeeping to
do. Get our best computer specialists up here so we can reactivate this Juggernaut's systems while other
cleanup crews go deck by deck and clear out the rest of the clankers. And | want an inventory of all the
robot bodies you find, so we can keep a halfway accurate tally."

"Some of them are in too many pieces,” Childress pointed out.

"And some of them might be still hiding out in the air ducts," Lanyan said. "1'd rather not get an
unpleasant surprise.”

Though he tried to make his voice stern, he could not prevent a grin from creeping onto his face. All
around in the open gulf of space, the rest of the hijacked Grid O battle group waited for him. But this
Juggernaut was his again. A good start.

"We've got one of our ships back. I'm proud of you all, but it's going to be along day yet."
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BENETO

Beneto watched the hundreds of towering verdani seedships preparing for war. With their thorn branches
outthrust, he could sense the pulsing drive, the anger toward their mortal enemies. Gathered now, these
organic battleships were ready to destroy the hydrogues after the holocaust ten thousand years ago.

But it wasn't the only war. The worldforest thrummed with the last cries of green priests trapped on EDF
vessels as berserk Soldier compies slaughtered every human they found. Desperate telink reports
splattered like hot blood across the verdani mind. The seeds of this current treachery had been planted
long ago. Through worldforest memories, Beneto knew how Klikiss robots had used that previous war to
set up a betrayal that exterminated their creator race. Now it seemed that Soldier compies had done
something similar to humanity, taking advantage of the greater conflict. And there was nothing he or the
worldtrees could do to assist the EDF.

Knowing the inevitability of the upcoming clash with the hydrogues, and aware of his special
responsibility, Beneto stood before the nearest landed treeship, which thrust up to the sky like a many-
tipped spear. He had been created as an avatar of the worldforest, alink between the tree mind and the
human race. He had to understand these incalculably old organic battleships.

A part of him knew that he had to go inside. The gnarled trunk was covered with golden plates thicker
than the bark of a normal worldtree, asimpenetrable as a dragon's armor. Beneto pressed his wood-grain
palms against the overlapping bark scales, and a vertical perforation appeared down the trunk, parting
for him like awooden mouth. He entered the giant treeship, and the wooden portal closed behind him.

The winding interconnected passages were smooth, asif made by a giant burrowing beetle. Beneto went
deeper into the core, trailing his artificial fingertips along the walls and feeling where he should go.

The vessels had taken flight ten millennia ago, drifting on the cosmic winds. They had traveled far from
where hydrogues had once fought the worldforest, where wentals and faeros had clashed, flying away
like sparks from a windblown fire. But they had been summoned back.

He reached the immense tree's nerve center, a vaulted chamber akin to a warship's command bridge.
Wooden pillars dripped like stalactites fused into a support framework. At the center of the chamber sat
a half-dissolved creature overgrown by cellulose drapings. The pilot.

Beneto could make out the elongated head, angular chin, and upswept cheekbones. The close-set
birdlike eyes seemed to be little more than knots of wood. This creature was not meant to appear human,
had never been human. An unknown alien species.

The pilot turned its nearly fused head, and Beneto faced it. He could hear whispered history through the
immensely complex library of worldforest memories.
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Long before humanity had begun to build cities on Earth, some other race--now lost to all records,
hidden even in the folds of the verdani mind--had served as green priestsin the first war with the
hydrogues. After so much time aboard the verdani battleship, little more than awisp of the origina life
form remained, just this tiny sculptured afterimage. But it was still aware, still serving the worldforest.

Fused into the soft, pulsing heartwood, the overgrown face lifted so that its birdlike eyes met Beneto's.
The two of them shared a destiny, and both accepted their fates. Without words, Beneto received a flood
of the pilot's experiences and knowledge, warnings and joys.

The alien brain was like a pattern of permanent stains on the battleship's wood. Beneto absorbed the
breadth of the long journey out of the Spiral Arm and into unknown reaches of the Galaxy. A cascade of
centuries filled his mind, giving him a poignant understanding of endless time. Until now, Beneto had
never had any concept of what ten thousand yearsfelt like.

Now he knew what was to become of him.

The verdani requested the same commitment from Beneto to find other volunteers among the green
priests, and the same sacrifice of life and time.

Then they asked him to help them create more giant organic vessels to throw against the hydrogues.
Many more. And for that he needed to call on the assistance of the wentals.

50

NIRA

The surrounding hills had turned a crackling brown in the dry season. Nira hoped there wouldn't be fires
again, though part of her longed to see this whole camp burned to the ground. She had hoped, and
prayed, never to return here--and she'd certainly never expected it to be under circumstances like these.

Osirah took her by the hand and led her toward the austere buildings where the descendants from the
Burton lived out their lives, men and women forced to breed with Ildiran subjects. The captives found
their own glimmers of happiness, selecting companions and mates for when they weren't locked in the
breeding barracks.

Nira shuddered at the sight of those dark buildings to which she'd been dragged during her fertile times.
No one had bothered to tell her--or any of them--the purpose of the breeding program, but she suspected
that Udru'h had enjoyed it all. There, by the fence, the guards had beaten her, dragged her away, and told
everyone she was dead.
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The ground showed no bloodstains. Four young children played together by the fence asif their lives
were perfectly normal.

Black spots danced in front of her eyes. She wanted to turn and run again, to clamber through the fences
and flee into the tinderbox-dry hills. Osirah sensed her distress and squeezed her hand. "It'll be al right,
Mother. We're together now."

At her arrival, people came out into the bright sunlight, curious and amazed. Though Nira must |ook
worn and weary, these people knew who she was. They had never seen any other green priest. Benn
Stoner, the ostensible leader of the camp, studied her, asif she might be an illusion. “"We thought you
were dead. They put up agrave marker for you."

"The Designate is no stranger to covering up terrible deeds." Nira doubted she would ever shake off her
revulsion for this place until she was away from here forever. During her previoustime here, she had
told the captives about the worldforest on Theroc, the Terran Hanseatic League, and the IIdiran Empire.
But, having grown up in captivity, the people hadn't believed her.

The girl looked at the curious faces. The captives were just as surprised to see Osirah walking among
them as they were to see Nira. Half-breed children had always been taken away and held in the lldiran
section of the settlement. "We're going to live here now. Here in the camp,” Osirah said. "We need a
placeto stay." She opened the door of one of the communal sleeping quarters.

"There are empty bedsinside," Stoner said. "We have meals together, then stories and afew songs." He
shrugged. "We used to be assigned hard work, but no one seems to know what to do anymore, not even
the Ildirans. The breeding barracks have been closed. The whole camp is practically shut down."

Niraglanced up in wonder. "No more rapes?' Maybe it was some further trick by Designate Udru'h,
giving them a shred of hope just to take it away again. "lsn't that what you wanted?"

The captives |ooked healthy but confused. Their world had been shaken, obviously for the better, but
somehow they were not comforted. Stoner ran a hand along the back of his neck. "No one will tell us
why."

"There's no longer any need," Osirah said. "The purpose of this breeding camp is complete." Though
she was small, the girl carried an authority that made everyone listen. "They have me. They got what

they wanted." She found a clean bunk and sat down on it. "I'll take this one. The Mage-lmperator says
you and | are supposed to wait here, Mother."

"When will we see him?* Nira asked. "Do you know when he's coming here? | haven't seen himin so
long."

Osirah's small voice sounded profoundly bitter. "He remainsin the Prism Palace continuing his
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schemes. He doesn't want you to know what he's doing. He doesn't want me to see him either. | think
he's embarrassed or ashamed.” She lowered her voice. "I hope so."

"Y ou're not making any sense, Osirah."

"None of this makes any sense. The Mage-Imperator will summon us back to Mijistrawhenever it
serves him to do so. He no longer needs either of us.”

ol

DOBRO DESIGNATE UDRU'H

The female green priest had atalent for making things difficult, even her own rescue. Udru'h had never
expected Nirato escape and cause more problems, especially now that he was trying to do the right
thing.

At least he would not need to create another deception--another lie--for Jorah. He knew that all the
previous ones had been necessary, however. His brother'sirrational attachment to a breeding mother
could have brought down the very program designed to protect the Ildiran race. Udru'h had had no
choice but to shield the new Mage-Imperator from his own bad decisions.

The Designate smply had to wait and bide histime. All of his actions would be proved right, and
justified, sooner or later. The Mage-Imperator, though still angry at Udru'h's treatment of Nira, would
know the Designate's true loyalty and dedication.

Now Jora’h had commanded that Nira be kept safe, and he had even sent Osirah to stay with her. Udru'h
had not expected that. He didn't understand why the girl would not prefer to stay with himin his
dwelling outside the camp. She was a living justification for all that had been done here. He had been
her guide and mentor for most of her brief life. At first, he had hoped that perhaps the girl returned to
Dobro to be with him. Now he scowled at his foolish thought. She seemed to want the company of her
mother--a human woman she barely knew.

Nirawas athorn in his side reminding him about certain questionable decisions. She was like an
unstable explosive in their midst, and would be even more dangerous when she returned to Jorah. She
would burden the Mage-Imperator with sob stories of her pains and sorrows, no doubt blaming
everything on Udru'h without understanding the necessity--when Jorah could ill afford to be distracted.

Pacing alongside him, Daro'h looked with concern toward his uncle. Though the young man didn't speak
aword, his body language telegraphed countless questions that had been growing within him like thorny
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weeds. The Designate-in-waiting, who had always been a diligent student and completely loyal, now
appeared angry, hurt, and . . . disappointed?

"I am your successor. Why do you hide things from me?' he finally said. "Explain what really happened
here. Why did you exile that green priest to an isolated island? Why did you hide her even from the
Mage-Imperator?"

Udru'h turned to the young man. The possibilities of how much damage Nira could still do flickered like
embers ready to be fanned into flame. "All my reasons are the same one: | did it to strengthen and
protect the Ildiran Empire. | have told you everything you need to know."

Walking toward the camp fences, the Dobro Designate stared at the subdued breeding camp. He had

mixed feelings about what would happen to the experimental subjects now. Hislife'swork, indeed the
whole centuries-long plan for Dobro, was over. Udru'h could not help feeling an emptiness, an abrupt
malaise that set in along with the realization that he had achieved an impossible task. And now what?

Daro'h lowered his head in surrender. "Y our behavior has changed since Osirah returned, Designate.
Y ou were once so passionate about our work here. Now that she has succeeded, what is to become of
Dobro?

"| feel the ending of the thing that has been our very reason for existence for centuries." His words were
sharp with a bitter aftertaste. Udru'h turned from the enclosed breeding compound where the humans
continued their routines. He had fulfilled his role, done everything that history and his bloodline asked.
He was finished. "I never thought success would be as disappointing as failure."

Udru'h reached a decision that made him sad, yet al'so gave him a sense of liberation and freedom. He
placed his left hand on Daro'h's shoulder, turning the younger man to face him. "Thisis atime of
changes. | have taught, and you have learned, but Dobro is a different splinter colony now. My advice
and experience will not benefit you further. There should be a clean transition.”

Daro'h frowned. "What are you saying?"

"I will return to Ildira." He turned back toward his private dwelling. The Designate-in-waiting had
already made his own home in a different part of the settlement. "There are too many eyes here, too
many who would judge without understanding what | have done, or why. | will retire and never see this
place again." Hetook a sad look around the grassy hills, the settlement, the croplands. This should have
been afine and thriving splinter colony, where colonists could have alife of self-sufficiency. Maybe if
he left, the stain would go with him.

He turned to Daro'h. "From now on, Dobro is yours."
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92

CHAIRMAN BASIL WENCESLAS
The Chairman was always upset when things didn't go right, and that had happened alot lately.

From his private control center, agrim and silent Basil listened to the screams and gunfire echoing
through the monitors. Implanted microimagers in the silver berets armor went dead one after another.
Engineering Specialist Swendsen flailed against the reactivated Soldier compies. Finally Sergeant
Paxton's imager--the last one--died to a whiteout of static.

Basil made a sound of disgust and looked around for someone to blame. " Swendsen announced that the
repeater virus worked. All the compies were shut down. What happened?' He squeezed his hand into a
fist and then forcibly relaxed hisfingers.

"Dr. Swendsen may have spoken prematurely,” answered Eldred Cain from the seat beside him. The
hairless deputy appeared paler than usual. His lips were twisted as if he were enduring a bad bout of
indigestion. "l inspected their planned mode of attack, and it appeared sound.”

The Chairman's jaws clenched so tightly that his muscles ached. "Link to the on-site command center. |
want to watch what's happening outside the factory. They've got to contain those compies before they
break through the cordon."

With nimble fingers, Cain accessed a different set of imagers. "Too late already, Mr. Chairman.”
Outside the manufacturing compound, compies had torn away the door barricades, while squads of
silver berets drove them back with heavy-projectile launchers. Smashed and shattered robot bodies piled
up, but more compies climbed up and over the pile of debris. Shouts rattled back and forth on the

command comm lines. "Breach in the southwest wing! They've knocked half the damn wall down, and
they're coming out by the hundreds."

"Then shoot them by the hundreds!”
"We've got to pull troops from the north end. That's just the warehouse side. We're safe there--"
"Shit, here they come!™

Cain said quietly, provocatively, "Good thing King Peter reacted swiftly and decisively as soon as he
received the report. Otherwise, we never would have contained them at all. They'd have taken us
completely unprepared.”
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Basil breathed through flared nostrils. "I'll deal with the King's intractability when this crisisis over."

Cain's expression was unreadable, hisvoiceflat. "l was pointing out the King's foresight, sir, not his
failings."

After glaring at his deputy, Basil rested his elbows on the table, pressing his face close to theimage. The
screens showed armored vehicles pulling up to surround the factory. Compies came out of any holein
the shattered barricades.

Breathless and alarmed, Sarein rushed into the control chamber. "Basil, Mr. Chairman--what's
happening? Can | be of assistance?"

"Inaword, no." He spared her only abrief glance, then turned his attention back to the screens. "Unless
you can magically double the number of people | have on the ground?"

Her expression hardened, and she was obviously hurt by his comment. "I was just coming to offer my
support, Basil."

He had no time for her right now. "Then please do it silently."

When he'd okayed the initial response orders, Basil had been convinced that five hundred silver berets
would be sufficient to stop any incursion. Now he thought about bringing in more Palace District
security forces aswell asthe royal guards. But he saw that reinforcements could never get therein time.
The silver berets were overextended, and the lines were clearly crumbling.

Cain looked at the Chairman, his scalp furrowed with concern. "We can't hold the outflux. We don't
have sufficient weaponry or personnel in position.”

Basil nodded. "It's time for a vaporization strike. We have to cauterize this wound before it gets worse."

The deputy's fingers were aready flying as he opened channels to the ground-based EDF troops and
Palace District security. "Y ou redlize the repercussions, Mr. Chairman? Calling in a strike in the middle
of the Palace District? | would advise against it."

"On the edge of the Palace District. If those rogue compies get out into the general populace, the
bloodbath will be unimaginable. They'll murder tens of thousands. At the moment they're all in one
place. I'm calling the strike now."

"Then please alow me to contact the secondary commander and warn the silver berets to withdraw--"

"Absolutely not. The silver berets are the only thing hindering the spread of the Soldier compies. If they
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back off for even a moment, the robots will hemorrhage out of every access point in the factory. The
men will remain at their posts until the end. They knew what they were doing when they signed up.
Silver beretswill not let us down."

"Calling in a strike within the Palace District, and targeting your own troops?' Cain's blue eyes were full
of angry questions, his fingers hesitating on the keypad. Nearby, though she remained silent, Sarein
appeared distraught.

"WEell issue the order in the King's name." Basil glanced at his status screen; the fast carriers bearing
two vaporization bombs were on their way. Estimated time of deployment was twenty minutes.

Basil sighed at the deputy's obvious hesitancy. Sarein looked ready to blurt something, so he cut them
both off sharply. "Thisisadifficult decision, Mr. Cain. A Chairman's decision." Sadly, his own deputy
did not understand the burdens areal Chairman was forced to bear. Cain was intelligent, cooperétive,
competent . . . yet he had no backbone, overthinking every decision. Perhaps this man was another bad
choice--like intractable (and now comatose) Prince Danidl. Like King Peter himself.

The compy factory wasin flames. Several walls had collapsed; black, oily smoke poured from gaping
holes in the expansive roof. On the ground, Soldier compies marched through the torn barricades,
pushing back the commandos. The fighters gathered for alast stand, but their lines had begun to break as
many of them ran out of ammunition and charge packs.

Overhead, two fast carriers streaked in. Any surviving silver berets who looked up and saw the bombers
understood their fate. The rest kept firing their weapons to the very end.

When the strike came in, the flash of disintegrating heat and light rippled outward in an expanding ring.
V aporization warheads were carefully calibrated, with an adjustable devastation radius accurate to
within ameter. The blast erased a small part of the Palace District, obliterating the factory, all the
Soldier compies, and every one of the silver berets who stood in the way. . . .

It took more than an hour for the boiling column of dust, smoke, and steam to dissipate, leaving behind a
huge, glassy crater that was perfectly circular and perfectly sterile.

Basil showed no reaction, though his emotions roiled: grief for the loss of life (naturally), frustration
over the failure, and the maddening sense that he was losing control. But he had to celebrate the victory,
while he could still remember how to do so.

"Well, that takes care of the compy problem," he said. "Here, at least.”

93
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GENERAL KURT LANYAN

Once they'd retaken the Goliath, the rest of the operation should have been a piece of cake, but Lanyan
was wary of underestimating the Soldier compies again. Underestimating the damned clankers--in fact,
not considering them athreat at all!--had gotten the EDF into this mess.

As his trainee technicians finished reassembling the command station so he could input the rel ease code,
Lanyan's teams continued sweeper operations to root out compies on deck after deck. Before long, the
flagship would be clean.

The General tasked his now-eager recruitsto do an inventory of the frozen Grid 0 vessels. Under normal
circumstances, the guillotine protocol would leave the ships completely helpless until he rescinded the
order. But he'd seen how much progress the compies had made in eviscerating the Goliath's computer by
the time he had retaken the bridge. No doubt the military robots were doing the same aboard the rest of
the paralyzed vessels. Even if the compies had to rip out and replace every system, they would get some
of the ships functional again before long. Compies were distressingly effective workers.

"Divide up theteams,” Lanyan said. "Concentrate on the capital ships, the Mantas and Thunderheads. |
want at least four of them back under our control within the hour." 1t would take two more hours for his
anticipated reinforcements to arrive from other EDF bases. In the meantime, he'd have to send smaller
teams to each captive ship and order his people to work double time. That would increase his risk of
losing personnel, but he was even less enchanted with the thought of letting so many fully armed
battleships dlip through his fingers.

It would take years for the shipyards to rebuild all those capital vessels, and the EDF needed every asset
right now. Especidly if the treacherous compies had already seized other grid battle groups. . . How
much of the fleet was | eft?

Better to destroy the assets, however, than let them fall into enemy hands. As afail-safe plan, Lanyan
Issued worst-case instructions. "Get atargeting lock on as many Grid O ships as possible. If they make a
move to escape, or attack, be ready to open fire. Take out only the enginesif you can, or blow up the
whole damned ship if you can't."

Tactical interns and sensor trainees mapped out the paralyzed vessels. Fresh from their drills, the recruits
approached the problem as an exercise and submitted meticulous plans for the General's review. Lanyan
liked all the details. He was really putting the kleebs through their paces.

What the hell did the Soldier compies have against the Hansa? What sort of vendetta? He remembered
that young girl Orli Covitz who insisted that Klikiss robots and Soldier compies had wiped out the
defenseless colony on Corribus. At the time, her story had seemed impossible, but he no longer doubted
the kid.
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A message came over the Goliath's intercom. "Deck 7 is cleared, sir."
"Excellent. Have you found any survivors?'

"None whatsoever."

"I didn't expect to. What's the inventory of destroyed compies so far?"

"Four more decksto survey, sir. Approximately forty Soldier compies are unaccounted for, but we don't
know exactly how many were blown out the launching bay in the decompression.”

"Be conservative, and be very thorough."

Ensign Childress's team had removed the human bodies and wrecked compies from the bridge. The
constant chatter of technicians was alow drone, but he sensed the excitement as they replaced the covers
on the main operational nodes. Hunched together, the techs ran diagnostic routines. Multicolored lights
winked on across the vital bridge stations, including the command chair.

"General, we're pleased to present you with this Juggernaut." One of the techs grinned. "All systems
restored, major hull breaches repaired. Ready to take it out for aspin, sir?"

Lanyan sighed with relief. "Engines? Shields? Weapons?"
"Much of it'sjury-rigged, but we're confident this ship will do what you need her to do."

Lanyan settled into the command chair. Now things were looking up. He recelved updates from two
commando teams in the process of recapturing a pair of Manta cruisers. A third team was encountering
fierce resistance and hadn't made it beyond the entry chamber of the nearest Thunderhead.

At last, one team reported taking the bridge of a hijacked Manta. "Everything's mangled over here, sir.
We can hold the high ground and start clearing out compies, but we need some help, maybe even
replacement modules, before we can get this ship moving again.”

"All in good time," Lanyan said. "Now that we've got control, we'll save the tedious part for phase two."

A woman at the Goliath's sensor station looked up in surprise. "General, detecting alarge group of blips.
Inbound ships, | believe."

"Our reinforcements from the Moon base got here early. | didn't expect them for another hour or two."
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"No, sir--these ships are coming from outside the solar system."
"Outside? Everyone alert! Have they identified themselves?"

"They're broadcasting a standard EDF transponder signal, a recognizable | FF pattern.” Each ship in the
Earth Defense Forces was equipped with an "identify friend/foe" signal that would peg them as the good
guysin a space brawl and presumably prevent them from being shot at by their own comrades.

"Let's be cautioudy optimistic. Maybe somebody else got away. Can you determine who it is?"

The sensor technician's brow furrowed with concentration. "Analyzing the signatures now. A
Juggernaut . . . at least ten Mantas, two Thunderheads, numerous support ships." Then she brightened. "I
think it's part of the Grid 3 battle group, sir. | have an image coming from Admiral Wu-Lin."

Lanyan nodded to himself. Wu-Lin was a competent, hard-edged, yet quiet man who never hesitated. He
always preferred to make swift decisions and face the consequences if they turned out to be wrong rather
than falter and lose an opportunity. "Put him on. About time we had some good news."

The image of alean, steel-haired Asian man stared straight ahead into the screen. His voice sounded
very clipped and formal. "This is the commander of the Grid 3 battle group. Our Soldier compies turned
on us and attacked my crewmen, but we responded swiftly. We lost quite afew ships, but as you can see
we prevented a complete takeover."

"Excellent work, Admiral!" Since no green priest had been assigned to Wu-Lin's ships, the Grid 3
commander would not yet be aware of the scope of the insurrection.

AsWu-Lin continued, his expression did not change. He seemed more wooden than Lanyan
remembered. "l returned to Earth at top speed.”

Finally, things were changing for the better. "Admiral, the uprising is widespread. Before the compies
could steal the Grid O battle group, we paralyzed their engines and are now in the process of retaking the
ships." Lanyan looked at his bridge crew and smiled. "With your help, we might finish this cleanup
sooner than 1'd hoped. We would welcome your assistance."

On screen, the image of Wu-Lin did not change. The communications officer said, "General, I'm
receiving no response from him."

Lanyan scratched his head. The Juggernaut drifted silently closer. "If he had as much of afirefight aswe
did, maybe his bridge is damaged. Can he even receive transmissions?"

“That'snot it, sir. Admiral Wu-Lin, please acknowledge."

file://IK |[/eMule/Incoming/Anderson,%20K evin%20J.%2...-%200f %20Fi re%20and%20Ni ght%20(v1.0)%20[ htmi].html (156 of 428)8-12-2006 23:49:47



Anderson, Kevin J. - [Saga of Seven Suns 05] - Of Fire and Night

The Grid 3 ships closed in. Lanyan frowned. "Put everyone on increased alert status!”
"Sir, | think--"

Wu-Lin's Juggernaut opened fire on three of the cavalry gunships from the Mars base. The Grid 3
battleship vaporized the smaller vesselsin a single shot.

"Full defenses, dammit!" Lanyan slammed his fist down on the command chair, dislodging one of the
precariously rewired control panels. Next, the Grid 3 Mantas began shooting at the mostly empty cavalry
vessels. "Send a message back to Earth right away: Soldier compies now control the Grid 3 battle group.
Admiral Wu-Linis presumed dead. Damned simulation!"

He spun to the weapons station, yelling at the frantic-looking techs. "Y ou better not be bullshitting about
my weapons! Power up jazers and explosive projectile cannons. Load the railgun launchers!” Among the
stalled Grid 0 vessels, the Goliath had the advantage of surprise, but only for a moment. "Unload
everything we've got into those oncoming ships.”

The guillotine code specific to the Grid 3 battle group was locked away in high security back at the Mars
base. Wu-Lin would have had it, but Lanyan could not access the command string swiftly enough. The
Goliath was his only immediate recourse. He felt athrum as the Juggernaut's weapons fired; each beam
and each hardened projectile flew in a fan-shaped pattern toward the approaching traitor vessels.

Two jazer beams ripped open the belly of Wu-Lin's Juggernaut, like gutting a big fish. The battleship's
atmosphere vented. A debris of compies as well as human bodies spilled out. Still the marauding
Juggernaut came on, followed by a group of Mantas and Thunderheads. All of them opened fire,
specifically picking off Lanyan's cavalry ships.

The General swore, but maintained his focus, his perspective. He knew what he had to do. "Commence
the exit strategy now. Cripple as many of these Grid O ships as possible and blow up everything else. If
we let them get away, the compies will use those assets against us."

A flurry of weapons sparked a cascade of explosions on the frozen Grid 0 ships. "Sound the evacuation
order! Any teamsthat can get back aboard in ten minutes are going home with us." Most of Lanyan's
greenhorn sweeper teams were stuck aboard the compy-infested Mantas and Thunderheads, and they
would never make it to their pursuit vesselsin time.

"General, we can't just leave them--"

"In case you haven't noticed, Wu-Lin's ships outgun our little rescue party by ten to one! Take your best
shots, then turn tail and get us out of here."
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With an admirably swift response, the trainee pilots hit their preselected targets, destroying the engines
of the paralyzed Grid 0 vessels. Several smaller cavalry craft turned about, taking potshots at the compy-
controlled vessels. Lanyan had never thought he'd want to see damage inflicted upon EDF vessels.

The robot-commandeered battleships swept in, no longer bothering to broadcast Wu-Lin'simage. The
Grid 3 Juggernaut now concentrated its barrage against the Goliath. The understaffed battleship
shuddered under the blows, but the hull armor held. For now.

"We can't stand against these enemies with just one Juggernaut and a few second-rate ships.” In fact,
there was little enough chance he would escape at all. He needed to get the Goliath back to Earth.
Maybe he could scrape together alarger assault force and return before the compies finished repairing
the ships. "Lock down and prepare for acceleration.”

His Juggernaut targeted the engines of more hijacked Mantas with a broad jazer spread, knocking at
least seven offline. But that was all he could do.

Feeling angry, ashamed, and helpless as he ran away, Lanyan gripped the arms of his command chair
and watched as the compy-controlled battleships continued seizing the Grid O fleet.

54
TASIA TAMBLYN

When the Klikiss robot dragged EA out of the environment cell "for analysis," Tasia shouted herself
hoarse. She argued and threatened and pleaded, but the black robot ignored her, and the little Listener
compy could not resist.

"I am sorry, Tasia Tamblyn." Then EA was gone.

Robb held Tasiafor along time while she shuddered in fury and dismay. She had learned to always be
tough, but here, bottled up with the other captives, she felt naked and barely capable of maintaining her
facade. EA was one of the only threads connecting her to the outside.

"The Klikiss robots and the hydrogues--it's like an alliance between Dr. Jekyll and Dr. Frankenstein,"
she said, halfway between a sob and a snarl.

"No human imagination could come up with anything as evil as those robots.” Smith Keffa wrapped his
horrifically scarred arms around his chest, hugging himself. "Monsters!"
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Keffawas gaunt and haggard. During their endless, pointless waiting, he had told his story. He'd been a
down-and-out Hansa merchant slipping from system to system, making just enough profit to put some
fumes of stardrive fuel into his tanks. The Hansa paid little attention to runners like him, nor did they
notice when people like Keffa disappeared. He certainly didn't know how long he'd been in captivity.
Forever, he said.

When he'd gone to rendezvous with a "business associate," he'd found his partner's ship dead in space.
Then Klikiss robots had chased after him. Though Keffatried to flee, his tanks were already drained and
so his ship stalled. Klikiss robots dragged him off to the hydrogue experimentation chambers.

Fighting nausea, Keffatold of how the robots had sliced off patches of his skin with the toolsin their
articulated arms, cut deep into his muscles, taken samples of his marrow, apparently on the orders (or
whims) of the drogues. He hated the black machines.

"Those monsters aren't my favorite thing in the universe, either," Tasiasaid, "but if they return my
compy intact, maybe | won't tear them to pieces.”

Robb tried to offer encouragement. "I don't think they'll hurt EA. We met another compy--called itself
DD--apparently taken captive by the robots. They kept him intact, but we haven't seen himin along
while."

For an interminable time--a month? an hour?--she pressed her hands against the colored wall, trying to
make out details through the murk of the dense atmosphere. Tasia kept watching, waiting, hoping.
Finally she saw the great black shape leading her small compy through the Escher-esque streets. EA!
They were returning to the preservation cells. Tasia moved from place to place, looking for a better
view.

The black machine approached, then loomed on the other side of the membrane. The prisoners shrank
away, but Tasiawaited defiantly. The Klikiss robot pushed EA like adoll through the barrier, then
followed. "Y our compy is flawed. Her programming is damaged.”

Tasia stood her ground. "What did you do to her?"

"Humans have interfered with the base routines. We cannot free EA from the restrictions, nor can we
restore her to anormal condition. This one is worth no more than a human. Therefore, we will treat EA

asan inferior captive.”

Even though the Klikiss robot meant its announcement as an insult, Tasia heard it as good news. "She's
sure as hell welcome with us!"

The alien robot withdrew into the membrane until its large form was swallowed back into the hellish
outside environment. Tasia came forward to put her hands on EA's small, hard shoulders. "Did they
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harm you? Dissect you?"

"They analyzed me beyond any of my self-diagnostic routines. | believe their conclusions are correct.
Something was done to change me from the Listener compy you remember. In the process, my memory
was wiped."

"It was an accident, EA. | read the report.” Tasia didn't want to consider otherwise. She had always been
stubborn, but now she found herself more rigid, clinging to the details of what she remembered as
reality.

"I believe the Earth Defense Forces tampered with me before | was returned to you. Perhaps someone
inadvertently triggered an automatic routine to erase my memories. Or perhapsit was intentional ."

Tasias indignation lashed out like awhip, striking many different targets. All Roamer compies
contained fail-safe datawipes so that if any non-Roamer tried to interrogate them, all information about
clan facilities and movements would be destroyed. Those precautions had been installed long before the
Big Goose's declaration of war against the Roamers.

Robb looked at the compy, his honey-brown eyes wide. "The EDF messed with EA? Are you sure?’

Tasiatook several deep breaths to calm herself. Why was she so surprised? The Eddies had constantly
treated her like dirt, regarded her with suspicion, stripped her of command responsibilities. Now she felt
even more betrayed. "l should have found some other way to warn the Osquivel shipyards. Then |
wouldn't have lost you. Where was my Guiding Star?"

Robb looked surprised. "What shipyards at Osquivel? | didn't see any--"

Shoulders sagging, Tasia explained how she had warned Del Kellum's facility about the EDF battle
group on itsway. She had known the Eddies might turn their weaponry against the clans instead of the
drogues; they had an annoying habit of chasing after the wrong enemy. Because of EA's message, the
Roamers had managed to hide their facilitiesin time.

But she had never guessed what it would cost her compy. In some ways, the Earth military was even
worse than the Klikiss robots. At least the black alien machines didn't claim to be trustworthy.

"EA waslost after delivering her message,”" Tasia continued. " Someone must have intercepted her
before she could find her way home. The bastards ruined her. Could have been General Lanyan, or some
underling." She stared into the compy's optical sensors. "I'm sorry, EA. I'm so sorry."
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55
SIRIX

The Klikiss robot stood on the bridge of his stolen EDF Juggernaut and contemplated the extermination
of the human race. His enjoyment of their demise was not cold and rational, since the original Klikiss
race had imprinted a measure of their brutal personality on their servant robots. The malicious insectoid
race considered such feelings necessary for the black drone machines to fulfill their roles. The Klikiss
masters could not savor their power unless the downtrodden robots understood the difference between a
dominator and a victim. The master could feel no pleasure unless a slave felt pain. The robots
comprehended thisto their very core programming.

Sirix and his fellows had known exactly what they were doing when they wiped out their creator race in
asingle, swift betrayal--and they had enjoyed it thoroughly. Even millennialater, the black robots hated
the Klikiss with aviolence that far exceeded the designs of the insectoid builders.

But with the Klikisslong gone, Sirix had only the humans to hate. And he did so with complete
diligence.

This overthrow of the Earth Defense Forces was thorough and efficient. Soldier compies now controlled
the Grid 3 battle group. A few ships had slipped away, but the robots had seized the bulk of the fleet and
could use the battleships against humanity. It was a victory worthy of the most bloodthirsty Klikiss
breedex.

All across the Earth Defense Forces, programming implanted in the compy modules had worked
perfectly. The foolish humans believed promises and were slow to suspect supposed friends. No Klikiss
would have made such an error.

As soon as the Soldier compies transmitted their initial success, Sirix and five Klikiss robots had
boarded the captured Grid 3 ships. According to personnel files and service records in the database,
Admiral Crestone Wu-Lin--whose blood now stained this very bridge--was one of the EDF's most
competent commanders, yet even he had fallen without much of afight.

With military efficiency, compies gathered the corpses strewn on the decks and gjected them into space.
The blood and bodies did not bother Sirix, but bodies might hinder rapid movement during the
upcoming military operation.

Sirix's plan was simple and swift. The combined battle groups of Grids 3 and O would converge on
Earth. With the human capital destroyed, the Klikiss robots would then engage in straightforward
cleanup operations on all other Hansa colonies, as time permitted.

Humans had created and enslaved their competent computerized companions, much as the hated Klikiss
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race had done with their robots. The humans, though far less cruel, far less horrific than the original
Klikiss, had still committed the same basic crime. Sirix and his counterparts had liberated the Soldier
compies to perform useful functions, and had also developed a technique to remove programming that
shackled other compy models into unwilling servitude. But many compies did not understand their own
bondage and, like his prize specimen DD, they refused to appreciate the gifts that Sirix offered.

No matter. With hydrogue assistance, the robots had long ago exterminated the Klikiss race, and now
they would do the same to humans. Once their creators were extinct, the compies would be free anyway.

First, however, Sirix had to deal with this setback. The unexpected paralysis of the Grid O battle group
forced him to deviate from the plan, but Klikiss robots could be patient. They had already waited
thousands of years.

General Lanyan had retreated with his hastily assembled group of cavalry ships, but the remaining Grid
0 vessels hung in space. With bursts of coded machine language, Sirix demanded a complete audit of the
available ships and a detailed assessment of the damage Lanyan's fleeing trainees had inflicted upon the
crippled battle group. Sirix had never anticipated that an EDF commander would shoot at his own ships
rather than let them fall into enemy hands. The actions made logical sense, but emotional and panicked
humans were seldom logical. . . .

Swarms of Soldier compies were tearing apart the command bridges of al the paralyzed ships, rerouting
systems so the vessels could fly again. Fanatical humans might return at any time to destroy more of
their own battleships.

In the name of efficiency, Sirix had sent thousands of Soldier compies outside onto the hulls equipped
with tools and swiftly uploaded repair programming. The untiring compies repaired damage, replaced
faulty components, removed irrelevant life-support systems. Other robots continued stripping out and
rerouting the frozen computer modules.

They would succeed soon enough. It was only a matter of time.

Alone on the Juggernaut's bridge, Sirix received areport from arobot that had gone aboard one of the
disabled Mantas. Because Wu-Lin's battle group had taken the humans by surprise, General Lanyan had
been forced to leave arecovery team behind. The trainees had barricaded themselves on the Manta's
bridge, but had no place to go.

"We detect sounds of destruction,” the Klikiss robot reported. "They have given up hope of escaping.”
"That is when humans are most dangerous,”" Sirix warned. "Y ou must break through and stop them."

He clacked his sharp pincer claws together for emphasis. A satisfying sensation. While his components
were equipped with delicate sensors, they did not approach the sensitivity of biological nerve endings.
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Even so, he had already experienced the pleasurable sensation of cutting flesh with his appendages,
chopping meat and splintering bone, feeling the dlick lubricant of fresh warm blood spilled across his
ebony exoskeleton. His original Klikiss torturers would have understood very well.

He reached a swift decision. "I will go over to the Manta myself. If humans remain alive there, | will
assist you."

56

ANTON COLICOS

They were going to Hyrillka. Anton stood self-consciously with Y azrah and Vao'sh in the command
nucleus of the flagship warliner; since he was a guest here, he was careful not to get in the way.

More than three hundred ornate ships flew away from Ildira on a mission of mercy. One-eyed Ta O'nh--
second in rank only to Adar Zan'nh--led them all. According to what Vao'sh had told Anton, the old
commander had lost hisleft eye in an explosion aboard a warliner when he was merely a septar; O'nh
now wore afaceted jewel in his empty socket. The gem's reflected light provoked more fascination than

pity.

Anton suspected that the sheer number of vessels was the Mage-Imperator's magnanimous way of
demonstrating his acceptance of Hyrillka back into the fold. These warliners were not meant as a stern
punishment but an acknowledgment of forgiveness. Each ship was full of able-bodied soldiers, talented
engineers, much-needed supplies--and Rememberer VVao'sh and Anton Colicos as observers to document
it all.

Anton thought his rememberer friend would have avoided traveling ever again after the horrors of
Maratha, but VVao'sh needed to see what |ost treasures were hidden in the vaults beneath the citadel
palace. Besides, the rebuilding and restoration of Hyrillka was something a rememberer should witness.
Freed from histravel restrictions, now that he was being sent away from Mijistra, Anton felt like a child
who was no longer grounded.

In addition to providing relief supplies and reconstruction workers, the primary reason for the expedition
to Hyrillkawas to deliver the new Designate who would govern the world. His name was Ridek'h, and
he couldn't have been more than thirteen years old.

Anton's heart went out to the kid, who waited anxiously with them in the warliner's command nucleus.
Ridek'h always hovered close to Y azrah, whom the Mage-Imperator had appointed as the boy's mentor.
She devoted most of her attentions to the young man now, which was something of arelief to Anton.
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Under normal circumstances, the Mage-lmperator's noble-born sons were his Designates, assigned to
planets across the Ildiran Empire. The rightful Hyrillka Designate had been Pery'h--a well-educated and
thoughtful man, according to everything Anton had heard--but Rusa'h had murdered him at the
beginning of hisrebellion. Now that the uprising had been crushed, the next in line was Pery'h's young
son. Under normal circumstances, the boy would never have had to assume thisrole. The untimely death
of a Designate was rare, and a Designate-in-waiting usually served for years before assuming the mantle
of leadership. Thistime, though, there was no chance for atransition. It was all being dumped on the
kid, and Ridek'h was overwhelmed. Anton wouldn't have wanted to be in his shoes. He preferred
observing from the sidelines.

Standing beside them in the command nucleus, Ridek'h peppered Y azrah with questions even before
they had left the Ildiran system. "Do you redlly think it will be as bad there as they say?' Anton listened
to the guard woman dispensing her wisdom and support. Y azrah was not a political instructor, but she
had a strength of character that would serve the young Designate better than a dozen courtly
schoolteachers.

“Itisasbad asitis," she said. "Y ou have inherited a burden greater than you ever imagined you might
bear, Ridek'h. But it is your burden. Carry it."

"The people on Hyrillkawill help me," said Ridek'h in a piping, hopeful voice. "Will they not?"
"They are your people, and you are their Designate. Y ou will have anything you need."
"What if | need strength in my heart?' He looked so impossibly young.

"If it iswithin my capability to giveit to you, Ridek'h, then | will do so. The Mage-Imperator asked me
to help you, though | have no experience in formal instruction. Y our father would have made an
excellent Designate. Now | will do my best to show you how to become a wise leader."

Anton felt like an eavesdropper, watching the intimate discussion between the two. Ridek'h put on a
brave face, swallowed his anxiety with a visible gulp, and took the time to straighten his posture. Anton
watched him imitate Y azrah's warrior stance. He certainly wanted the young man to succeed.

Vao'sh remained silent and attentive, absorbing details to report back to the Hall of Rememberers.

Y azrah paced around the command nucleus, restless. Her Isix cats had accompanied them aboard the
flagship, but during the journey she kept them in alarge cargo chamber, where they would not disturb
the crew.

"Tal, we are approaching the Durris trinary," said the navigator. Normally, the nearby triple-star system
held nothing of particular interest, no habitable planets, no gas giants. The three suns of Durris had
always shone brightly in the skies of Ildira--until the hydrogues and faeros had extinguished one of them.
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Y azrah looked first at Anton, raising her eyebrows, then at the boy Designate. "Thisis what we must
see. | asked thetal to take this course on purpose." While the one-eyed commander called for the
warlinersin the cohort to reduce speed, Y azrah looked at her young ward. “"We should all observe this
and remember it."

Maintaining perfect formation, the warliners closed in on the blot in space. The dead star was dark, still
simmering with leftover nuclear reactions, but it had collapsed without the photonic pressure to support
its own mass. Anton was not a physicist, and wondered what sort of fundamental changes--what sort of
incredible weapons--were required to shut down a sun. Durris-B was no longer a star, just atombstone.

"It's frightening,” he muttered.
"And you should be frightened," Y azrah said. " See what our enemies are capable of doing."
Ridek'h stared openmouthed at the image. "How can we stand against an enemy capable of . . . that?"

"The Mage-Imperator will find away to save us." Yazrah raised her voice, not just for Ridek'h's benefit,
but for the entire command nucleus.

Tal O'nh silently touched his hand to his chest where, along with insignia of his accomplishmentsin the
Solar Navy, he had attached a prismatic disk. Anton recognized it as a symbol of the Lightsource.
Considering the lldirans innate horror of darkness and blindness, he wasn't surprised that a man who
had already lost one eye would cling to a prismatic icon representing constant light.

"We have six suns remaining, and the Ildiran Empire will endure,” Y azrah said, asif she could make it
so by commanding it. "The Empire must endure.”

Tal O'nh added his support. "A Solar Navy officer livesfor nothing else.”

Anton knew that these words of encouragement were meant for the Ildirans on board, especialy the
young Designate, but he took heart from them nevertheless. It occurred to him that beneath Y azrah's
obvious physical strength, she was wiser than most people he had met. A scholar knew how to spot such
things.

57

ORLI COVITZ

The mixed group headed through the Klikiss transportal to their new home. This place would be afresh
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start, a second chance. With an odd sense of déjavu, the girl lifted her chin, gathered her courage, and
walked into the flat stone window. An instant later she walked out onto another new settlement world.

Llaro.

After al she'd been through, Orli Covitz wasn't sure about going to another former Klikiss world, but
she didn't know where else she could live. Her overly optimistic father would have called Llaro a great
opportunity. But he was dead now, along with everyone else on Corribus. She tried not to think about it.

Nevertheless, Orli had decided to join the Crennarefugeesin their relocation. She had few possessions:
her salvaged music synthesizer strips, some clothes, and alot of bad memories. She was fourteen, an
orphan, and a survivor.

Since reports about the obliteration of the Corribus colony had posted her waifish face across every
conceivable newsnet, Orli had hoped that her real mother might reemerge. But nobody could find her.
Orli shrugged. The woman had never been much of a mother anyway. Orli was better off by herself.
Even here.

The lavender skies were lovely: pastel colors over an arid landscape. A relatively ambitious settlement
had already been put in place by the initial wave of colonists and EDF soldiers. Standing nearby, her
friend Mr. Steinman sniffed the air. "L ooks adequate, with room to spread out. | still can't get over my
headache from all that noise on Earth."

"I hope we don't have to eat furry crickets," Orli said with a grimace.
"Don't kid yourself. We'll find something just as nasty here."

Soldiers stood around the transportal. Military barracks surrounded the alien ruins containing the stone
trapezoid, asif to prevent colonists from making a break for the transportal and dlipping away. That
wasn't agood sign.

A group of people came forward to greet them. Most wore strange costumes, garishly embroidered or
adorned with colorful scarves, quite different from the plain but serviceable jumpsuits she was familiar
with from Dremen or Corribus. And with many more pockets.

"Never expected to see so many Roamers here," Steinman said.

Orli soon got the impression that she and the Crenna refugees were the only ones actually happy to be on
Llaro. It turned out the Roamers were prisoners of war rounded up during various EDF raids, and they
were naturally frustrated and miserable. The original settlers resented having their promised land turned
into a POW camp, and the EDF personnel felt stuck in an isolated outpost babysitting a bunch of
colonists. Nobody liked it here.
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But Orli and the people from Crenna had no place else to go.

The leader of the Roamer detainees, a potbellied man named Roberto Clarin, crossed his arms over his
chest, trying to make his displeasure as plain as possible. "Shizz, thisis more of their stupid plan to
integrate us into Hansa society. The Big Goose thinks that if we're satisfied with this place, we'll just
forget everything they did to us."

Thinking of her own struggles, how many new starts and setbacks she and her father had faced, Orli
studied the Roamer man. "No one can make you forget the bad things that happen, mister. But you've
got to move ahead. Otherwise, the memories are like quicksand.”

Clarin looked down at the girl and chuckled. "By the Guiding Star, | hope all the newbies are like you,
kid."

After passing through the transportal, the fresh arrivals inventoried their sacks of clothes and keepsakes,
Hansa-issued tools, packages of favorite foods, souvenirs they had salvaged from their world before it
had frozen over. Orli clutched her satchel, feeling the flexible bulk of the cheap music synthesizers.

The whole gathering soon became a swap meet. The Roamers and first settlers were eager to see what
new items the Crenna refugees had brought. Introductions were made al around, and Orli's mind quickly
blurred with the dizzying names and clans and connections.

Before long, everyone pitched in to erect prefab structures as temporary homes for the Crenna settlers.
Orli wondered whether she might have a small hut to herself, or be adopted by one of the colonist
families. She wasn't sure what she wanted. She wasn't really a child anymore. Not really.

Mayor Ruis, representing the people of Crenna, met with the Roamers and the council head of the
original settlers. "l promise we'll do everything possible to make ourselves self-sufficient." With an
infectious grin, he turned to atall, quiet man with dark brown skin. "We've got plenty of expertise
among us, so we won't be adrain. We can get through anything together. Right, Davlin?"

The other man answered with athin smile that wrinkled a crosshatching of scars on hisleft cheek. "Y es,
we do have a considerable ability to solve problems." He lowered his voice to Ruis, though Orli could
still hear what he said. "But we'd better think of a new name for me, Mayor, if I'm going to stay here
with you. I'd rather the Chairman doesn't find out that I'm still aive."
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CHAIRMAN BASIL WENCESLAS

Accompanied by Deputy Cain, Basil rode a shuttle up to the battered Juggernaut that General Lanyan
had liberated from the Soldier compies. He studied notes on his datapad, ignoring the pilot's
announcement that they would be aboard the Goliath in ten minutes,

"I'll have my report to you the moment it's finished, sir,” Cain said. "l have assigned focus groups to
discuss various aspects of the aftermath.” Careful in his dutiesto the point of being obsessive, the deputy
always provided well-considered conclusions with all the supporting evidence Basil needed for making a
decision.

With afinal glance at the disheartening summary numbers, Basil dimmed the display. "1 am not looking
forward to the final tally of this disaster, Mr. Cain. | can't begin to estimate the fallout--if we survive the
next few months."

When the Grid O flagship loomed before them, Basil felt nauseated to see its singed hull plates from the
recent skirmish. The only capital ship left of the main battle group! If Lanyan had stayed alittle longer,
fought alittle harder, could more of the hijacked vessels have been retrieved? Or would the EDF just
have lost this one, to0?

He suspected the General had made the correct decision. The Hansa media staff would have to bury the
knowledge that so many trainees had been left in the clutches of the enemy. Just like at the battle of
Osquivel, he thought. And that one had recently come back to bite them with the return of unexpected
survivors and the embarrassing altruism of the Roamers.

A protocol officer in arumpled uniform hurried to greet them in the Juggernaut's secondary landing bay.
"Let me show you to the bridge, sirs." He brushed self-consciously at wrinklesin his shirt. "l apologize
for the mess. We've been working double duty to effect repairs.”

Basil scowled. "That goes without saying. Save the small talk until after we've received the Genera's
report.”

When the three men arrived on the Goliath's bridge, the disorder made Basil wince. Lanyan was usually
astickler for regulation neatness, but though the General was currently on deck, crewmen bustled back
and forth as if he weren't there, calling to each other, tossing tools. Workers and officers alike lifted
debris and installed components without regard to their relative ranks. Circuitry welders flashed
fountains of sparks. The air had an acrid tang of oily smoke, hot metal, and something unidentifiable that
was vague and unpleasant.

"General!" The protocol officer raised hisvoice. "General Lanyan! The Chairman is here."
Lanyan initialed an inspection pad that an ensign pushed in front of him, then swiveled his chair. A
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shadow of beard stubble covered his face (which was also surprising, since he usually kept his face so
smooth it looked slippery). He had taken off his uniform jacket and wore an unmarked workshirt with
the sleevesrolled up.

"Mr. Chairman, Mr. Deputy, | appreciate your coming up to orbit for this meeting." He briskly shook
Basil's hand, then Cain's. Hisice-blue eyes were bloodshot. "As you can see, | couldn't spare even afew
hours to go down to Hansa HQ. We've got to get our asses moving and pull everything together. Ships
keep trickling in, but not nearly enough for anything close to a thorough defense of Earth, let alone other
Hansa planets. By now the compies have seized most of our grid battleships, and if they all come
barreling back here. . . well, let's just say we want to be as ready for them as we can.”

"Deputy Cain is compiling athorough assessment.”
Cain activated his datapad and sorted the numbers for display, but before he could deliver his summary,
Lanyan ran to the sensor station, shouting, "l told you not to deactivate that system! | don't care what

else you have to bypass, but | need redundancy on our weapons trackers."

"But it'sfor the f-food synthesizer, sir,”" said the amazed-looking ensign, who struggled not to stutter.
"W-We've already sent for replacement parts. They'll be here from the Moon base within the day."

"And what if the compies come back within the hour? Would you rather have jazers or chipped beef?"
"U-Understood, General."

Lanyan turned back to Basil. "I'm sorry, Mr. Chairman. Where were we?"

"| was about to summarize what we know," Cain said. The deputy might not have the hard edge
necessary to be a good leader, but at least he was competent. "By our best projections, we've lost

approximately seventy percent of our military in the past few days."

The General looked asif he were in physical pain. "And seven of my grid admirals. Unless our crewmen
managed to scuttle their own ships, we have to assume those battle groups are now controlled by Soldier
compies. Asfar aswe know, only Admirals Diente, San Luis, and Pike survived."

Cain did not do agood job at sounding optimistic. "It is possible that afew more are cut off from
communications and simply not responding. However, 1'd prefer not to have an unrealistically rosy
picture of the situation."

"Unrealistically rosy picture?' Basil raised his eyebrows.

Lanyan paced around his chair. "What the bloody hell do the clankers want? What set them off? Are
they really controlled by the Klikiss robots?’
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Basil took the datapad from Cain, switched to a new screen, and motioned toward the General. "Here is
what we're going to do. In the old days, they called it ‘ circling the wagons--a defensive posture adopted
in dire times. We need to get every single functional ship into position around this solar system."

"Even small civilian craft, Mr. Chairman?' Cain asked. "That could cause a disproportionate amount of
unrest among the public."

"They can do their part, just like everyone else. We know unarmed commercial vessels won't stand a
chance against the drogues or our own hijacked EDF ships, but they can sound an alarm if any enemy
comes toward Earth. Set them up as picket ships."

"We could establish automatic tripwire satellites, too," Cain suggested. "It'll increase our coverage,
iImprove resolution and response time."

Lanyan said, "Distant early warning? That'll only tell us when to start praying. We don't have much of
anything left to fight with. If any significant force comes here, we're toast. Burnt toast.”

Suddenly several of the Goliath's bridge stations lit up with a sparkle of alarms. Announcements
chattered over the speakers, signals from outlying picket ships. "Incoming vessels, General! Three of
them."

"What are they? How big?"’
"The size of Manta cruisers, sir. Broadcasting EDF identification signals.”

"That doesn't mean a damn thing anymore," Lanyan growled. " Send intercept ships with enough
firepower to snuff the intruders if they turn out to be bad guys.”

Though seasoned repair techs continued to work, two stations were up and running, displaying atactical
plot of the incoming bogeys and the intercept vessels scrambling from defensive points around the Earth
system. To their vast relief, the intercept ships broke off. "They're ours! Three Mantas genuinely piloted
by humans. They escaped from Grid 7."

"How can you be sure?' Basil said in alow voice.
"We've spoken to them directly. No doubt about it."

"I didn't doubt Admiral Wu-Lin either," Lanyan said, "and it cost us plenty. Have someone go aboard
and verify. Personally. Don't believe it until you see the flesh and blood with your own eyes."
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Before long, the announcement was confirmed. "It really is good news! A hell of aslaughter over here,
but it looks like the good guys won this round. One Manta has only seven human survivors--including
Admiral Willis! They've piloted the ship here after linking their systems to one of the other cruisers.”

A new voice came over the comm circuit, a salty, grandmotherly drawl: "Thank heavens for barfing and
diarrhea--otherwise none of us would be alive. Food poisoning saved our lives, General. Funny how
things work out."

"Please explain, Admiral Willis," Lanyan said.

"Something went wrong with the Jupiter's food-processing systems, and a wave of salmonella knocked
an entire shift out of commission. | couldn't afford to have my Juggernaut drastically understaffed, so |
drew the bulk of the Soldier compies from the other grid ships for added manpower, primarily to do
menial work in the overflow sickbays we set up. Why not let the clankers clean up all the shit and puke,
right?

"Anyway, | was over on one of my Mantas inspecting and rearranging the reduced crews when the
compies went nuts. There were so many of them on the Juggernaut, they took over the Jupiter in a snap,
but at least we had afighting chance on afew of the other cruisers, where the compy complement was
reduced. Three battered Mantas--that's all | could bring back. Therest of Grid 7 isin the hands of the
enemy. Makes me want to crap my pants, food poisoning or no food poisoning."

Lanyan looked at Basil, oddly relieved. "Admiral, at least you managed to limp home. Y ou don't know
how much those Mantas mean to us right now. We damn well need every piece of equipment, even if it
needs some fixing."

"We've done al that duct tape can do over here, Genera," Willis said.

Basil looked at the repair crews still busy on the Goliath's stripped-down bridge. The task would get
larger and larger as more pieces of equipment crawled home. "Put all skilled space construction
crewmembers on the job. | don't care what else they're doing or whom they belong to. No excuses. We
need everybody. Most of our spacedock facilities are out in the asteroid belt, but I'd feel more
comfortable keeping any functional ships closer to home."

"Give us the parts, and my own people can make all basic repairs here, Mr. Chairman.”

"Good." Basil leaned close to his datapad again. "If only athird of the EDF remains, then I'm issuing a
complete reactivation order. Every soldier from any branch of the service, whether on active or inactive
duty, any retired personnel, anyone making afine living as a consultant in the commercial sector--1 want
them all back. And we need to recall any EDF battleships still under human control, no matter where
they are. Every single vessdl that survived the robot insurrection needs to come back home. Now. We're
talking about the full-fledged defense of planet Earth."
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Cain frowned, clearly considering the consequences. "Mr. Chairman, we may have cut off supply runs,
but we still maintain a presence at colonies that signed the Charter. Y our order would force usto
abandon every Hansa colony to itsfate."

"They'll be just swinging in thewind," Lanyan said. "They'll have no protection against either the
hydrogues or the robots."

"Focus on the big picture, gentlemen. Earth is our highest priority."

Lanyan did not look pleased with the instructions either, but he nodded slowly, scratching the itchy
bristles of his beard stubble. "Y ou are defining those other worlds as expendable, correct?'

Basil knew that the bridge crewmembers were eavesdropping, but unlike so many other parts of his
administration, this was not something that could be kept secret for long. "Without the Earth thereis no
Terran Hanseatic League. We have to set priorities."

99

PATRICK FITZPATRICK Il

Maureen Fitzpatrick kept state-of-the-art vehicles for her own purposes. short-range flyers, ground cars,
even one elegant spaceworthy yacht equipped with an lldiran stardrive and afull tank of ekti. But
Patrick preferred antique automobiles, mainly because the grease, oil, and sheer clutter frustrated his
grandmother no end.

Y ears ago the Battleaxe had denied him that hobby because greasy hands and dirty fingernails offended
her sensibilities. Now, though, she had actually acquired severa carsfor him to tinker with, encouraging
his "eccentric pursuits,” just to keep him out of trouble.

Patrick wanted to be doing something much more significant. He wanted to be talking to interviewers,
expressing a positive view of what the Roamers had done to the EDF survivors. But Maureen now kept
him safely hidden away in the mansion where no one could see him, while she scheduled him with "the
best therapists in the world."

It had been only afew days since the welcome-home party. He had tried to make postings and schedule
interviews in his crusade to defend the Roamers, but in the sudden shock and confusion of the Soldier
compy revolt, the returning captives from Osquivel were no longer the story of the hour. The whole EDF
had fallen apart, compies had turned against their creators, millions were dead, and killer robots were
surely coming to Earth. His grandmother didn't even need to pull strings to keep him gagged: Nobody

file://IK |/eMule/Incoming/Anderson,%20K evin%20J.%2...-%200f %20Fi re%20and%20Ni ght%20(v1.0)%20[ html].html (172 of 428)8-12-2006 23:49:47


file:///K|/eMule/Incoming/OfFireandNight_toc.html#chapter_59

Anderson, Kevin J. - [Saga of Seven Suns 05] - Of Fire and Night

cared about alleged injustices to Roamer clans.

Maybe somebody might have noticed danger signs among the compies if they hadn't been so
preoccupied with chasing down Roamer settlements. . . .

He was sure that General Lanyan and Chairman Wenceslas had somehow brought the EDF disaster
down upon themselves, just as they had triggered the Roamer ekti embargo. He couldn't believe Lanyan
had coolly denied the whole incident about destroying Kamarov's cargo ship! They'd made the current
mess, so let them deal with it. Patrick had already resigned from the Earth Defense Forces, and he could
not stomach the thought of serving such a flawed organization. How many other eager young officers,
like himself, had been ordered to fire upon Roamer trading ships?

Patrick felt asif he would explode from frustration.

Fortunately, in the last few days Maureen had rarely been around to see him. She had suggested that he
keep himself busy in the vehicle bay. Patrick did find working with the old engines therapeutic--
changing ail, replacing spark plugs, checking fan belts and air filters. The physical work freed his mind
and helped him to think more clearly.

Back at Osquivel, he had talked with Zhett about vehicles from the mid-twentieth century, ones built
before computer chips and intelligent/adaptive circuitry allowed private autos to diagnose their own
problems and repair themselves. The internal-combustion technology was primitive yet effective in a
brute-force way. He had downloaded detailed guidebooks for his 1957 Plymouth Fury, his 1972 Ford
Mustang, and (strictly for practice) arusty little 1981 Chevrolet Chevette.

Now that he was done with political nonsense, his military career path, and his family reputation, he
made plans while working on the cars. As soon as his grandmother let her guard down, he would do
something she'd never be able to prevent. He didn't think he'd have any trouble fooling the therapists
trying to "deprogram” him from Roamer brainwashing. Stockholm syndrome, indeed!

He dlipped behind the Mustang's steering wheel and turned the ignition's ol d-fashioned analog key, then
pumped the accel erator to awaken the beast under the hood. "At least | can make something work right.”

He mused while looking through the windshield at the other shipsin the vehicle pool, especially the
space yacht. He knew how to fly every craft here. Why not just take the starship and go searching for
Zhett? If the Roamers had packed up from the rings of Osquivel, he had no idea where he would even
begin to look, but he certainly wasn't going to find her by sitting in an engine bay and playing with old
cars! Patrick began to make more concrete plans.

He released his foot on the accelerator, and the Mustang's engine stuttered, coughed, then died in a
choking gurgle. Bluish-gray smoke curled up from the rear of the car, and Patrick could smell the harsh-
sweet fumes of internal-combustion exhaust. Silence returned like ripples fading in a pond after a
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thrown pebble.

As he climbed out of the driver's seat, Fitzpatrick spotted his grandmother standing at the entrance to the
service bay, watching him. She looked wrung out, her skin pale, her gray hair bound back in aquick and
serviceable clip rather than her usual elegant coiffure. He'd never seen her look so haggard.

He slammed the car door, self-consciously looked at his grease-stained hands, then wiped them on his
pant legs. "Y ou look like you've aged a million years, Grandmother."

Patrick had long since grown immune to her melodrama. All hislife, he had seen her swing through the
pendulums of crisis after crisis. She overreacted and exaggerated the importance of every scandal; each
time a council vote did not go her way, it seemed like the end of the world.

"Isit any wonder?"' She stared at her grandson under the service bay's intense overhead lamps, and her
eyes were sparkling with tears! Patrick had never seen such athing; the Battleaxe had long ago learned
not to bother putting on an act for him. "I'll get your uniforms ready, and I'll have your favorite meal
prepared.” She hesitated. "But you'll need to tell the kitchen staff what it isyou'd like. | don't even know
your favorite food."

He scrubbed his hands on arag. The friction of his actions released a solvent woven into the fabric, and
the stains quickly vanished from his fingers and knuckles. "What are you talking about?’

Maureen looked away as if she had failed him somehow. "I couldn't convince them to make any
exceptions. | used every favor | had left, but the Chairman's instructions are utterly rigid."

Exasperated, Fitzpatrick sslammed the hood of the Mustang. "Are you aware that you aren't making any
sense?"

She stared at him asif she couldn't believe he was so out of touch. "In the aftermath of the Soldier
compy revolt, you've been called back to duty. Everyone has. Even I'll be doing alot of special projects
behind the scenes.”

"What are you talking about?"

"All resignations and retirements have been rescinded, effective immediately. Every trained member of
the Earth Defense Forces has to be deployed to protect our planet. Every single one. Killer robots are
coming, and probably the hydrogues too. It's only a matter of time."

Patr