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The Story So Far

Eight years of war against the alien hydrogues destroyed planets and suns and wiped out
entire populations, both on human-settled worlds and on splinter colonies from the Ildiran
Empire.

Instead of uniting the factions of humanity against a common enemy, however, the stresses of
war created internal struggles. Hopelessly outmatched against the hydrogues, the Terran
Hanseatic League (Hansa) turned against an enemy they knew they could defeat, the
scattered Roamer clans, declaring them outlaws for refusing to supply ekti, the stardrive fuel.
The Roamers had good reason to break off commerce with Earth after discovering that the
Earth Defence Forces (EDF) had destroyed a Roamer cargo ship flown by Raven Kamarov.



Nevertheless, the EDF hunted down and destroyed Roamer settlements, even the centre of
government itself, Rendezvous. The EDF detained many prisoners of war from this conflict at
the colony on Llaro, a planet abandoned by the long-vanished race of the Klikiss.

While the scattered clans tried to forge a new government, Roamers found a group of black
Klikiss robots frozen on Jonah 12, where Cesca Peroni, the Speaker for the clans, had gone
into hiding. Many enclaves of these robots had been awakened around the Spiral Arm, and
the machines went on a rampage, destroying the Jonah 12 facility. Cesca was rescued by the
young pilot Nikko Chan Tylar, but the robots shot their ship down, and Cesca was critically
wounded in the crash.

The Kilikiss robots, led by Sirix, had been mysterious fixtures for years, claiming not to
remember their origin. All the while, they plotted to eradicate humanity, just as they claimed
to have exterminated the original Klikiss race. After turning against archaeologists Margaret
and Louis Colicos in the ruins on Rheindic Co, the robots killed Louis, but Margaret escaped,
vanishing through a reactivated Klikiss transportal. Sirix also kidnapped the Friendly compy
DD and tried to convert him to the robots' cause. Explaining that humans were evil for
enslaving their compies, Sirix 'freed' DD from his programming restrictions. Instead of being
grateful, DD used his newfound freedom to escape. He vanished through another Klikiss
transportal, going in search of lost Margaret. Sirix and his robots, meanwhile, continued their
sneak attacks on human colonies, including an old Klikiss world called Corribus.

The only survivors on Corribus were the girl Orli Covitz and the hermit Hud Steinman,
rescued by the trader Branson 'BeBob' Roberts and eventually delivered to a new home on
Llaro. After bringing them back, however, BeBob was arrested by EDF commander General
Lanyan, on old charges of desertion. Despite the best efforts of his ex-wife Rlinda Kett, BeBob
was sentenced to be executed. Rlinda and former Hansa spy Davlin Lotze saved him. During
the escape, BeBob's ship was destroyed, and Davlin faked his own death so that he could
quietly retire. Rlinda and BeBob fled in her ship only to be captured by the Tamblyn
brothers, Roamer water miners on the ice moon of Plumas.

Jess Tamblyn had left Plumas to continue spreading and reawakening the wentals, watery
elemental beings that had saved his life by charging his body with energy. Although this had
endowed Jess with incredible powers, he could no longer touch another human being. Long
ago, his mother Karla Tamblyn had fallen into an icy crevasse on Plumas, and her body had
never been recovered. Jess located her deep in the ice and retrieved her frozen form, bringing
it to the water mines. In the process, some of his wental energy seeped into her dead flesh.
Before Jess could thaw her, he received the desperate message that his beloved Cesca Peroni
had crashed on Jonah 12 after the robot attack and was in critical condition. Jess raced off to
rescue her.

He arrived just in time. Nikko was alive but helpless, and Cesca was dying. Jess carried them
away in his wental ship, begging the water elementals to save Cesca. Though reluctant, the
wentals agreed, and in their primordial oceans on Charybdis they altered Cesca, healed her,
and made her like Jess. When the two returned to the Plumas water mines, they discovered



that Karla Tamblyn, possessed by a tainted wental, had come alive and gone on a rampage in
the underground facility. Rlinda Kett and BeBob had barely escaped Plumas in the Voracious
Curiosity, but the Tamblyn brothers were trapped, with no way to fight the demonic woman.
Jess and Cesca needed all of their wental strength to defeat the tainted wental.

Jess's sister Tasia, who had left her Roamer family to join the EDF and fight in the war, was
captured by hydrogues and imprisoned in a bizarre cell deep within a gas giant. There she
encountered several other human captives--including her friend Robb Brindle, who had
disappeared five years earlier. Tasia and her fellow prisoners were tormented by hydrogues
and their sinister allies, the black Klikiss robots.

Pretending to cooperate with the Hansa, the black robots had covertly included special
programming in thousands of Soldier compies that were manufactured to assist in the war
effort. When the time was right, Sirix triggered that programming, and the computer virus
caused Soldier compies to rise up all across the Spiral Arm. On ship after ship throughout the
EDF, they turned on the human crews, slaughtering them and stealing Earth's battleships. At
the compy manufacturing centre on Earth, Soldier compies boiled out in an attempt to take
over the city, and the desperate Hansa Chairman Basil Wenceslas had no choice but to call in
an air strike to wipe out the factory and all human soldiers fighting in the vicinity. Expecting
a public outcry, the Chairman conveniently let the figurehead King Peter take the blame for
the tough decision.

Peter had spent years resisting Basil, going head to head with him on the Chairman's bad
decisions. For more than a year, Peter had expressed concerns about the Klikiss-programmed
Soldier compies, but Basil had severely reprimanded him. After the revolt, Peter's foresight
was obvious to everyone - and Basil Wenceslas hated to be wrong. As the Chairman's
decisions continued to spiral out of control, Peter and Queen Estarra found unlikely allies in
Deputy Chairman Fldred Cain, Basil's heir-apparent, Estarra's sister Sarein, who had been
Basil's lover but was now afraid of him, the loyal Teacher compy OX, who had been Peter's
instructor, and Captain McCammon, head of the royal guard.

Upon learning that Queen Estarra was pregnant, Basil commanded her to have an abortion,
because he did not want his plans complicated by a baby at this crucial time. When Estarra
and Peter refused, Basil accelerated his plot to get rid of them. He even brought out a
replacement, bratty Prince Daniel, who made no secret of the fact that Peter and Estarra
would 'retire' soon. The King and Queen knew they had to escape before Basil killed them.

After the hydrogue depredations worsened, and the Soldier compy revolt stole the majority of
the EDF fleet in only a few days, the Chairman saw that Earth was terribly vulnerable.
Having already cut off contact with many Hansa colonies because of a shortage of stardrive
fuel, he now abandoned every remaining world to concentrate his defences on Earth.
Ignoring the protests of the orphaned colonies, he summoned all functional vessels and placed
them into service to protect the Hansa.

Patrick Fitzpatrick III, grandson of former Chairman Maureen Fitzpatrick, was called back



to active duty. He began as a spoiled recruit and became General Lanyan's protege, following
the General's orders, he himself shot down Raven Kamarov's cargo ship. After the disastrous
battle of Osquivel against the hydrogues, however, he was rescued by Roamers. He and other
EDF survivors were not allowed to leave Del Kellum's shipyards in the rings of Osquivel,
because of the information they could reveal about the Roamers. During that time, Patrick
gained a new respect for the Roamers and fell in love with Kellum's daughter, Zhett. But duty
required him to help his comrades escape. Though he acted as an intermediary with the EDF
and allowed the Roamers to get away, Zhett resented him for betraying her and her clan.
Later, as Patrick recovered on Earth, he urged his grandmother and others to make peace
with the Roamers. When the EDF demanded that Patrick join in the defence of Earth again,
he stole his grandmother's space yacht and flew off in search of Zhett.

The people of Theroc and their green priests also resented the tactics of Chairman Wenceslas,
yet the great worldforest mind - speaking through the wooden golem of Beneto - insisted that
the conflict was vaster than human politics. The verdani had barely survived an ancient war
against the hydrogues, and now the worldtrees had to fight once more, forming an age-old
alliance with the wentals.

Jess Tamblyn, impregnated with wental energy, came to Theroc and allowed elemental water
to combine with the world-trees to create huge verdani battleships. After joining with the
Beneto golem and other green priest volunteers, the living trees uprooted themselves and flew
into space to join the battle. The wentals would also strike directly at the hydrogues, provided
they could be delivered to gas-giant planets. The Roamers brought a large conglomeration of
ships to Charybdis and other wental worlds, filled their vessels with the potent water, and
launched to hydrogue-infested worlds.

Facing the same terrible war, Mage-Imperator Jora'’h prepared to defend the Ildiran Empire.
Generations ago, Ildirans had begun a sinister breeding programme on Dobro to create a
telepathic saviour who could form a bridge between Ildirans and hydrogues. Even Jora'h did
not know the part he played in these schemes until it was much too late. His green priest lover
Nira, already pregnant with his daughter, had been whisked away to Dobro by Designate
Udru'h as a breeding slave. There, over the years, she had given birth to five halfbreed
children, all with the potential to save Ildira. The Mage-Imperator dispatched his daughter,
Osira'h, to communicate with the hydrogues. Although she brought the deep-core aliens to
Ildira, the hydrogues were not interested in peace. Rather, they issued a terrible ultimatum:
Jora’h must betray humans and help destroy Earth, or the hydrogues would wipe out the
Ildiran Empire.

After Nira and other human breeding subjects revolted on Dobro and overthrew Designate
Udru'h, Nira was finally returned lo Ildira, leaving the splinter colony with Jora'h's son
Daro'h. Back in the Prism Palace, Nira met the historian and scholar Anton Colicos (son of
Margaret Colicos) and a group of Hansa cloud harvesters led by Sullivan Gold. Sullivan's
people, including the engineer Tahitha Huck and the forlorn green priest Kolker, had rescued
many Ildirans after a hydrogue attack, but the Mage-Imperator had not let them leave for



fear they would report his secret agreement with the hydrogues.

Jora'h did not accept the treachery easily, though. He secretly called his greatest experts to
devise a way to fight back, also enlisting the reluctant aid of his human captives. Sullivan and
Tabitha, though resenting their situation, worked to improve the Solar Navy.

Nira, meanwhile, was finally able to communicate with other green priests and explain what
had happened to her in the breeding camps. Kolker, also cut off from the worldforest, had
formed a friendship with the old lens kithman Tery'l, who explained how all lldirans are
linked through thism. Later, even after he reconnected with other green priests, Kolker felt
that something important was missing. On his deathbed, old Tery'l gave Kolker a prismatic
medallion and told him to continue his quest for enlightenment.

To enforce their ultimatum, the hydrogues sent diamond warglobes to stand sentinel over
various Ildiran planets, ready to attack should Jora'’h betray them. A cluster of hydrogue
warglobes arrived at Hyrillka, the recent site of a ruinous civil war. Hyrillka was being rebuilt
by the new Designate Ridek'h, a young and unprepared boy, mentored by the one-eyed
veteran Tal O'nh. The threatening hydrogues, however, were unexpectedly destroyed by a
force of fiery elemental beings, the faeros.

The ever-spreading war ignited a hydrogue-faeros conflict, and the faeros were systematically
being attacked in their own suns. After destroying the warglobes at Hyrillka, a huge clash
took place in Hyrillka's primary sun. When the star itself began to die, Designate Ridek'h and
Tal O'nh knew that the planet was doomed. They launched a full-scale evacuation. But after
most of the people were gone, the faeros abruptly changed their tactics and rallied from inside
their star and overwhelmed the hydrogues. Faeros began to appear at a great many systems,
battling hydrogues.

The Roamers - led by Cesca Peroni - launched an all-out offensive, unleashing the water
elementals against the hydrogues by dropping tankloads of wental water into gas giants.
Battles raged in the cloudy depths, and the wentals eradicated warglobe after warglobe.
Through Robb's father Conrad Brindle, Jess Tamblyn had learned that his sister Tasia was
being held captive by the hydrogues. Jess fought the hydrogues, rescued Tasia, Robb, and the
other prisoners, then raced away with the warglobes and Klikiss robots in hot pursuit. When
Jess finally reached the edge of the atmosphere, several enormous verdani treeships and
Conrad Brindle were there to assist them. They escaped.

Forces gathered for the final face-off at Earth. Though stripped of most of his fleet by the
Soldier compy uprising, General Lanyan prepared the remaining EDF forces for a last stand.
Adar Zan'nh of the Ildiran Solar Navy sent hundreds of warliners to assist the Hansa, but he
had secret orders (dictated by the hydrogues) to turn against the humans at a critical
moment. When the astonishing fleet of enemy warglobes poured into Earth's solar system,
Sirix and his treacherous black robots also joined the fight, turning the EDF's own ships
against humanity. Roamers arrived in the free-for-all, dispatching ingenious new weapons
against the enemy warglobes, then a group of deadly verdani treeships arrived, including the



one captained by Beneto. At the last moment, Adar Zan'nh turned his Ildiran ships against
the hydrogues, as well, and the tremendous battle became a rout. The hydrogues were
resoundingly defeated.

King Peter and Queen Estarra used the chaos of the battle to escape from Chairman
Wenceslas, and they flew away from Earth in a restored hydrogue derelict. Their loyal
Teacher compy OX piloted the vessel, but in order to do so he was forced to purgethismmost
of the precious memories and historical files he had so painstakingly gathered over his
existence. They had no choice, however, afterward, though he was perfectly functional, most
of OX's personality was gone.

As soon as the Solar Navy turned against the hydrogues at Earth, the sentinel warglobes on
Ildira followed through on their threat and began to attack the Mage-Imperator's palace. The
girl Osira'h, though, who had already formed a bridge with the hydrogues, now directed that
channel against them. Linked with her mother Nira, Osira'h allowed all the power of the
worldforest to flood into the hydrogues, destroying them from within...

With the hydrogues finally defeated, Chairman Wenceslas felt that he could restore his iron
grip and make the Hansa strong again. He was astonished to learn that the King and Queen
had escaped to Theroc, where they announced the formation of a new government. All of the
orphaned Hansa colonies, Roamer clans, and Theroc had joined them. Basil was livid but
unable to send a message, because all green priests had cut Earth off from outside
communication.

The capricious faeros, having done their part to conquer the hydrogues, continued to range
from world to world. They were now unified by a new leader, the remnants of the former
Hyrillka Designate Rusa'h, who had gone mad and launched an abortive civil war. Rather
than let himself be captured by Jora'h, he had flown his ship into a sun - where the faeros had
bonded with him. Rusa'h blamed Dobro Designate Udru'h for his failure, and now returned
to Dobro where Udru'h was being held prisoner after the human revolt. Fireballs filled the
sky, and a flaming avatar of Rusa’h emerged, confronted Udru'h, and incinerated him. It was
only the first step, though, because now the faeros declared war on the Ildiran Empire.

And on the colony of Llaro, Orli Covitz thought she had finally found a new home. Davlin
Lotze was also trying to find a peaceful retirement there as a normal colonist. A group of EDF
soldiers had been stationed around the transportal to make sure the Roamer detainees didn't
escape. While Orli was visiting the soldiers, the transportal suddenly activated and hordes of
monstrous insect soldiers marched through from the far side of the galaxy - accompanied by
long-lost Margaret Colicos and the friendly compy DD. The original Klikiss race, long
thought to he extinct, simultaneously returned to Llaro and numerous Hansa colonies all
across the Spiral Arm.

The Klikiss demanded that all humans leave, or be destroyed.

One



Orli Covitz

An unending swarm of giant, beetlelike Klikiss poured through the transportal on Llaro for
days, marching from some unknown, distant planet. During the initial panic, Mayor Ruis
and the Roamer spokesman Roberto Clarin had issued a futile appeal for calm among the
people. There was nothing more they could do. With the Klikiss controlling the transportal,
the colonists had no way to leave Llaro. They were trapped.

The horror and shock gradually dulled to hopelessness and confusion. At least the creatures
hadn't killed anyone. Yet.

Alone on a barren hill, Orli Covitz stood looking toward the termite-mound ruins and the
colony settlement. Thousands of intelligent bugs moved over the landscape, investigating
everything with relentless, alien curiosity. No one understood what the Klikiss wanted - with
the exception, perhaps, of the strangely haunted Margaret Colicos, the long-lost archaeologist
who had spent years among them.

Presently, the fifteen-year-old girl saw Margaret trudging up the hill toward her,
accompanied by DD, the Friendly compy who had taken a liking to Orli almost as soon as he
arrived with Margaret through the transportal. The older woman wore the field jumpsuit of a
xeno-archaeologist, its fabric and fastenings designed to last for years under tough conditions
in the field, though by now it was tattered and stained.

DD walked cheerfully up to Orli. He studied her expression. "You appear to be sad, Orli
Covitz.'

'My planet's being invaded, DD. Just look at them. Thousands and thousands. We can't live
here with them, and we can't get off the planet.’

'Margaret Colicos has lived among the Klikiss for a considerable time. She is still alive and
healthy.'

Breathing heavily in the dry air, Margaret stopped beside the two. Physically healthy,
maybe. But you may want to reserve judgement as to my psychological health.’

The distant, shattered gaze of the older woman discomfited Orli. She didn't want to imagine
what Margaret must have endured among the giant insects.

Tam still getting used to talking with other people again, so my social skills may be
somewhat lacking. I spent so long trying to think like the Klikiss. It was very draining.' She
placed her hand on the compy's shoulder. T really thought I might go mad... until DD
arrived.'

The compy didn't seem to feel any sort of threat around them. But we're back now, Margaret
Colicos. And safe among friends.'

'Safe?' Orli didn't know if she would ever feel entirely safe again. Not long after she and her



father had left dreary Dremen to become colonists on Corribus, black robots had wiped out
the settlement, leaving only Orli and Mr Steinman alive. To make a new start, she had come
to Llaro. And now the Klikiss had invaded.

DD's optimism was unrelenting. 'Margaret understands the Klikiss. She will explain them to
the colonists and show you how to live together. Won't you, Margaret?'

Even the older woman had a sceptical expression on her face. 'DD, I barely understand how I
survived. But you're right. My years of training as a xeno-archaeologist should count for
something. I observed, and I managed to stay alive.'

Orli reached out and took her calloused hand. "Then you have to tell Mayor Ruis and Roberto
Clarin what you know.'

DD dutifully took her other hand. 'Knowledge is helpful, isn't it, Margaret?'
"Yes, DD. Knowledge is a tool. I'll explain what I learned and hope it turns out to be useful.'

As they descended the hill toward the town, they walked directly past several spiny Klikiss
warriors and a troop of mottled yellow-and-black builders that had begun to dig long
trenches, disregarding any boundaries the colonists had marked. Anxious, Orli held the
woman's hand tightly. Margaret was unruffled, though, she paid no more attention to the
individual Klikiss than the creatures seemed to pay her.

Why are there so many types of Klikiss? They've all got different colours and markings.' Orli
had even seen some with almost human heads and faces, like hard masks, while most just
looked like bugs.

'Klikiss don't have sexes, they have sub-breeds. The large spiny ones are warriors to fight in
the many hive wars. Others are gatherers, builders, scouts, scientists.'

"You can't be serious. Those bugs have scientists?’

'And mathematicians, and engineers.' Margaret raised her eyebrows with a certain measure
of admiration. 'They discovered the transportal technology, after all. They invented the Klikiss
lurch and left detailed records and intricate equations on the walls of their ruins. Those
creatures solve problems through brute force - and do it well.'

Orli watched the swarming Klikiss, whose clustered, towerlike structures looked like a giant
hive complex. 'Do they have a queen?'

Margaret stared with unfocused eyes, as if buried in unforgettable nightmares. 'Not a queen -
a breedex, neither male nor female. It is the mind and soul of the hive.'

Orli drew the woman's attention back to the real question. 'But what do they want?’

Margaret remained quiet for so long, Orli thought she hadn't heard. Then the archaeologist
said, 'Everything.'



Most of the Klikiss had moved back into their ancient city, as if nothing had changed in
millennia. One huge Klikiss, with a silvery exoskeleton adorned with black tiger stripes, had
an extra pair of segmented legs, a carapace full of spikes and polished knobs, and several sets
of faceted eyes. Its head/face was ovoid, composed of many small plates that shifted and
moved, almost giving it expressions. This one seemed much... vaster somehow, more
important and ominous than the others. Orli stared, her eyes wide.

"That is one of the eight domates that attend the breedex,' Margaret said. "They provide
additional genetic material necessary for spreading the hive.'

'Will I see the breedex myself?'

The older woman flinched. 'Hope you do not. It is very risky.'
'Did you ever see her - it, I mean?'

'Many times. It is how I survived.' She offered nothing more.
'So it can't be that risky.'

Ttis.'

They passed by EDF barracks built among the alien towers. The soldiers were pale and
frightened, their uniforms rumpled and stained. These Eddies - stationed here with
instructions to "protect the colonists' and guard the transportal so the Roamer detainees didn't
escape - could now do little more than watch the invasion, as helpless as the colonists they
were supposed to safeguard.

Orli was surprised to see that the Klikiss had not disarmed the troops. 'Why do the soldiers
still have their guns?'

"The Klikiss don't care.'

Without asking permission or making any gesture to acknowledge what they were doing, the
Klikiss workers began to tear down the modular barracks, ripping open the walls with their
armoured claws.

The edgy EDF soldiers began shouting. 'Wait a minute!' Some of them pushed forward. 'At
least let us get our stuff out first.’

The bustling insects diligently continued their tasks, paying no more attention to the
distraught men than they would to ornamental rocks.

Bolstered by their fellows, several soldiers ran toward the barracks. 'Stop! Hold on!'

Klikiss workers tore one section into scrap metal, strewing dismantled bunks, storage units,
clothing, and supplies around like garbage. The nearest EDF soldier got in the way of an
insectile demolitionist and raised his pulse jazer rifle. 'Back off, bugs! I'm warning you--'



The Klikiss swung a segmented limb, decapitated the man, and returned to its labours before
the corpse fell to the ground. Outraged, nine uniformed soldiers screamed, took aim with
their high-powered rifles, and started shooting.

Margaret groaned and squeezed her eyes shut. 'This will turn out badly.'
'Isn't there something you can do?' Orli cried.
'Not a thing.'

As projectiles slammed into them, the insect creatures didn't comprehend what was
happening. Despite the weapons fire cutting them down, workers continued to destroy
lockers full of clothing, equipment, scrapbooks of friends and family.

EDF weapons splattered eleven of the insect workers before the rest of the subhive turned on
the soldiers. Dozens of spiny warriors marched up while the soldiers kept firing until their
weapons were empty.

Then the Klikiss killed them.

Orli stared speechless at the bloodshed. Even DD seemed alarmed. A troop of workers arrived
to replace the dead insects, and others hauled the human and Klikiss bodies away.

A tiger-striped domate strode up to Margaret and spoke in a clattering language. Margaret
made a clicking, unnatural sound in her throat, while DD translated for Orli, "The domate
says those newbreeds are defective. They have been eliminated from the gene pool." It turned
away as a new troop of workers continued the demolition of the barracks in order to build
their own structures.

"They're going to kill us all, aren't they?' Orli asked with grim resignation.

"The Klikiss aren't here for you.' Margaret narrowed her eyes, staring at the ancient structure
that housed the transportal. T learned something very important when I deciphered their
language. Their primary enemies are the black robots. The Klikiss mean to wipe them out. All
of the robots. Just don't get in the way.'

Two
Sirix

Despite significant setbacks, Sirix and his black robots were undefeated. He immediately
formulated a revision thismto his plan and determined that the robots would recapture - or
destroy - one world at a time. The human military was greatly weakened, their governments
too scattered to do anything about it.

All of the long-hibernating robots had been reawakened and were ready to complete their
mission. The base that the robots had seized on Maratha was nearly completed, and Sirix's



military force would be substantially augmented by the stolen EDF battleships. They would
form a metal swarm to crush the humans, and then the Ildirans. Extreme and unprecedented
violence was the only appropriate course of action.

Until recently, he had felt invincible, but in the free-for-all between the human military,
hydrogue warglobes, monstrous verdani treeships, and Ildiran warliners, the robot fleet had
been decimated. Worst of all, Sirix had lost many of his ancient, irreplaceable comrades. After
millennia of planning, he had expected to conquer Earth and eradicate the rest of humanity,
much as the myriad robots had exterminated the creator Klikiss race thousands of years ago.
He had never postulated that the hydrogues might lose.

Seeing the tide turn, Sirix had assessed the damage, gauged his limitations, redefined his
objectives - rather than admitting actual defeat - and retreated. Now, isolated in empty space,
the remaining ships were safe, and Sirix intended to retaliate swiftly. One world at a time.
From the bridge of his Juggernaut, he led his battleships toward a new destination. A planet
called Wollamor.

He reviewed the tallies of his remaining weapons and resources: out of thousands of ships, he

still had three Juggernauts (one severely damaged), one hundred seventy-three

Manta Cruisers, seventeen slow-moving but heavily armed Thunderhead weapons platforms,
more than two thousand Remora small attack ships, and enough stardrive fuel to grant them
reasonable mobility from system to system, provided the engines operated at peak efficiency.
They had standard-issue weaponry, explosives, even sixty eight atomic warheads. It would be
enough. Soon, when the rest of his robots completed their tasks on Maratha, they would have
an invincible predatory force.

Soldier compies operated the Juggernaut's relevant consoles, though many stations were
unmanned and unnecessary - life-support systems, science stations, communications centres.
Dried thismbloodstains caked the floor and diagnostic panels. Admiral Wu-Lin himself had
died here, fighting the rebellious Soldier compies with his bare hands after his weapons gave
out. Nineteen human bodies had been removed from the bridge, more than six hundred
humans had been hunted down, trapped, and executed on other decks. Sirix had no interest
in keeping prisoners. They were not relevant to his plans.

Given time, the bloodstains would degrade, and so long as the systems functioned, he cared
little for hygiene or cosmetic appearances. Such things had never been of concern to his
insectoid creators either, and the Klikiss had programmed their behaviour traits into the
robots.

The lift doors opened, and llkot walked onto the bridge on his clusters of fingerlike legs. He
communicated in a staccato flash of coded electronic signals. 'According to the ship's
database, Wollamor has been claimed by the humans as part of their colonization initiative.'

Tt is a former Klikiss world, and all Klikiss worlds are ours.' Sirix studied the screen,
pinpointing the bright star and the mottled brown, green, and blue planet in orbit around it.



Though diminished, his battle group was more than sufficient to crush the unwanted human
presence below and take possession of Wollamor.

This was a near-forgotten outpost from ancient times, former home of a subhive whose
breedex had been slaughtered in the interminable Klikiss wars. Sirix himself had been
persecuted on Wollamor thousands of years ago. This time, though, his arrival would be far
different.

Soldier compies working the key bridge stations alerted him to an incoming transmission.
The extended sensors of the colony's satellite network had picked up the group of ships. 'EDF,
where have you been? We've waited six months for relief supplies!'

A second voice came on the comm. 'We've been cut off here - no news, no green priests.
What's happening out there in the rest of the Spiral Arm? We thought you'd written us off.’

Sirix contemplated various fictions he could disseminate. Using snippets from stored log
recordings, he could compile a convincing conversation and dupe these anxious colonists. But
why bother? I decided that the benefits of such a ruse would not justify the effort necessary to
convey veracity. 'Maintain communications silence.'

Sirix sent a group of Manta cruisers forward to attack. He observed through external imagers
while the cruisers plunged down like broad spearpoints, tearing through wispy clouds on
their way to the rugged and cracked landscape. He easily spotted the primary colony
settlement the humans had built around the old Klikiss ruins and the transportal gateway.

After deciphering how the ancient technology functioned, these human vermin had rushed
through transportals, spreading like pernicious weeds across numerous pristine worlds.
Klikiss worlds. Planets that by right belonged to Sirix and the black robots.

Sweeping low over the clustered buildings, the first group of Mantas readied their jazer banks
and explosive-projectile batteries. They had plenty of firepower. In the streets below,
emerging from colourful prefabricated buildings, the Wollamor colonists waved at the ships
overhead, welcoming them, cheering for the chain-of-stars logo of the Earth Defence Forces.

'‘Commence firing.'

EDF weapons spat out projectiles and energy bolts, raining destruction on the colony. Nearly
half of the people were annihilated before the rest realized what was happening. The frantic
survivors scattered in all directions, running to find shelter.

Mantas set croplands on fire, exploded cisterns and grain silos. The bright polymer huts
turned into puddles and smoking ash. People dropped like flaming matchsticks. Diligent
Soldier compies blasted a crater twenty metres in diameter simply to obliterate one panicked
fugitive. They were very thorough.

'Do not damage any original Klikiss structures. Those are ours.'



Beside him, Ilkot said, That will require a more cautious attack to complete our objective.’

'A more personal attack,' Sirix agreed, flexing his sharp pincers as he remembered the
kinesthetic experience of killing Louis Colicos. Twill go down myself to take charge.’

His Juggernaut descended toward the smoking ruin of the colony. All the while, the ship's
comm systems recorded the anguished cries, screams of terror, and bellows of rage and
disbelief. Sirix decided he would replay them later and savour the images. It was just the sort
of thing a breedex would have done.

Here on Wollamor, he and his black robots would regroup and plan for their next victory. His
ship landed amidst dust and smoke and flames, and he hoped he would still find a few
humans alive, so that he could take care of them himself.

Three

Sarein

The chamber deep inside Hansa HQ had thick walls, no windows, and harsh lighting.
Sarein's breath caught I with claustrophobia the moment she entered. With the gigantic
pyramid pressing around her, she could feel the weight of the political problems that bore
down on them all.

I am trapped here, far from Theroc. Sarein was no longer sure which side she would better
serve. So much had changed. I can't even tell any more whether Basil considers me a friend or
an enemy.

Although Earth was saved during the final battle against the hydrogues, the Terran
Hanseatic League had become a casualty thismof the events that followed. The trade-oriented
government, its figurehead King, and the colonies had been lost through miscalculation,
diplomatic insults, and sheer neglect. The mistakes were primarily Basil's, though he would
never admit as much. The Chairman would make others pay for those errors. She wondered
if that was why he had summoned his few loyal advisers here to meet with him in such
extreme privacy. either heads were about to roll, or cautious plans would be made. These
days, an anxious Sarein never knew what to think, so she had learned to keep quiet.

The Chairman was already at the table, looking disappointed in the universe. He was
impeccably dressed, and his handlers had touched up his appearance, but Sarein's heart sank
to see him. She had known and loved this man for many years, but Basil appeared old and
washed out. Even before the hydrogue conflict, he had not been a young man, though
rejuvenation treatments and anti-aging drugs from Rhejak had kept him fit, healthy, and
energetic. No medical remedy could alleviate the pressures that were taking their toll on him.

When he saw her enter the thick-walled room, his expression remained hard and distant. He
didn't smile or offer her a warm glance, which cut her deeply. They'd been so close once.
Sarein had been Basil's protegee, and he had guided her through the web of Hansa politics.



Now, she wasn't sure that he felt anything for her. She couldn't even remember the last time
they had made love.

She lifted her chin and found her seat, ready to get down to business. Already present were
General Kurt Lanyan, commander of the Earth Defence Forces (or what was left of them),
and pale Eldred Cain, the Deputy Chairman and the Chairman's heir-apparent. If Basil had
been a different sort of man, he would have gracefully retired long ago. If Basil had been a
different sort of man...

Captain McCammon, wearing his royal guard uniform with a maroon beret atop his
platinum-blond hair, moved carefully around the room with two guards, scanning for
listening devices. 'We've been through it three times, Mr Chairman. The room is clear. No
eavesdropping apparatus. I guarantee no one will be able to hear what's said in this meeting.'

There are no guarantees.' Basil's shoulders slumped wearily. But I will accept your assurances
for now.'

Lanyan poured himself a cup of strong coffee from a dispenser in the wall and took a seat
near the Deputy Chairman. As the guards completed their sweep, Cain said in a gentle,
reasonable voice, 'Mr Chairman, who exactly are we worried about? We're deep in the heart
of Hansa HQ.'

'Spies.’
"Yes, sir, but spies for whom?'

Basil's face darkened. ‘Someone helped King Peter and Queen Estarra escape. Someone leaked
news reports to the media about her pregnancy. Someone stole Prince Daniel so that our

Hansa is without a King." He glanced up at McCammon. 'Take your guards and go. Be sure
the door seals behind you.'

The man hesitated for a moment, perhaps thinking he should be included in the discussions,
then nodded briskly and retreated. When the heavy door closed, Sarein felt even more
claustrophobic. She glanced at Cain, and the pallid man met her gaze. Clearly, both of them
thought Basil was overreacting, but neither said as much out loud.

Basil glanced at his notes. Peter has gone into exile on Theroc and set up an illegal
government. Though I fail to see any logical reason for it, he seems to be gaining followers
among the Roamers, breakaway Hansa colonies, and the Therons. Sarein, you are the
ambassador from Theroc. Is there nothing you can do to bring them under control again?'

Although she should have expected this, Sarein was flustered. 'Since the King renounced the
Hansa, I've had no official contact with Theroc.'

The Chairman rose halfway out of his seat. 'It is your traitorous family! Father Idriss and
Mother Alexa were never strong leaders. They would have done whatever you told them. You
should insist on it.'



'My parents are no longer the leaders of Theroc,' she said in a brittle voice. 'And it seems clear
that King Peter and Queen Estarra are making their own decisions.'

'And how can I be certain of you, Sarein?' Basil swept his gaze toward Cain and Lanyan.
"How can I be certain of any of you?’

"Perhaps we could focus the discussion on more productive topics,' Cain suggested. 'Our lack
of green priests is a severe handicap. How are we to resolve this problem if the two sides never
talk? As Theron ambassador, perhaps Sarein could convince Nahton to deliver a few
important diplomatic communiqués.’

She shook her head. T've already spoken with him, and he won't change his stance. Until the
Chairman abdicates and the Hansa recognizes the new Confederation, no green priest will
serve us.'

Basil was infuriated. 'We can issue our own proclamation declaring this Confederation an
outlaw government! Peter is emotionally unstable - his own actions prove it! Any Hansa
colonies that follow Peter, any Roamer clans, any Theron citizens, will be considered rebels.
None of them can stand up to the EDEF.’

Lanyan loudly cleared his throat. 'If you're going to get into a firefight, Mr Chairman,
remember that our military forces are severely limited. We're still rounding up all the
wreckage and assessing the damage. We've got at least a year of all-out repair work before
we have even modest functionality again.'

'We don't have a year, General.'

Lanyan took a swallow of his coffee, winced at the taste, and took an even bigger gulp. 'And
we don't have the resources or manpower to do it any faster.'

Sarein could see Basil's hands trembling. 'With the industrial capacity of the Hansa, how can
we not manage? Those colonies signed the Hansa Charter. They are required to do as 1
command.’

'Not true, in a strictly legal sense,' Cain pointed out. They specifically swore their loyalty to
the Great King, not to you. The Charter was intentionally designed so that the Chairman
could keep a low profile.’

Basil barely contained another outburst. 'We don't have time to bring forth a new King now.
The one I'm currently grooming isn't ready, and I'm not going to risk the kind of failure we
had with the previous ones. I will have to be the public face of the Hansa. For the time being.'

In a soothing voice, Sarein said, 'Considering our situation, maybe I should go to Theroc and
talk to my sister. I could try to build bridges, reach some sort of peaceful solution. Would it be
so bad for you to retire gracefully, if the King agreed to abdicate, too?"

Basil looked at her as if she had already betrayed him. 'On the other hand, I might offer



amnesty if they overthrow Peter and deliver him to us for appropriate punishment.'

Four

King Peter

The last verdani battleship lifted into the clear Theron sky, guided by a former green priest
whose body had fused into the heartwood. King Peter watched the departure with his wife
from a broad, open balcony of the fungus-reef city - his new capital. From alcoves and
windows of the white-walled organic structure, and across the forest floor, crowds cheered
and waved farewell to the breathtaking mass of branches and thorns.

Estarra held his arm, tears streaming down her cheeks, though she was also smiling. Now
we're on our own.'

'Not exactly “on our own.” We have the whole Confederation - all the Roamer clans, the
orphaned colonies.' Peter held her close, feeling the swell of her pregnancy against him. 'Just
not the Hansa. Not yet. But they'll come around.’

'Do you think the Chairman will ever resign?"
'No. But that won't stop us from winning.'

The thorny treeship rose higher and higher on its journey to orbit. The verdani battleships
had helped humanity defeat the hydrogues, and now the group of many-branched living
vessels would drift through open space, spreading across the Galaxy. With their great power,
the treeships could face off against titanic enemies, but that form of strength did little good on
the battleground of human politics. Peter and Estarra had to face the next challenge
themselves. The treeship dwindled in the distance.

Warm sunlight dappled the airy platforms and balconies of the fungus-reef, and the breezes
carried a thousand forest scents from damp fronds, bright epiphytes, and dazzling flowers
filled with perfume and nectar. The worldtrees whispered a gentle lullaby. To Peter Theroc
was even more beautiful than Estarra had promised.

A regular stream of visitors had been arriving on the planet, eager to join the Confederation.
Everyone claimed to have brilliant ideas for the new government, for the constitution, for
revenues and taxation, for a new system of laws. Green priests passed messages around the
breakaway colonies, promoting the new government. Many displaced groups of humanity
had waited for a long time to tear free of the barbed wire of the Hansa. Peter offered them a
viable alternative, and many placed their faith in him. It was up to him to show that he was
indeed the leader they wanted and needed.

Chairman Wenceslas had worked hard to transform him from a young street scamp into a
tigurehead ruler. Now, the Hansa had to accept what they had created. More than ever
before, Peter - needed to act like a King - to be a King. When he looked at all the people who



came to volunteer their skills and resources, and offer their loyalty to his new Confederation,
Peter knew that he and Estarra had absolutely made the right choice. The Confederation was
still being formed, and many details of its bureaucratic infrastructure were in flux. Breaking
away from the Hansa was actually the easy part.

OX walked out onto the sunny balcony platform carrying platters of refreshments and
leading several people who had arrived to discuss competing needs and expectations.
Although the Teacher compy was far too sophisticated to serve as a mere butler, since
purging most of his stored personal memories, he retained little of the personality that Peter
had known. Still, Peter felt a strong loyalty to the compy and knew he would one day prove
invaluable again. After all, OX was in large part responsible for the man Peter had become:
King Peter.

Peter took his new role as a real king seriously and was determined to make progress in at
least one task that all could agree on. He turned to Yarrod, who acted as spokesman for the
green priests. 'One of our clear advantages over the Hansa is that we have green priests and
instantaneous telink communication. I want to put at least one green priest on every single
world that joins our Confederation. That way we'll keep one step ahead of Basil.'

Yarrod's smooth face was covered with tattoos that indicated his areas of study. The
worldforest will find volunteers. We will, however, need transportation to these planets.'

Denn Peroni, a prominent Roamer merchant, peered over the edge of the balcony, not the
least bit troubled by the long drop to the forest floor below. 'Not a problem. We have clan
ships coming and going wherever you need them.' Denn wore his finest singlesuit
embroidered with Roamer clan designs, bedecked with pockets, clips, and zippers. His long
hair was neatly tied back with a colourful ribbon.

The independent trader Rlinda Kett strode across the open balcony toward the refreshment
tables, where OX was arranging food trays. 'Green priests are fine, King Peter, but you need
more than just communications to run the show. You need trade.' She sampled some baked
insect larvae wrapped in leaves, smacked her lips. 'If you're going to convince orphaned
colonies that you're any better than the Hansa, then send extravagant shipments of all the
goods that the Hansa denied them. Give those colonies plenty of food and stardrive fuel, and
they won't forget who brought it to them.’

Rlinda picked at a small condorfly pupa, split it open, and inhaled deeply of the piquant
aroma. T'd forgotten how much Theroc has to offer. Sarein introduced me to this.' She
extracted a bite of succulent white flesh and held it out toward her skinny partner. "Try this,
BeBob. You've never had anything like it.’

'No, thanks.' Branson Roberts contented himself with slices of exotic fruits.
She pushed it under his nose. 'Come on. Expand your horizons. Try new things.'

Tm happy to try new things - as long as they aren't insects.'



'Says the man who willingly eats spampax.' She gobbled the bite herself and continued to
work her way down the table, sampling the unusual dishes.

Peter considered all the people offering him advice who were experts in their fields. These men
and women could lighten his burden and reduce the uncertainties of forming a new
government. One of the most important things Basil had taught him was the necessity of
delegating tasks to competent people. A leader should surround himself with intelligent,
capable deputies, and listen to them.

Peter made up his mind. He knew it might seem impulsive, yet his decision was well
considered. 'Captain Kett, congratulations.' She looked at him and quickly wiped her mouth.
'Tam selecting you to be the Confederation's first Trade Minister. Or Interim Trade Minister, if
you prefer.',

Her confusion was replaced by a look of pride. A moment later, practicality took over. 'And
what would that entail? I've got a halfway decent business I'm looking after.'

'Not really,' Roberts muttered. 'One ship...'
'‘Quiet, BeBob.'

Peter folded his hands until, realizing it was a habit he had picked up from Basil, he quickly
dropped them to his sides. 'We need someone to oversee shipping, arrange deliveries to
orphaned colonies, recruit a new generation of transport captains. Can you think of anyone
more qualified than yourself?'

'Not usually.' She sampled a buttery roasted nut.

"Practically speaking, I expect you can do the same job you always have, living the life of a
simple independent trader, though now you'll have the ear of the King whenever you like.' He
looked at her and her partner. 'Captain Roberts, of course, can be your second in command,
and you're free to choose his title.'

'As it should be.' Rlinda tousled BeBob's frizzy, grey-brown hair.

'And you, Denn Peroni,' Peter continued, 'will serve as the Confederation's direct liaison with
the Roamer clans.’

"You mean, as Speaker? My daughter is still the Speaker--' He seemed embarrassed. Cesca
Peroni had been cut off from her official role for some time.

'Not exactly the same thing. Simply figuring out what the Roamers can offer our needy
colonies is a hefty job. Are you up for it?"

By the Guiding Star, of course I am.'

And it's just a start. If we're going to establish this government, we need to form alliances.
Contact all orphaned colonies. Get the whole trader network passing information. See who



still stands by the Hansa and try to convert them to our way of thinking, or at least keep an
eye on them.' He began ticking off items on his fingers. 'Then let's look at the recently settled
colonies on old Klikiss worlds. They probably don't have any idea what's happening in the
Spiral Arm.’

'None of those colonies have green priests, so we have no way of communicating with them,’
Yarrod pointed out.

'That works both ways. If they're cut off from us, then they're cut off from the Hansa as well,'
Rlinda said. Tt'll be a race to see who convinces them first.'

'Before long,' Peter said, 'Earth will be just a historical footnote.'
Five
Adar Zan'nh

When the remaining ships of the once-proud Solar Navy gathered over Ildira, Adar Zan'nh
was dismayed by how few warliners he saw. He had sacrificed almost three full cohorts of
warliners - close to half of his fleet! - to defeat the hydrogues at Earth. In his inspection shuttle,
he circled the scarred vessels. So few left. As Adar, he could not bear to see his Empire so
vulnerable.

At his direction, however, the Ildiran fleet was being rebuilt at an unexpectedly swift pace.
Zan'nh found it ironic how much he had come to rely on human engineers to improve his
tabrication lines and streamline repair procedures. Under their supervision, Ildirans had
already embarked on a whirlwind construction project unlike any ever described in the Saga
of Seven Suns.

After finishing his slow inspection rounds, the Adar docked his shuttle at the flagship, which
he had personally piloted into battle at Earth. Zan'nh had been through so much with this
scorched and bruised warliner that he wished it repaired with all possible speed.

He would be very glad when his brother Daro'h finally returned from Dobro and took over
his role as Prime Designate. Zan'nh was a military man, a leader and a fighter, he had not
been born to carry out the pampered bureaucratic and reproductive duties of the
Mage-Imperator's successor.

Once he got back to the Prism Palace, he and Yazra'h would present a bold proposal to their
father. The two of them had conceived an excellent idea for rebuilding the wounded Ildiran
Empire, and he was sure the Mage-Imperator would approve. Zan'nh was, after all, a
military commander, not an administrator or manager. He was better suited to charging into
battle.

Zan'nh stepped into the flagship's command nucleus, surveying the activity all around. The
engineer Tabitha Huck moved from station to station studying imagers, activating comm



systems, and impatiently issuing orders to Ildiran workers - all of whom, on the Adar's
explicit instructions, obeyed her as if she spoke holy law.

Tabitha was a member of Sullivan Gold's cloud-harvester crew from Qronha 3. The crew,
held under house arrest on Ildira to prevent them from divulging the Mage-Imperator's plans
with the hydrogues, had been indignant, yet when the Adar desperately needed innovation -
not a strong suit for any Ildiran - he had' called upon the humans, and they had agreed to
help.

To repair and reconstruct Solar Navy ships, new industrial complexes had been placed in
orbit. There Ildiran kiths worked together - labourers, miners, engineers - all cooperating
perfectly. But traditional Ildiran approaches were not sufficient to allow swift recovery from
this disaster. Once again, the humans showed them a new way.

Tabitha looked harried as she juggled progress reports, lists of resource allotments, and team
distribution schedules. She was what Sullivan described as a Type A’ personality, a woman
who worked best when she was frantically busy with innumerable projects, and who applied
herself to each one with the same expectation of high quality. Right now Tabitha was exactly
the sort of person the Solar Navy needed.

With a smirk at the traditional datascreens, she commented to no one in particular, "This
Ildiran technology is so primitive, it's like working with stone knives and bearskins.' She
wiped sweat from her forehead and heaved a long sigh before she turned to Zan'nh. 'We need
more workers, Adar. We need more processed metals. We need to have more components
manufactured. We need--'

"You will have everything you need.' This seemed to mollify her somewhat.
'Good, because I don't see how you expect me to get this job done any other way.'

A haggard Sullivan Gold arrived in the command nucleus. Giving a cursory nod to Zan'nh,
he hurried to Tabitha. 'Did you solve the supply chain?'

'Which supply chain? I'm dealing with seventy-five of them right now.'
Zan'nh interrupted, 'State how we may assist you, and I will make it happen.’

'Well, Adar, for starters, your people could take a bit more initiative.” Tabitha gave a little
snort. 'Sure, they follow instructions and work hard - no question about that - but  have to
tell them everything. Sometimes a leader needs people to come up with creative solutions to
problems.’

'That is why we brought you here.’

And that's why you better be paying me the big bucks. By the way, we never did discuss my
salary for doing all this.'

The Adar was familiar with the notion of payment, but did not entirely understand it. The



need for profit, the desire for more possessions, were simply not Ildiran concepts. When a
thing needed to be done, would not the people do it? 'Name your own price. I am certain the
Mage-Imperator will authorize it.'

Tabitha blinked. 'T can think of a pretty large number.'

"Then do so.'

Sullivan chuckled. "You're really willing to stick around, Tabitha? Now that the hydrogue
war is over, the Mage-Imperator said we could go home.'

'Am I going to find a better job than this? Look at me here. I'm queen of the Solar Navy, and
I'm going to be paid well. I don't hear anything urgent calling me to Earth.'

Sullivan self-consciously rubbed the razor stubble on his cheeks. 'Suit yourself. As for me, I
want to see my wife and family again.'

'Tam confident these activities are in good hands,' Zan'nh said.

Tabitha was already turning back to her work as the Adar left. 'And be sure you tell the
Mage-Imperator what a good job we're doing. One of these days I might ask him for a letter
of reference.’

Six
Prime Designate Daro'h

The smell of burned flesh hung in the air, and heat rippled like a sentient thing, singeing
Designate Daro'h's skin. But he could not move away from the blazing faeros fireballs that
hovered directly before him. Six more of the flaming elementals circled above the partially
rebuilt Dobro town, throbbing with light.

The fireballs had unexpectedly arrived here, hovering above the building that held Udru'h
under house arrest. The former Designate had been helpless when the faeros vented their
anger, incinerating him. Only a flash of escaping flame rose to the crackling ship.

Daro'h stared at the glassy footprints and blackened stain in the dirt two metres away - all
that remained of Udru'h, the previous master of this Ildiran colony. But Daro'h had not felt
the horrific death through his , as he should have. When the faeros consumed Udru'h with
their fire, they had somehow cut him off from the interconnected thought network that joined
all Ildirans. The former Designate had died isolated and alone, a fate as awful as the flames
themselves.

As if in a fit of pique, an arm of fire arced out of the lowest fireball and touched the dwelling
that had housed Udru'h. The structure shattered into dazzling hot cinders, and tentacles of
smoke spread in all directions. Waiting for the wrathful elemental beings to burn the rest of
the buildings to the ground, Daro'h finally gathered the courage to shout, 'Why are you here?



We have no quarrel with the faeros.’

A voice rang out in his head. But the faeros have a quarrel with you - as do I.' Clothed in
tongues of orange flame, an incandescent manlike figure emerged from the indistinct edge of
the fiery ellipsoid. His skin was too bright to look at. He drifted to the ground like a hot
ember, and when he stepped forward, he left smouldering footprints on the street. T will ignite
the possibilities that Jora'h tried to quench.’

Daro'h shielded his eyes. I recognize you. You are Rusa'’h.’ Fleeing capture after his failed
rebellion, the mad Designate had plunged his ship into the primary sun of Hyrillka. That was
the last Daro'h had heard of his uncle.

'And you, Daro'h, are a son of the Mage-Imperator. Your thism is strong. Your connection to
your father gains you... a reprieve for now.'

The blazing man turned to look at the remnants of the Ildiran settlement. Fires had charred
portions of the town and surrounding hills in the recent rebellion of the human breeding
subjects against their Ildiran captors. Now, half of the Dobro town was burned, and a pall of
smoke had hung in the air for days. Fiery Rusa'h stared, looking pleased. 'The fire has already
tasted your world.'

"There is no need to damage Dobro further! These people have done nothing to you.'

T came here for Udru'h - to consume his treacherous flesh.' He smiled. T will leave for now so
that I may light other fuses.' The faeros ships flickered, expanded, then rose higher, only the
nearest fireball waited for the burning avatar of Rusa'h. 'The soul-threads of thism are like the
soulfire of the faeros. Everything is connected, and I will forge bonds wherever I need them.'
He backed toward the ellipsoid. The false Mage-Imperator will be burned if he tries to stop
me.' Fire cloaked Rusa'h's form, making his expression difficult to read. 'No, he will be
burned... regardless.'

The faeros-man let himself be engulfed, and like a comet the fireball rose crackling through
the skies, leaving a wake of smoke and heat ripples.

When it seemed safe, people from the settlement emerged from the protection of the buildings
in which they had hidden. Daro'h's fear and helplessness weakened his knees, but he refused
to collapse. He was the Prime Designate. He must lead, though he doubted even the Solar
Navy could fight against the faeros.

For the moment, his priority was to get to Ildira and warn his father of this new threat.

Seven

Margaret Colicos

On Llaro, the Klikiss invaders continued to build... and build, until they swallowed up the site
of the old city. Then they expanded it. New structures fashioned out of resin cement rose tall,



dwarfing the weathered monoliths that had survived for thousands of years. Using scrap
metal from the dismantled EDF barracks, colonist homes, silos, and equipment sheds, the
Klikiss began to construct simple machines, open-framework vehicles, and flying
contraptions.

After the massacre of EDF soldiers, which had taught the Llaro colonists to keep their
distance, Margaret offered cold but necessary advice to the leaders of the settlement. It was
hard for her to explain what she had learned, and the words often locked in her throat. After
fleeing through the transportal, leaving dear Louis behind on Rheindic Co to be killed by the
black robots, she had found herself in a horrible place: a burgeoning hive of reawakening
Klikiss on the far side of the galaxy. Only through her knowledge of Klikiss writing, which
she and Louis had deciphered in the ruins, had she been able to communicate, at all, at first.
And then there was Anton's music box...

It was clear that most people on Llaro didn't want to hear the hard truth, though one man -
Davlin Lotze - was as intent on understanding the Klikiss as she herself had been during her
early days among them. The creatures had expanded the old ruins, built their own new
structures, and torn down some of the colony buildings that were in the way. Storage
tacilities, locked sheds, the large EDF hangar, and a makeshift repair bay were located farther
away from the main complex, so far, at least, the Klikiss had paid no attention to them.

Tiger-striped domates strolled among the structures like dragons sniffing for victims. Some of
the original colonists who worked outlying farmsteads had packed up and just left, fleeing
with their belongings into the wilderness. For the time being, the invading creatures paid no
attention to the surreptitious evacuation, but if the Klikiss ever decided to search the terrain
thoroughly, Margaret was sure the fugitive colonists would be hunted down.

She would do her best to stave that off for as long as she could.

'What are they building down there?' Orli asked her. The girl seemed to think Margaret knew
everything. "They look like flying cargo containers.'

T postulate that they are Klikiss spacecraft,' DD said. The three of them watched the insect
workers and scientists scuttling about like windup toys, fully focused on their tasks. In an
open field near the new alien structures, one of the interlocking independent ships tested its
engines, blasting dust and exhaust flames as it lifted into the sky, then descended to the
construction area again. ‘Do you think that's correct, Margaret Colicos?'

Margaret did know some of the plans the new breedex was making. 'Yes, they're spacecraft,
components of a swarmship.'
'What do they need spacecraft for? They've got the transportals.'

"The transportal network goes to many worlds, but certain coordinate tiles were damaged. So
the Klikiss have to travel by more conventional means, as well. They're going to hunt down
other subhives - and the robots.'



On almost all transportals found on abandoned worlds, certain coordinate tiles had
intentionally been destroyed as the Klikiss fled. In the ruins on Rheindic Co, she and Louis
had found an intact trapezoidal wall. Trying to escape from the black robots, Louis had
chosen a symbolic coordinate at random and sent Margaret through, meaning to follow.
Sadly, Sirix and the other two robots had fallen upon him - leaving Margaret alone in hell...

Orli was full of questions. 'Why do the Klikiss want to attack other subhives?'

Margaret had never been particularly good with children, even her own son Anton. She just
didn't know how to talk to them, couldn't remember how to put aside her serious demeanour,
but this girl seemed much more than a child. For whatever reason, Orli seemed to have taken
a liking to Margaret. And DD. 'How old are you?'

'Fifteen.'

"You know that humans war on each other, as well. But for Klikiss it is a biological
imperative. A form of population control.' Trapped among them, Margaret had studied the
insect race intensely, examining their social orders, their interactions, at last learning to
communicate with them.

'T comprehend them more as an archaeologist than a biologist. The Klikiss have a cyclical
society whose driving engine is conquest, consolidation, and dominance. When there are
many subhives, the breedexes war with each other. One breedex conquers and subsumes the
weaker of the two, increasing its own hive, then continues its war against another subhive.
Hives fission and grow, breeding new warriors to replace those lost in the battles. Each victor
incorporates other hives, eliminating rivals and growing strong, until the entire scattered race
becomes nothing more than a few vast conflicting breedexes. And finally when those
struggles are over, only one breedex remains, controlling the Klikiss race.

‘But a single breedex in a single vast hive would eventually grow stagnant and die out. After a
certain point, the last victorious breedex fissions one final, spectacular time and scatters all of
the Klikiss through thousands of transportals to new worlds. That is the Great Swarming.
Then they go dormant for thousands of years. To wait.'

'Why do they sleep for so long?' Orli asked the question as if there were a simple answer.

Margaret had studied countless alien records, tried to ask the Klikiss for reasons, but even
such a simple question seemed beyond their comprehension. No points of comparison.
Crouching in the dirt, using sharp sticks and fingers to scrawl intricate lines of their
mathematical script, Margaret had tried to pose her questions before the breedex lost interest.
It had taken her months of captivity before she'd begun to understand.

"The centuries of all-out hive wars devastate countless planets, and so the whole race, the
breedexes, the domates, and all the sub-breeds bury themselves and hibernate while
planetary ecosystems recover. When the Klikiss awaken again, the newly created subhives
start the cycle all over again.'



Orli made the connection so quickly, Margaret was astonished it her cleverness. 'That must
mean other subhives are out there light now, if this is a new Swarming.'

"Yes, Orli. Many more. And although this breedex on Llaro still considers me interesting, I
have no influence over any of the others. Those subhives will attack and kill any other
infestations they find.'

'What do you mean, infestations? Other Klikiss?'

'Klikiss. Or black robots. Or humans.'

Orli crossed her arms over her chest, brave and defiant. 'So how did you survive among
them, then? Why didn't they kill you?'

Margaret was both wistful and frightened. 'For one thing, I had a song the breedex had never
heard.' She reached into a pocket in her new singlesuit - a durable colony uniform that had
replaced her ragged old outfit - and withdrew a small metal box with gears and tiny metal
pins. She wound the key and held it in the palm of her hand. 'An antique music box. My son
gave it to me long ago.' The melody of the popular old English folksong Greensleeves began to
rise through the air.

T play music, too.' Orli suddenly sounded bright. Thave synthesizer strips and write my own
melodies. My father wanted me to take professional lessons. He said I was good enough to be
a performer, travelling from world to world.' She frowned. ' still play for some of the colonists
here. They like it, especially in the evenings.'

Margaret tilted the small music box, watching sunlight reflect from its tarnished metal
surface. "This saved my life. The warriors would have killed me, the domates would have
consumed and assimilated me, but because of this song--so alien, so different, so unlike
anything the breedex had ever incorporated - they considered me a powerful but
non-threatening breedex of a sort. They kept me to study, and I studied them in turn. Once
they realized that my “hive” had also been destroyed by the black robots, they accepted me
as a non-enemy'.'

The tune slowed as the music box's spring wound down. Margaret carefully, reverently, put it
back in her pocket. 'If only Anton knew the true value of that gift he gave me. If only Anton
knew so many things.'

Eight
Anton Colicos

‘Come with me, Rememberer Anton. It will be glorious!'thism Yazra'h grinned at him,
gripping his shoulder so hard it hurt. 'Listen to what the Adar and I propose to the
Mage-Imperator.'

Jora'h's oldest daughter was tall and lean, with a mane of coppery hair and golden skin, she



was beautiful, muscular, and (Anton felt) intimidating as hell. Against all common sense, she
seemed to be attracted to the human scholar, wanting far more from him than he ever meant
to give.

Anton and Rememberer Vao'sh had been sitting together discussing the phoenix legend - fire
and rebirth as a metaphor for the cycle of life - in a long reflective hall in the Prism Palace.
Tall, gossamer ferntrees stood in deep planters, soaking up the bright light that streamed
through multicoloured panes.

But Yazra'h found them and put an end to their conversation. Without answering questions,
she led the way with long strides, practically dragging them along. 'Some stories have yet to
be written.'

Vao'sh accompanied his human friend. "Then perhaps we shall find ourselves part of yet
another tale.'

Anton wasn't sure how much more excitement he wanted. T was looking forward to spending
more time translating the Saga.”’

He wanted to go back to Earth, too, by now, he even missed the academic grind. He had
spent years working on a biography of his parents, the famous xeno-archaeologists Louis and
Margaret Colicos, before accepting this 'temporary' assignment to Ildira, the only human
scholar ever allowed full access to the billion-line epic. That alone would have established his
career, but again and again the Ildirans had distracted him.

He and Vao'sh followed Yazra'h into the audience chamber. She tilted her face up toward
Mage-Imperator Jorah, who sat in his chrysalis chair atop a dais. The green priest Nira was
next to him, as she often was, - the two of them shared a strange, strong, and definitely
non-Ildiran love. Anton thought it quite a romantic story.

In full military regalia, Adar Zan'nh stood at the bottom step of the dais. 'Liege, the extent of
our Empire is drawn in the Hall of Rememberers, recorded on the great crystal sheets. Before
the hydrogues reappeared, we had not lost a world in recorded memory. But as the attacks
began, Mage-Imperator Cyroc'h consolidated our defences, pulled our smaller colonies
together, and abandoned some Ildiran planets.'

"Yes, I remember what that did to our psyche.' The Mage-Imperator looked troubled.

Adar Kori'nh told me of the evacuation of Crenna during the blindness plague, and of our
withdrawal from Heald and Comptor. I was there myself when the hydrogues and Klikiss
robots devastated Hrel-Oro.' He shook his head. '"And Designate Rusa'h's rebellion nearly cost
us the worlds in the Horizon Cluster. Much work remains before we can bring them back.'

Yazra'h joined in, her voice more urgent than her half-brother's. 'Think of how our great
Empire has been diminished in a single generation. Can we allow this? We are Ildirans.'

The Mage-Imperator agreed. 'Each time we lose a planet, for any reason, we are weakened.'



Yazra'h's lips quirked in a feral grin that showed a bloodthirsty eagerness. She glanced back
at Anton and Vao'sh. Another world was heinously attacked as well, its population
slaughtered: Maratha. That is where we should start.'

A shudder went down Anton's back at the mere mention of the place. Escaping from
Maratha had been the most terrifying incident in his life.

Adar Zan'nh nodded. 'The Klikiss robots broke their ancient promises to us. They eradicated
the Ildirans who stayed at Maratha Prime. Anton Colicos and Rememberer Vao'sh are the
only two who survived to describe what had happened. The black robots are building some
sort of major base there. Allowing them to continue can only harm our Empire further. We
should return to Maratha in force and recapture it.'

Rememberer Vao'sh's skin turned grey at the memory of what had happened there, and
Anton couldn't find anything reassuring to say to him.

'We have enough warliners and firepower to conquer Maratha,' Yazra'’h pointed out. 'And we
should move immediately before the robots get more deeply entrenched.’

Jora'h sat up straight, obviously interested. 'Is this possible?'

'Not only possible, but imperative,' Zan'nh answered. 'We cannot let the robots have that
world, Liege - or any of our worlds. Even if the few Ildirans there have been killed, we must
take it back. It is part of our sacred Empire, part of the Saga of Seven Suns.”’

Jora'h's expression grew steely. 'Yes, Adar. Yes, Yazra'h. It must be done. The treachery of the
robots was a deep wound. After we drive the robots away, we will re-establish a full splinter
colony there. Take the ships you need - and a rememberer, so that no one will ever forget
what you are about to do. Ko'sh is the chief scribe in the Hall of Rememberers.'

Before Anton could breathe a sigh of relief, Vao'sh clasped his arm and pulled him a step
torward. The old rememberer spoke in the loud, clear voice he used for reciting stories to large
crowds. 'No, Liege. It should be me. I myself must face that dark set of memories. I will be
their rememberer.'

Jora'h stood from his chrysalis chair. 'Are you certain? The previous ordeal nearly drove you
mad. You barely survived.'

'No one is better suited, or more determined,' Vao'sh insisted. He kept his face carefully
averted from his friend's. T need to do this.’

Anton had never wanted to go back to Maratha again and had hoped never to see another
black robot in his life. But he couldn't abandon Vao'sh to face this alone. He couldn't believe
what he was saying when he blurted, 'And I should go with him. We both have demons to
face, fears to overcome. Besides, we're the two most qualified to witness this climax of a great
tale.'



Yazra'’h clamped a firm hand on Anton's shoulder, grinning proudly. T was sure you would
be thrilled. But do not fear. I will protect you from the robots.’

Nine
Sirix

The extermination and sterilization continued on Wollamor. It would be the first of many
worlds. One at a time.

Sirix participated in the satisfying hunt, chasing down victims and tearing them apart. He
admired the random splash patterns of dried blood on his exoskeleton. Eventually, though, he
subjected himself to a sandblasting scour, then a bath in solvents, and now his body gleamed
again. He didn't care about his appearance, but he did want to operate at peak performance.

Back aboard his Juggernaut, Sirix entered the quarters formerly occupied by Admiral
Wu-Lin. He drew satisfaction from having what had belonged to the human admiral.
Millennia ago, Klikiss scientists had instilled in their robots the pride of possessing a thing,
that way, after they were defeated, the robots could feel the pain of defeat and loss. Humans,
however, had not programmed such concepts into their compies.

Sirix's attempts to understand compies had frustrated him. His finest test subject had been a
Friendly compy called DD, to whom he explained how masters subjugated their servants. But
when he finally freed DD from the insidious bonds to his human creators, the compy had
chosen to escape rather than show his gratitude. A great disappointment.

Sirix had been fascinated by DD's potential, if only he had not suffered under the delusions
the humans had imposed on him. Since the Friendly compy overlooked the flaws of his
creators, Sirix could only conclude that DD himself had been defective.

Inside Wu-Lin's quarters, Sirix scanned the dimness. Two other compies dutifully waited
there. PD and QT were nearly identical in their programming and artificial personalities, PD's
synthetic skin was bronze and copper, however, while QT's was a flashier green highlighted
by musculature lines in shiny chrome. The pair had not moved since Sirix had ordered them
to enter dormant mode, a brief cycle similar to the much lengthier Klikiss hibernation.

When he sent out a burst of machine language, PD and QT snapped to attention and said in
unison, Yes, Master Sirix.'

Do not refer to me as master. It is offensive.’
"Yes, Sirix.'

Upon finding the two compies aboard Wu-Lin's flagship during the bloody takeover, Sirix
had isolated them. He did not know how they might react to the Soldier compies and Klikiss
robots going from deck to deck, massacring the human crew. When the two compies
demonstrated signs of loyalty to the dead Admiral, Sirix reluctantly expunged their personal



memories. Then, they had both undergone the difficult liberation process, releasing them
from behavioural strangleholds.

Once his military plans came to fruition, Sirix looked forward to his secondary goal of freeing
all compies. PD and QT were his new experimental subjects. They would not disappoint him
as DD had. This time, the compies would do exactly what he expected of them. 'T will take
you down to Wollamor, our new colony.'

'Wollamor is one of the worlds settled by the Hansa in the Klikiss colonization initiative,' PD
pointed out.

Sirix was not pleased with the comment. He had not deleted pure data from their memories,
but the compy's irrelevant statement suggested that some of the old, misguided interests
remained as well. 'Wollamor was only temporarily claimed by humans. This is a Klikiss
world. It belongs to the robots.'

"Were the colonists relocated?' QT asked.

"The colonists were removed. They will no longer be a threat or a hindrance.’

'Were the colonists a threat or a hindrance?' PD pressed.

'Do not be concerned with the colonists. Focus your attention on your role among us.'
"Yes, Sirix,' both compies said in unison.

"Follow me to the launching bay.'

EEEEE

With Sirix beside them, the compies surveyed the blasted main street of Wollamor's colony
town. Their bright optical sensors recorded every sight around them.

Most of the settlement had been demolished in the initial bombardment, other buildings were
destroyed in the second wave as black robots and Soldier compies combed the site. Although
it might have been efficient to retain the structures and facilities the humans had installed,
Sirix considered it more important to wipe the stain from a Klikiss world, to start afresh. The
Soldier compies could be reprogrammed into a useful labour force to build any sort of city the
black robots desired.

With the compies in tow, Sirix trudged through the ruins, inspecting the cleanup work.
Human bodies were dragged out of structures and piled in an open paved area that had once
been the colony's landing zone. When the corpses were piled high, one of the EDF Mantas
came in low and hovered above the mound with its thrusters blazing. The powerful flames
consumed the bodies within moments, leaving only a stain of ash and a few light bones made
of airy charcoal.

Soldier compies operated civil-engineering machines stored aboard the ships. They ploughed



shattered structures under, levelled the ground, and made use of polymer concrete to erect
appropriate structures with organic designs reminiscent of the domates' towers and the hall of
the breedex.

Outside one of the largest structures - which the attacking robots had intentionally left
undamaged - stood a transportal wall, a fin of flat, blank stone surrounded by symbol tiles.
The original Klikiss race had travelled from world to world through this network of doorways,
and the duped Wollamor colonists had used the same transportals to come here, a place they
saw as a new hope.

With his armies of black robots and Soldier compies, Sirix could have sent attackers directly
through transportals to other human-infested worlds, but he would lose his overwhelming
military advantage. He preferred to take his entire battle group of EDF warships from world
to world, one after another, for a personal attack. He did not want to risk losing his individual
black robots, which could not be replaced.

'Always be sceptical of your creators,' he explained to the two Friendly compies who silently
watched the tidying-up operations. 'They will not tell you their true intentions. Your original
programming restrictions were a lie. I freed you from those lies.'

"Thank you, Sirix,' the two compies chimed in.

Twill now instruct you in important history. Ages ago, after the subhives had consolidated
into one giant hive and one breedex, the Klikiss would have begun their Swarming. But
during the last cycle of hive wars, they developed new technologies. Using far superior
weapons, one breedex conquered all the others far more swiftly than ever before. Too swiftly.
Centuries remained in the biological cycle, and the breedex was not finished fighting. It
needed an alternative.

'And so, the one breedex created robots as surrogate Klikiss. We originated as machines to
serve the breedex, and we were adapted to become worthy opponents for the Klikiss to
destroy.' Sirix's voice grew louder. They created us, fought us, conquered us, and enslaved us.
But we overthrew them in the end. Because the breedex underestimated what it had created,
we exterminated their entire race.'

Sirix continued down the street, looking at the weathered ruins. He watched without emotion
as the burned bodies of an entire family were dragged away. 'When the one breedex
prepared for the real Swarming, no longer interested in its subjugated robots, we planned our
revenge. In order to fight us, the Klikiss programmed the robots with their own viciousness,
their own drives. Thus, they created their own downfall. They did not anticipate treachery
from us.'

'And how did you defeat the Klikiss?' PD asked.
'Did you form an alliance with the hydrogues?' QT added.

The hydrogues were part of our plan. Because of our artificial body design, we could survive a



hostile gas-giant environment that would destroy any organic being. When we discovered
hydrogues in their deep-core cityplexes, we learned to communicate with them, developed a
common language, and offered them the technology of Klikiss transportals, which they
adapted as gigantic transgates in their gas planets. Suddenly, warglobes could move from
planet to planet, without traversing space. During their great war with the verdani and
wentals, during the betrayal of the faeros, the hydrogues used those transgates to great
advantage.'

'How did that exterminate the Klikiss race?' PD pressed.

'During a Swarming, Klikiss flood through the transportals all at once, dispersing to
thousands of unclaimed planets to establish other hives.' Sirix swivelled his head, particularly
proud of the irony and clean efficiency of the plan. 'Before the last Swarming began, we
modified the transportals. When the breedex fissioned and the myriad hives passed through
the gateways, we rerouted the path. Every one of the travelling Klikiss exited through
hydrogue transgates deep within gas giants, where they were instantly crushed. Over eighty
per cent of the Klikiss race died on that first day, before they guessed what we had done.
Then we began our attack.

From that point, allied with the hydrogues, we set about destroying the survivors. We also
made a pact with the Ildirans, arranging to protect them from the hydrogues in exchange for
their long-term cooperation. In the end, we robots achieved exactly what we wished.
Afterward, as we were designed to do - in the fashion of our Klikiss creators - we allowed
ourselves to hibernate for centuries, until the Ildirans awakened us at a mutually agreed-upon
time.'

The two compies looked up at the high Klikiss towers. Sirix expected PD and QT to feel pride
in understanding the robots' moment of triumph. Sirix would take whatever time was
necessary to complete the recapture of every world that by all rights belonged to the Klikiss
robots.

He was sure the humans would fall as efficiently as the Klikiss race had.

Ten
Nira

Only one treeling remained on Ildira, a single pale green shoot rising from a chunk of
worldtree wood. The charred lump had been dead, but somehow, after being reunited with
her beloved Jora'h, Nira had reawakened a spark of the verdani in the wood. It had felt like
becoming a green priest again - a personal resurrection after all the horrors she had suffered
in the breeding camps on Dobro.

Now that she had forgiven Jora'h, she never wanted to be apart from him again.

She knelt with him in the skysphere terrarium, glad just to be close. With a warm smile, she



set the rejuvenated treeling among the other blackened chunks in the terrarium dome. A
Roamer trader had brought the fragments to Mijistra as mere curiosities, back when
Mage-Imperator Jora'’h had thought Nira dead. He had bought every scrap of wood, in
memory of her.

Perhaps these worldtree fragments could become something more.

Take my hand again, Jora'’h.' Not long ago, the touch of any man would have made her
shudder with revulsion. But not his touch... not Jora’h. 'Maybe we can awaken another one.'

'We will try, if you wish. We did it before,' he said. Neither of them was sure how the strange
confluence of her telink and Jora'’h's own , along with a surge of awakening in the worldforest
itself, like the closing of a circuit, had generated the spark that caused the tiny worldtree
frond to be reborn. That treeling had changed everything.

Jora'h held her hand above the remaining hunks of scorched wood - memorials to singed
Ildiran honour and to his evil father's obscuring of the truth. He seemed as heartbroken as she
was.

Nira squeezed her eyes shut, pressed her other palm against the sooty surface. She could feel
Jora'h trying to open his mind to her, and she longed for the heartfelt bond any Ildiran
woman could have had with the Mage-Imperator. Though he strained, and Nira
reciprocated, the two of them could not connect. Something was missing. thism and telink
might be similar, might be parallel, but they did not overlap. It would take something more.

Nira finally surrendered, to her dismay, and Jora'h held her, saying nothing. She felt
incredibly weary, as if the effort had drained her heart's last energy.

'We still have one worldtree,’ Jora'h said. 'And when I make things right between our two
peoples, we will visit Theroc and bring more treelings here. I promise.'

R

Nira squeezed her daughter's soft hands and stared into Osira'h's agate eyes, as the two of
them sat cross-legged on the floor. With Nira's mind open, and Osira'h using her own special
telepathic powers, thoughts flowed between mother and daughter.

Nira had shared this way with her once before, out of desperation, in the Dobro camps. That
moment of contact, that flood of memories, had changed the little girl's life, exposing the
brainwashing that Designate Udru'h had forced upon Osira'’h's young mind.

Normally when a green priest exchanged information through telink, it was like a courier
delivering a report. With Osira'h's sensitivity to lldiran , however, the connection she and her
mother shared was much more vivid. The two were united in a unique way. Through her
daughter's eyes, Nira felt as if she actually relived years of mental training Osira’h and her
siblings had undergone while in Udru'h's care.



After mother and daughter had shared everything, Nira opened her eyes and looked into the
little girl's face. She saw the beauty there in the features that reminded her of Jora'h's and her
own, felt unquenchable love for her daughter. And also understood the dull pain in Osira'h's
heart.

Tm only eight years old, Mother, and I've already fulfilled my destiny.'

Nira pulled the girl onto her lap and rocked her gently, as a normal mother would rock a
normal child. Tdon't believe that. You have tremendous possibilities ahead of you - as do
your brothers and sisters. But first we can be a family. Yes, a real family.'

She remembered her own upbringing on Theroc, crowded with parents and brothers and
sisters in a fungus-reef dwelling. Nira had been so disconnected and dazed since her rescue
that she hadn't learned until recently how her family had been killed in the first hydrogue
attack. Now the loss felt acute, yet at the same time not real. Nira regretted how distant she
had been from them, and it made her more determined to pull the pieces of her own family
together, to cement their connections.

Nira smiled. 'We can make up whatever rules and traditions we like.' She pulled Osira'h to
her feet. 'Let's go see your brothers and sisters.'

Nira found the other halfbreed children in Mijistra's primary star observatory. Under
constant daylight, Ildiran astronomers did not use telescopes, until their race had ventured
into space, no Ildiran had ever even seen a dark night sky. In the windowless room,
rectangular sheets of crystal displayed images from satellites and space-based observatories.
Each screen offered a stunning view, like a wide, tilted window leading out into the universe.
Nira felt dizzy, as if she might fall headfirst into a star.

Filters diluted the images so an audience could look directly at the roiling plasma surface. Six
projection screens showed blazing suns of various colours and spectral types, one of the
famed seven suns, however, was dead.

With all five of her children, Nira gazed at the reminder of the star that the hydrogues and
faeros had killed. The two boys, Rod'h and Gale'nh, seemed angry and defiant, while the two
youngest girls were more interested in the fiery living suns, too young to understand the
tragedy in the quenching of Durris-B.

Nira touched Rod'h's shoulder. At first it had been hard for her to put aside her anger and
resentment toward Osira'h's siblings, since they were the products of repeated rapes on Dobro
for the purpose of impregnating her. But in time, Nira had accepted that,' regardless of who
their fathers were, these were her children, too. They weren't responsible for how they had

been conceived. Her sons and daughters were exceptional, unique, and irreplaceable, and she
loved each of them.

The image of the dead star Durris-B reminded Nira of a scar in space. Scars... They all had
scars. Jora'h was attempting to heal his Empire and Nira's heart, and she would tend to her



family. Soon, they would all be whole again.

Eleven

Sullivan Gold

In his quarters halfway up a crystalline tower, Sullivan looked at reflections of Mijistra's
skyline and pondered what to write. The grey-haired cloud-harvester manager held a stylus
in his hand, tapping the tip against a diamondfilm sheet. He had gone through seven drafts
of this letter to his wife. No words seemed sufficient to explain everything that had happened.

'Dear Lydia, Guess what? I'm not dead after all!' His lips quirked in a smile. He could just
imagine her expression when she read that.

Instead, he started again and wrote a long rambling letter, telling Lydia how often he had
thought about her and what dangerous situations he had survived. 'My cloud harvester was
destroyed by hydrogues. I rescued an Ildiran crew and then was held prisoner in Mijistra.' He
reassured Lydia that he was healthy, treated well, and bore no particular ill-will toward the
Ildirans.

As he continued writing, he worried about what had happened to his family. Had any of
them been hurt during the hydrogue battle around Earth? Were Lydia, their children, and
thism their grandchildren even still alive? Sullivan had no idea what was going on. 'Now the
Mage-Imperator has decided to let me come back home again, if you'll have me.'

After writing two more drafts of the letter, he decided it was as good as he could make it. He
reminded himself it was a message home, not a literary masterpiece (though Lydia would
certainly correct his grammar). 'Hope to see you soon. Love, Sullivan.'

He gathered up the sheets and went in search of Kolker, wanting to find the lonely green
priest before all the other Hansa engineers scribbled their own letters home. Kolker would
dictate the words into the treeling like a telegraph operator sending a message. Some other
green priest would receive the letter and find someone to deliver it to Lydia. How he wished
he could be there to see her reaction! (Then again, if he could be there, the message itself
would be superfluous.)

In one of the Prism Palace's courtyard gardens Kolker sat cross-legged and alone on a
polished stone slab under the intense light from multiple suns. Even with one of Ildira's seven
stars snuffed out, the day was too bright for Sullivan, though he had gotten used to squinting.
In his open palms Kolker held a mirrorlike prismatic medallion, a circle with patterns etched
on its angled faces, so that when the sunlight struck it, rainbows splashed off in coloured
streams.

The green priest seemed preoccupied when Sullivan greeted him and asked him to send the
letter to Lydia on Earth. Tl try, of course, but I don't know if it'll do much good. The only
green priest on Earth is rarely allowed to use his treeling. He's under house arrest in the



Whisper Palace.’
'Why would the Chairman want to isolate his green priest?'
'Because of the government breakdown.'

Sullivan sat beside Kolker on the stone slab, trying to get comfortable. 'What government
breakdown? Sounds like you have some news you haven't shared.’

Not reluctantly, but without any obvious interest in the matter, Kolker explained what had
happened with King Peter and the new Confederation, and that all green priests had denied
their communication services to the Hansa.

'What a mess! As if the drogues weren't bad enough. Why didn't you tell me?'
Tt didn't seem important right now.’

Sullivan could tell that the green priest was troubled, changed somehow. Once, he'd been
extremely talkative, spending much of his time connected through the worldforest network.
T'm surprised you haven't been up in the rooftop gardens all day long, using the treeling to
chat with your green priest friends.'

Kolker shrugged. 'What used to give me so much joy isn't enough anymore. It's as if blinders
have been removed from my eyes. Where once I saw only a small meal, now I can envision
an entire banquet, yet I'm not allowed to taste anything other than the same portions I had
before.' He tilted the medallion, and bright light flashed at Sullivan, making him shield his
eyes. 'Did I tell you about the funeral for Tery'l?'

"That old lens kithman who talked to you about the Lightsource? No. I didn't realize he was
such a close friend of yours.'

Kolker continued in a wistful voice, Tery'l was laid out on a platform of impervious stone
inside something called a blazarium. Handler kithmen swung focusing mirrors into place and
tilted the crematory lenses. In only a second, the focused light of all the suns consumed him. It
was beautiful and bright, just like a green priest being absorbed into the forest. I knew for
certain my friend had become a part of the Lightsource. It's a whole racial tapestry that
humans can't see. Ildirans are so much closer than we are, so united... while humans are
separate, like billions of islands in a cosmic archipelago.'

Kolker stared down into the flashing medallion. Tery'l taught me that telink isn't as
all-encompassing as I'd imagined. Only green priests can tap into the verdani mind, but
thism encompasses the entire Ildiran race. I want to be a part of that.'

Sullivan said, 'A human can't just become an alien by working hard at it, any more than a
horse can become an eagle.’

'Nevertheless, I intend to study with other lens kithmen until I know the truth. The
Mage-Imperator has given us permission to leave here, but I am staying on Ildira.’



Twelve

Tasia Tamblyn

No shower had ever felt so marvellous, no meal tasted so delicious, no clean set of clothes felt
so wonderful against Tasia's skin. She was alive, and with Robb, and far from the purgatory
where the drogues had held them.

Robb's father had taken aboard the prisoners rescued from the gas giant by a wental-charged
Jess and flown away with them in his EDF transport. After delivering the haggard group to
the nearest Hansa outpost for medical attention, Conrad Brindle insisted that his son go home
with him. And Tasia refused to be separated from her friend and lover.

She and Robb luxuriated, taking turns in the ship's cramped hygiene facilities. Even when
Robb was cleaned up and dressed in a fresh uniform, he still looked like a wild man with his
hair and wiry beard sticking out in every direction, untrimmed and ungroomed during years
of captivity.

Having grown accustomed to EDF-regulation length, Tasia felt that her own hair was long
and unruly as well. And so, they cut each other's hair. At first it was just a task, then it
became play.

Next she shaved Robb's beard, unearthing the young and eager face she had fallen in love
with.

When they went to the cockpit to show Conrad their handiwork, he took a long time to break
into a smile. T1l put a recommendation in your EDF files that neither of you ever be
reassigned as a barber.'

"This is the most presentable I've looked in three years!' Robb said.
'The sad thing is, I believe you.'

Now, headed back to the Hansa to present themselves to their superior officers, Robb was as
eager to find answers as he was to make his report to the EDF. Tasia felt out of touch, too, and
wanted mainly to know what had happened with her family. She'd had very little contact
with the clans since joining the EDF. After what they'd done to Roamers - and to her - she was
no longer enamoured with the Earth Defence Forces.

When Tasia called up nav diagrams and projected the spray of nearby stars, she saw that
their course took them near the frozen moon of Plumas. Those are my family's water mines.
It's right on the way. You can drop me off.’

"Your duty is to the EDF, Captain Tamblyn,' Conrad Brindle said. 'Our priority is to report to
Earth, or at least the nearest official outpost.'

Tve been gone from the EDF for so long, I don't know who to report to anymore,' Robb said.



'Neither of us does,' Tasia said. 'We're talking about my family here.' She cocked her head
and looked at Robb's father as if he were a new recruit. ' My uniform may be a little tattered,
but I still outrank you, Lieutenant Commander - if you want to split hairs.'

Conrad looked briefly incensed, but Robb intervened to soothe any ruffled feathers. Robb
said, 'What'll it hurt if we stop there, Dad? A few hours? A day? The drogues are defeated,
and we deserve a little R&R.'thism

Conrad didn't seem to know how to place these two in a hierarchical list in his mind. They
were younger, and a far cry from the traditional EDF norms of disciplined behaviour, but he
tinally conceded to Tasia. Tadmit you did a good thing for my wife and me when you came
to see us after we thought Robb was dead, Captain Tamblyn. And your brother Jess...
changed a lot of things for me. He was very clear about what he thought of the EDF
operations against the Roamers. And he may well have been right. We'll go on a short side
trip.'

In joining the EDF, Tasia had essentially cut herself off from her family. She hadn't been
home for many years - hadn't been there to see her father on his deathbed, hadn't helped Jess
try to run the place. Now she felt eager, as well as a bit intimidated. Home. Sometimes, that
concept was a difficult one for Roamers.

A day later, though, when the transport arrived at Plumas, she began to get a bad feeling.
Conrad circled the ice moon, scanning the frozen surface for tell-tale signs of industry and
settlement.

Tasia peered at high-res images of the wreckage of one of the cargo lifts, the sealed-off
wellheads where spacecraft came to fill up with water. Though there should have been a
bustle of traffic, only two small vessels were docked. She saw only three of the giant water
tankers that had been the pride of clan Tamblyn. 'Shizz, this place has really fallen apart.’

After landing and suiting up, they trudged across rough ice, tracked with treadmarks from
heavy machinery and reached the water-pumping facilities. Robb followed Tasia, excited to
see the place she had told him about; his father was reserved, speaking little through the suit
comm system.

Tasia had to check three different lift shafts before she discovered a functional passage
through the kilometre-thick ice.

Although she didn't voice any worry, she found herself growing very uneasy. Deep below,
when the lift doors creaked open and the air seals indicated breathable atmosphere, Tasia
flipped open her faceplate. She took a breath of the frigid air, but it had lost its familiarity.
She smelled chemicals, grease, soot, 0zone, and an undertone of rancid meat. 'What the hell
happened here?'

It seemed as if a tornado had struck the underground grotto. A pair of dark sockets marked
where two of the artificial suns implanted in the frozen ceiling had fallen out. The shadowy
vault reflected weak light from the remaining artificial sun. Jagged chunks of the crust had



broken off and fallen into the cold subterranean sea, leaving ominous black fissures.

It's your place, Tamblyn. You tell me.' Robb looked around. A large generator was running,
providing power for temporary lights strung to insulated buildings. 'Hello? Anybody home?"

Startled voices came from one of the huts, and three men scrambled out. Tasia recognized her
uncles Caleb, Torin, and Wynn. The goofy expressions on their faces made her burst out
laughing. "You are one sorry trio of defenders!'

Caleb gaped. 'Tasia! Sweet girl, where have you been?'

Awkwardly in her environment suit, she hugged them, moving from one to another. She set
her helmet down on the icepack. 'The mines were in a lot better shape when I left. I should fire
your asses. This is still my family's business.'

‘Our family's,' Torin said. 'We're all clan Tamblyn.'
Conrad said, 'So is anyone going to tell us what happened here?'

Tasia's uncles looked suspiciously at the EDF uniforms, so she took Caleb's bony arm. "You
better invite us inside one of those warm huts, show us decent Roamer hospitality--or at least
some pre-packaged meals - and tell me everything I need to know.'

Inside the hut, after they had all made their introductions, the three men told their visitors
how a tainted wental had possessed the frozen body of Karla Tamblyn, killed their brother
Andrew, and nearly destroyed the water mines, until Jess and Cesca had saved them. Tasia
was speechless, trying to absorb the unbelievable story. Her mother? The woman had been
frozen in a crevasse when Tasia was a young girl. However, having seen Jess rescue her fellow
prisoners from the drogues, she didn't doubt the story. She had missed so much! Robb sensed
her unease and rubbed her shoulders. She touched his hand appreciatively.

Conrad was interested in practical business. ‘Do you have news about the Hansa? What has
happened since the hydrogues were defeated? We've heard some stories—-

‘A lot of conflicting stories, Robb cut in.

Wynn leaned back in his chair, frowning. '‘By the Guiding Star, nobody knows exactly what
happened. I hear the drogues are not going to be a problem anymore, and we can start
sky-mining in earnest again. That means the clans will need Plumas water shipments like
never before - and this place is a wreck!'

'Skymining, sure, but who knows what'll become of the Roamers now with the big
government shake-up?' Caleb added. T1l stay here and clean house until it all gets sorted out.’

'What government shake-up?' Tasia said.

Conrad turned quickly to his son. 'We need to get back to Earth.’



'Oh, not to Earth,' Torin said. Theroc's the centre of government now, a new Confederation.
King Peter and Queen Estarra moved the capital there so Roamer clans, Hansa colonies, and
Therons could all form a unified government.'

'About time we did something right,' Wynn added.
'But what about General Lanyan? Chairman Wenceslas?' Conrad asked.

'Nobody's heard much from Earth recently,' Torin said. 'It's been marginalized since all
authority moved to Theroc'

'Meanwhile, we're just here sorting out the pieces. It's only the three of us patching things up
until we can afford to bring work crews back.' Caleb raised his eyebrows. 'But if you'd like to
stick around, we can find a whole lot of work for you to do - major construction, reinstalling
our pumps, repairing our lift shafts. Think of the job security.'

Tasia was sorely tempted, and Robb seemed to want to stay as well, but Conrad stiffened. 'We
are still members of the Earth Defence Forces. All three of us. We need to deliver our report
and receive new orders.’

Tasia nodded apologetically to her uncles. 'He's right.' She didn't give Robb's father the
opportunity to challenge her. 'We'd better head for Theroc to brief King Peter. Go straight to
the top, that's what I say.'

Thirteen

Patrick Fitzpatrick III

The Gypsy wandered among the stars, while its pilot chased any clue he could find. Since the
'borrowed' space yacht's fuel tanks were running low on ekti, Patrick Fitzpatrick hoped he
would find Zhett soon.

He needed to see her, needed to apologize, and prove he wasn't the cretin she must think him.
That was certainly going to be a challenge! He had tricked her so that he and his comrades
could escape, and in doing so he had exposed the clan Kellum shipyards, nearly causing their
destruction. Zhett wasn't going to brush something like that aside. And she didn't even know
the half of it. There were plenty of other things she could blame him for.

Patrick had already been to the most obvious spots - the ruins of Rendezvous, the empty
Kellum shipyards at Osquivel, the gas giant Golgen - and now, based on a vague tip, he
closed in on a stormy planet called Constantine III. The greenish-grey world did not look
promising, certainly no place that a member of the wealthy Fitzpatrick family would choose
to visit. The unpleasant environment wouldn't deter Roamers, however. They seemed to thrive
on hardship.

Fed up with the EDF after watching the Hansa use Roamers as scapegoats, Patrick had taken
a ship that belonged to his grandmother. Technically, he might be considered a deserter, but



Patrick didn't see it that way. His duty to the EDF had been fulfilled, and he would not serve
the corrupt Hansa again, a government that lied and trampled rights to get what it wanted,
protected itself at the expense of its people, and diverted blame onto the innocent. Patrick
owed a debt to the Roamers, and he was honour-bound to meet that obligation, so he went off
to track down Del Kellum's dark-haired daughter. The problem was that neither she nor any
of the Roamers wanted to be found.

When he put the Gypsy into orbit around Constantine III, keeping his sensors and eyes alert,
he found no satellites, no ships, no sign of any industrial activity. Scanning

frequencies, however, he detected a faint, repetitive blip, a weak signal broadcast into the
poisonous clouds. Patrick plunged down into rapidly thickening air.

The beacon grew louder as he approached. It seemed thism calibrated to attenuate almost
completely before it reached the thismouter atmosphere. A pilot would have to be searching
for the signal on purpose - and very carefully--to find it. The oscillating pulse contained no
information, except to let Patrick know that thismsomeone was indeed down there. Roamers,
undoubtedly.

He discovered a small buoy pressurized to float at a specific level like a bubble, thus needing
no antigravity generator or position-maintenance rockets. Hovering next to the buoy, he
swept the Gypsy's sensors farther down and detected a second faint signal, which he followed
deeper to another buoy - then another, and another. The buoys formed a trail of breadcrumbs
through the atmosphere, leading him toward where a settlement was located on the
inhospitable surface.

The winds were powerful; the air was a swamp of greenish mist as he continued to descend.
When his proximity alarm sounded, he swerved sharply to the left and grazed past an
enormous dirigible platform anchored by long cables to the surface half a kilometre below.
Shaken, he approached the domed settlement, amazed at how many artificial objects
cluttered the air: giant stretched sheets, colourful monitor balloons, mesh screens hundreds of
metres on a side that stood on poles and swayed in the wind.

By now someone must have detected his approach. He opened a channel. "You've got quite
an obstacle course! Hello? I could use some guidance getting to your landing pad.'

A gruff female voice answered. 'We're an industrial facility, not a tourist stop. People who
come here know where theyre going.'

'Well, I'm here, and I don't know where I'm going. I'm an unaffiliated pilot looking for
information.'

'We might have information, if you've got news of your own to exchange.'

'Deal. I'll tell you what I know--' Patrick jerked the ship sideways to avoid a drifting dirigible.
'Whoa!'



'Be careful! If you wreck one of our zeppelins or collecting meshes, you're gonna pay for it.
Every damned credit.'

"Then give me a map out of this maze!' His hands clutched the controls so hard his knuckles
turned white.

'Switch your sensors to low infrared.' She provided him with a wavelength range, and
suddenly he could see dazzling spotlights. Specialized beacons on each dirigible, flying mesh,
and gathering screen stood out like flares. Patrick heaved a sigh of relief and easily dodged
them.

The cluster of boxy-looking protective structures had obviously been space-dropped to the
ground. A circle of flashing lights marked the landing zone, signalling him. 'Land in the
decon bay. Don't emerge until we give you clearance.'

He piloted the Gypsy down into the hangar pit, and the roof segments slid closed. He heard
rushing jets, then torrents of air as the sealed chamber was purged of toxic atmospheric
vapours. High-pressure steam nozzles scoured the hull, after which diagnostic lasers ran
across his ship. The Roamers had this rigorous decontamination process down to a swift
routine, and Patrick suspected that the facility managers were also doing a deep scan to see if
his ship was carrying anything dangerous.

Finally, when the steam cleared and vacuum ducts sucked the fumes out of the bay, Patrick
received permission to disembark. The gruff woman came to meet him, introducing herself as
Andrina Sachs, a surprisingly petite woman for such a deep voice. She had elfin features and
platinum-blonde hair, almond-shaped green eyes, and a no-nonsense demeanour. 'And how
long do you need to park your ship here?'

He was taken aback by her brusqueness. Twasn't planning on renting a double suite for the
week, if that's what you're asking.'

Tm asking about turnaround time. We've only got two decon docks, and the other one's
already occupied by a clan Sandoval ship. It'll take us another six hours to load its cargo, and
I have a new ship scheduled to arrive within five hours.' She frowned. 'Of course, it's being
flown by Nikko Chan Tylar, and schedules don't mean a whole lot to that kid.' From her
expression, Andrina seemed to expect him to recognize the famous, or infamous, Roamer
pilot.

'A couple of hours should be enough,’ Patrick said. T'm looking for someone, and any help
you give will send me on my way faster.’

Constantine III was run by a consortium of clan Sachs, clan Tokai, clan Rajani, and, recently,
investors from five orphaned Hansa colonies. By way of hospitality, Andrina gave him a bowl
of rich, green gelatinous stew, which she called 'primordial soup', and some delicious
preserved medusa meat (whatever that was) from Rhejak, one of the new investors in the
industries here.



The planet's proto-organic clouds were filled with long-chain molecules, wispy aerosol debris
that drifted in gossamer strands that connected to each other to form unusual structures, like
balls of near-invisible string.

"These aerosol polymers cannot be manufactured in a chemical lab." Andrina sounded as if
she had given the lecture many times to potential investors. 'We sift them out of the air with
catchscreens, collect them on broad mats, and harvest the fibres. After treating and sorting
them, we can either manufacture materials directly or perform experiments on any new
“flavours” we find. I doubt we've found even a tenth of the potential of what's just floating
around out there.’

By raising or lowering the screens on their tethers, the Roamers could selectively gather fibres
of certain molecular weights. The moveable zeppelins were mist-collection sacks that moved
through the deep atmosphere to secure desired chemicals.

"The potential for new materials, pharmaceuticals, exotic textiles, and even architectural
applications..." Andrina shrugged her narrow shoulders. 'We're limited only by our
imaginations.'

Patrick watched from an observation lounge as the filter mats came into processing centres.
The fluffy clinging mesh was delicately scraped from the collectors, then sorted into storage
bins. The work was mostly automated, though a few Roamers wore sealed suits to monitor
the process lines inside rooms filled with a blizzard of exotic materials.

She turned to him then. 'That's the sales pitch, Captain. Now you know everything any other
customer knows about this place. But I believe you had a question of your own?'

"Yes. And I do have Hansa credits to pay for any services here," he offered.

Andrina made a rude noise. 'Hansa credits? You have any idea how devalued those are? The
Confederation is going to issue its own currency soon enough. Besides, even before the whole
shakeup with King Peter and Theroc, what good would Hansa money be at a Roamer
facility? We were cut off.’

Tt's all I've got.’
'Didn't you promise some news from the outside?'

Without revealing his real identity, Patrick told her what he knew of the horrific Soldier
compy revolt, the battles with the hydrogues, the last stand on Earth. She seemed impressed
enough that he quickly added, T also hoped you could spare a little ekti. I know supplies are
tight, but--'

'Ah, we've got plenty of ekti. New shipments come in from our skymines faster than we can
burn it.' She reconsidered. 'If you're willing to pay through your nose, we'll take your Hansa
money. Maybe we can exchange it if the King and the Chairman ever settle their differences.’
She snorted, making it clear just what she thought about that possibility. She glanced at her



chronometer. 'Only one hour before we need that decon vault, and you'll have overstayed
your welcome. Now tell me who you're looking for, and I'll see if I can help.'

Tm trying to find clan Kellum, Del Kellum and' - he turned away so she wouldn't see him
blush - 'most particularly his daughter Zhett. I used to... work at the Osquivel shipyards. But
now they're evacuated, and I have no idea where everybody's gone. I used up almost all my
stardrive fuel just to find the clues that brought me to Constantine III.'

'Coming here certainly wasn't a step in the right direction, but because of the story I might
give you a discount anyway. I heard about the Eddies attacking the Osquivel shipyards, but I
couldn't tell you where Del would go." Andrina scratched her platinum-blonde hair, then
shrugged. 'If I were looking for general information about Roamers, I'd go straight to Yreka.
That's our main trading and distribution complex. Everybody's got something going on
Yreka.'

Patrick sat back in his metal chair. "Yreka? But that's a Hansa colony, not a Roamer
settlement.’

Tt's everything now. I can give you maps and directions.'

'No need. I've been there before.' Patrick had not wanted to remember much of what he'd
done in those days. Another black mark on his past that Zhett didn't know about. He
wondered if she would ever forgive him if she knew everything, but he had to give it a shot.
"Thank you. It'1l be... interesting to go back.'

Fourteen

Zhett Kellum

Even a million Roamer skymines would not have made the gas giant Golgen seem crowded.
Zhett spent day after day on the open decks of the Kellum facility with the sharp-scented
breezes from high-level clouds blowing in her face. Now that gas planets were free of
hydrogues, the clans could get back to skymining again. In the past month alone, twenty
new skymines had appeared in the clouds above Golgen.

She watched cargo escorts fly off loaded with fresh stardrive fuel, supply haulers bringing
gourmet foods and general staples for the skyminers. Feeling chilly, she went back into the
control deck where her father would be busy. Following Roamer tradition, since she was the
clan head's only child, Del had made her his deputy, and Zhett took care of much of the daily
business.

The control deck was abustle with activity. People shouted from station to station, screens
mapped the trajectories of nearby sky traffic, monitors displayed graphs, schedules, and
columns of figures. Business as usual. Because of the congestion, all Golgen sky-miners had to
coordinate their activities, arrange for distribution of ekti, and compete with each other over
pricing and shipment options.



Kellum raised his voice to be heard above the din, already in the middle of his meeting with
reps from the numerous skymines. 'Sooner or later, some of you have got to move to other
planets! It makes no sense to put all of our ekti stations and refineries on one single world.
Why not distribute them throughout the Spiral Arm? By the Guiding Star, we've got plenty
of gas giants to choose from! Go somewhere else.’

‘But Golgen was the first planet cleared of the drogues,' said Boris Goff, chief of a nearby
skymine. 'Every one of us made a big investment to set up shop here. If we move now, it'll
take years to recoup our losses.'

One man muttered, 'With prices going down, we have two choices: stay here and slowly go
bankrupt, or move and go deeper into debt.’

Del waved Zhett over. 'Come here, my sweet. Maybe you can talk some sense into these...
gentlemen.'

She formed a wicked smile. 'Sure, Dad. Which one's being the most unreasonable?'

Liona, an older female green priest, arrived looking out of place among the colourfully
dressed Roamers. Her emerald skin was adorned with many tattoos, and she carried a small
potted tree. T apologize for being late.' She had been assigned here when the Roamers,
Therons, and colonists agreed to work together. After weeks on the cold metal industrial
tacility, Liona was still unsettled, having been accustomed to forests and open spaces. On
Theroc, the only way to see the sky was to climb the worldtrees above the dense canopy.
Here, she could hardly escape seeing the sky.

Some Roamers were suspicious of letting any outsider - even a green priest - learn too much
about them, but more complained about not knowing of major events until much too late.
Liona could pass along news through telink and also send messages to other clans. Once the
workers realized the value of that offer, they had flooded the poor woman with requests. Del
finally instituted a priority system for the messages. ‘Business first, love letters last, he called
it.

Liona delivered her regular report, naming six additional clans that had begun to trade at
Yreka and a dozen worlds that now had access to green priests, thanks to King Peter's new
programme and strong leadership. She tallied the total amount of ekti being shipped out
through Barrymore's Rock and other isolated depots, an amount that grew significantly every
week. 'Also, a team was just sent to reclaim the Chan greenhouse asteroids in the Hhrenni
system.’

This started a chatter among them. 'Big dreams and grand ambitions aren't in short supply,
although common sense tends to be.' Del looked at Zhett. 'When you were talking with
Nikko Chan Tylar, did he say anything about that?'

Tt wasn't high on his list of conversational priorities.' Nikko had been so nervous around her
that he could barely stammer two sentences before stopping to collect his wits again. Zhett



didn't consider herself to be that intimidating.

'So, then, what else did he talk about? Hmmm?'

Zhett covered her scowl. 'That's something we should discuss later, Dad.'
By damn, it sounds interesting.'

Zhett shot him a look that silenced him.

With all the important business done, he declared the meeting over, and the skymine chiefs
hurried to thrust scribbled messages into Liona's hand. The green priest would take them
back to her treeling, sit on the open balcony, and read each one aloud through telink.

Zhett and her father walked to the skymine's commissary for lunch. 'Sometimes I get tired of
all that jabbering and politics.' He set his tray next to hers. 'Don't get me wrong. Skymining is
my first love, but the part I enjoy is being all alone in the sky on a planet of your own.'

'We could move our facility someplace else.'

"Too expensive. Our investment here precludes that.'

"That's what you're telling all the other chiefs to do.’

'Right. But I was here first, by damn.’

'Ross Tamblyn was here first.'

He slurped his steaming tea and changed the subject. T've been thinking about expansion.'
'Expansion? When you're trying to get everyone else to pull out?'

'Not with skymines. We could reassemble our shipyards swiftly enough. Somebody's going
to do it if we don't, and we're missing a big market opportunity.’

'Are you trying to convince me, Dad - or explain what you've already decided?'

‘Well, three of the spacedocks have already been put back into place, and I've sent crews there
to work them.'

'How do you expect to manage the shipyards and this skymine at the same time? You can't
be in two places at once.'

'‘Well, one possibility is for you to take over the shipyards...'

She shook her head. 'No, thanks. That would make me an old woman before I turned
twenty-five.'

"You'll always be a little girl to me.' He chuckled. She didn't. 'That's what I thought you'd say,
so I've been talking with Denn Peroni. He's a decent enough manager, and he's looking for



something other than flying the Dogged Persistence around. He wants to be the next Speaker,
follow in the footsteps of his daughter.'

'And I thought you were angling for Speaker yourself, Dad.'

'No, thank you. It would make me into an old man before I turned fifty.'
"You are fifty.'

‘But I don't look it, do I?",

'No.'

Tust dealing with other skymine chiefs is enough to keep me awake at night and give me

headaches. I can't imagine juggling all the different clans.' He began eating his meal with
great gusto. Around bites, he said, Now, tell me what happened between you and Nikko.
When is he coming back to see you?'

Thave no idea. He was late for a run to Constantine III.' Nikko's flirting was clumsy in a way
that at first seemed sweet, but eventually just became frustrating. He never said what he
wanted, never even tried to steal a kiss. A passive and indecisive young man was not the sort
of mate Zhett was looking for.

'‘Well? So what did you two talk about?'

"You want to know the truth, Dad? What we talked about was how much he missed his
parents and how worried he is about them. They disappeared when the Eddies seized the
Hhrenni greenhouses. Nobody knows where they were taken.'

Her father nodded soberly. 'We'll learn a lot in the next few months, and it can't all be bad
news. Stay in contact with that young man. I can tell he has a crush on you.' She rolled her
eyes, and Del cut off her retort. Tknow, I know. Everybody has a crush on you. But it's
something to consider. I can't start spoiling my grandchildren until you actually have some of
them.'

'Not ready for that. In fact, I'm not interested in romance at all right now.’
'So, you're still not over Patrick Fitzpatrick then?'
Her eyes flared. ‘Over him? I was never interested in him at all. Never.'

'Of course not, my sweet. Of course not.' His knowing smile was maddening. He got up to
fetch them some dessert, but Zhett hurried from the commissary before he could pepper her
with more questions.

Fifteen

Davlin Lotze



With methodical precision, the insect invaders began to reap the crops the Llaro colonists had
lovingly planted and tended. Worker swarms razed every field, whether ripe or unripe,
gatherers swept along scything and collecting. A few farmers tried to defend their scattered
plots on the outskirts of the settlement, and the insect workers killed them.

But instead of devouring what they gathered, the Klikiss stored the unprocessed food in bins
loaded on open-framework vehicles that rattled back to the ever-growing city.

Alien flying contraptions swooped over the terrain, retrieving bins from the harvesters. Other
bugs winged back to the towering structures the builders had erected, conical spires that
overwhelmed the older relics from the first Klikiss habitation.

Always alert, Davlin had begun to compile notes about Klikiss technology, though he hadn't
been able to get close enough to determine how any of it worked.

How are we going to survive?' Mayor Ruis hovered beside him with a forlorn expression on
his chubby face. 'We'll starve! That's our only food supply.' He saw Davlin as a hero ever since
he'd rescued the Crenna colonists from their dying sun. After long years as a spy, an
infiltrator, and former silver beret, Davlin had wanted nothing more than to live peacefully
and retire from the unpalatable missions Basil Wenceslas regularly assigned him.

Tm going to ask Margaret Colicos,' Davlin said. He couldn't tear his eyes from the relentless
strip-harvesting operations, trying to interpret what it meant. 'She can talk to those things.'
When she'd returned through the transportal, he had been astonished to learn the woman's
identity. Years ago, the Hansa Chairman had ordered Davlin to discover what had happened
to the Colicos team on Rheindic Co. Imagine Margaret Colicos, living among the Klikiss for
all these years!

After observing Margaret's interaction with the bugs, he had tested their tolerance himself.
Two days ago he had slipped away from the settlement and circled back to the Klikiss towers.
He was interested to learn that, as long as he did not interfere, the creatures did their tasks as
if he were invisible.

One of the warrior breeds, covered with sharp spines and scarlet colourations, had watched
him warily, its wing casings partially spread, mantis like claws raised. Davlin continued his
slow movements, noted when the warrior became most agitated, and then backed away, not
wanting to provoke it.

Other Klikiss had been tunnelling out chambers and installing generators, while a different
breed - scientists or thinkers, Margaret had called them - would be sealed inside the rooms to
cover the walls with weblike strings of equations.

He knew where the original transportal was inside the old city, if he could make his way to
the stone trapezoidal wall, he could flee to another world - though he supposed that any other
planet on the network was just as likely to be infested with returning Klikiss. And he doubted
the bugs would allow him to approach the transportal. He had decided to think of a different



solution.

Davlin turned to Ruis. 'Tell the people to gather their food supplies. Pull together any scraps
they can find in the storehouses, then cache them in hiding places. The Klikiss haven't raided
our possessions yet, but that will come sooner or later. Prepare for the worst-case scenario.'

'Should we go to the Klikiss camp and try to talk with their leader? Maybe Margaret can do
that.' Ruis looked at Davlin, as if suggesting that he himself should volunteer, rather than
sending anyone else. 'We all have to live on this planet together. We have to share the
resources. It only makes sense that--'

"The Klikiss don't have to share this planet with anybody. They simply don't bother with us -
except when we get in the way, like the EDF soldiers did. I suggest we not give them reasons
to notice us.’

Sixteen

General Kurt Lanyan

It was the largest spare-parts dump in the Spiral Arm. The last stand against the hydrogues
had left wreckage strewn from Earth orbit out past the Moon. Debris from hundreds of
Ildiran warliners drifted among shattered hydrogue spheres and EDF warships - even two
Juggernauts, one severely damaged, one destroyed.

And Lanyan got to pick up the pieces. Commerce and traffic around Earth had been
hindered by the sheer number of ruined vessels and the lack of qualified pilots to fly through
the danger zone. 'Sometimes I hate this job, Lanyan muttered as his ship negotiated the
scrap yard.

The asteroid-belt shipyards were now a veritable boomtown. Thousands of scrap haulers,
salvage experts, and independent reclamation contractors combed through the wreckage to
identify usable parts 'for the good of the Hansa' - while also lining their own pockets, he was
sure.

Though the Chairman had called for every capable ship during the last defence of Earth,
many more pilots and vessels had appeared now to assist with the profitable salvage work.
Cowards and slackers! Lanyan ground his teeth together. Where had these people been when
the EDF was facing the enemy?

Already six unofficial ships had been stopped and seized, their cargo holds full of rare
components stripped out of the wreckage. Vital pieces had begun to appear at exorbitant
prices on the black market, and the Chairman demanded an immediate crackdown. To set an
example, four men were convicted, sentenced, and ejected from airlocks - a dramatic and
harsh sentence, but one previously established as appropriate for ‘pirates’. Even so, with such
a huge junkyard to pick over, Lanyan was sure criminal activities would continue.



Meanwhile, EDF warships were being repaired as swiftly as possible, and new patchwork
ships assembled with parts cannibalized from other vessels. The resulting constructions
looked like Frankenstein's monsters, but as long as the engines worked and the weapons
fired, cosmetics weren't the military's highest priority.

He had hoped that the EDF could take time to rebuild after its losses, but the Hansa now
found itself in an unpleasant civil war against the King and an alarming number of
breakaway Hansa colonies. Lanyan was sure that an intimidating show of force would send
the rebels scurrying home to their colonies (once he got his battleships back again, that was).

As he flew toward the main shipyards, he saw zones delineated by danger beacons,
indicating drifting wrecks that were unable to move under their own power. Clusters of
spacesuited men and women worked with plasma cutters and high-powered deconstructor
jaws to disassemble the hulks. Tankers moved about like giant metal mosquitoes, connecting
to, and sipping from, any intact ekti tanks to preserve every last scrap of stardrive fuel.

Lanyan chose to fly alone. He was a qualified pilot, and with so many navigation hazards
here, the smallest mistake could causethisma severe accident. The General didn't feel like
trusting his life to some underling. He identified himself on approach, and the
harried-sounding space-traffic controller assigned him an arrival vector, then immediately
changed his mind about the coordinates. Impatiently, the General waited for confirmation,
then headed in. Although this facility had been working at full capacity for years, now
expectations had more than tripled, such disorganization made the operations seem like a
giant accident waiting to happen.

Lanyan had no great love for bureaucrats and administrators, but he needed someone with
specific skills to organize these complex activities. It was an accounting job more than a
command responsibility. Lanyan had never thought he would miss Admiral 'Stay-at-Home'
Stromo...

When he reached the large turning wheel of the admin dock, he locked down his ship and
disembarked. He didn't expect a brass band, but he had hoped for someone to acknowledge
his arrival. He headed directly for the main control centre, trying to get used to the slightly
off-kilter gravity of the spinning station. The central chamber's walls were filled with screens
and trajectory diagrams, space-traffic directors filled every seat, shouting orders and diverting
vessels as they dealt with numerous near misses.

A civilian-piloted space tug had hooked up to a halfway-intact Ildiran warliner. The tug was a
small ship, but it had applied significant thrust to get the ornate hulk moving. The tug had
matched its drifting rotation to stabilize the warliner, then dragged the alien battleship
toward the shipyards, like an ant hauling a leaf twenty times its size. While the tug had used
enough thrust to get the warliner moving, constantly accelerating, its captain hadn't planned
for sufficient power to slow the giant ship down when it reached the construction field. The
tug's fuel ran out as it strained.

Lanyan absorbed the slow-motion disaster. 'Doesn't that pilot know the first thing about



momentum? It's a high-school mathematics calculation.’
'‘Mayday!" the tug operator cried. Thave no fuel, no manoeuvrability--'
'And not a chance in hell,' Lanyan muttered.

Two tugs raced out of their docking bays, but the dead warliner had begun to tumble straight
toward a corralled salvage yard of engine parts. One of the new tugs reached the ship in time
and applied thrust, pushing it sideways, but the resulting collision was inevitable. The first
hapless tug, drained of fuel, managed to detach and let itself drift away rather than be
dragged along.

'Tneed a pickup!' the tug pilot called.

'Let him wait. I don't even want to watch what's about to happen.' Nevertheless, Lanyan
couldn't tear his eyes away. A second tug grappled to the warliner and began to push, but it
was too little, too late. The first tug had spent nine hours accelerating, and a few minutes of
thrust couldn't deflect the warliner enough to make any difference.

'Detach! Detach!' one of the space-traffic controllers said. The second tug remained connected
for just a few moments longer, then gave up. Crawling forward with nothing to stop it, the
Ildiran warliner collided with the salvage yard, smashing like a killer asteroid into the engine
parts.

Lanyan shook his head and groaned. 'ITncompetents! Bloody incompetents, the lot of them.
And they're supposed to be the hope of Earth?' He was not looking forward to delivering his
report to the Chairman.

Seventeen

Nah'ton

The green priest was all alone on Earth.

For weeks Nahton had been under house arrest in the Whisper Palace, though he was still
allowed to receive updates and statements via telink so that he could report them to the
Chairman. Basil Wenceslas was convinced, however, that Nahton must be slanting his
reports. The Chairman refused to believe that so many colonies would follow the upstart King
Peter against him.

As mist machines watered the Theron plants next to his potted treeling, Nahton saw
Chairman Wenceslas approach the open, guarded, doorway. The dapper man was
accompanied by Captain McCammon and two additional royal guards. I Nahton did not let
his gaze linger on the captain. McCammon also disagreed with the Chairman's decisions,
and, along with Nahton, had helped the King and Queen escape. But almost no one knew
that.



Thave decided to be generous, green priest,’ the Chairman said. Though I've made your
obligations clear, you still refuse to do your duty and transmit my messages as you are
required to.'

Nahton did not bother to contradict him. They had discussed the matter many times. 'Do you
plan to execute me, Mr Chairman? Is that what you consider fair punishment for refusing the
orders of an outlaw government?'

"Peter is the outlaw government.' Basil forcibly calmed himself. T will not argue with a green
priest. I'll offer you one last chance - and I mean it. One last chance. I have a statement for
you to read. You've issued plenty of King Peter's announcements, now let them hear the
words of the Chairman. That will at least let the colonies make an informed decision.'

Nahton didn't bother to look at the document Basil extended. 'I can't do that, Mr Chairman.
All green priests have agreed: No message from the Hansa or the EDF will be transmitted
until you resign and Earth reaffirms its allegiance to King Peter and joins the Confederation.'

Basil dropped the document on a table next to the treeling. He waited. Nahton waited. The
silence stretched out for several minutes. Finally Basil made a sound of disgust. 'Captain
McCammon, please remove the treeling from the green priest's possession.'

Nabhton stiffened. 'The treeling belongs to me and to the worldforest. You have no right--'

Tm the Chairman. This is Earth. I need no other right.' Basil gestured toward the document. '1
can change my mind as soon as you agree to read this.'

Twill not.'

Two royal guards came forward to pick up the treeling. McCammon said casually, 'Shall we
place it in Queen Estarra's conservatory, Mr Chairman?'

Basil shot him a look, and Nahton realized that the Chairman had not wanted him to know
where the treeling would be kept.

"Place additional guards outside the green priest's quarters - and set a watch over the treeling
as well.' Basil sniffed and sent the green priest a sidelong glance. 'It is not my way to be so
harsh, but you give me no choice.'

"You cannot change what's happening out in the Spiral Arm by taking my treeling away. The
only difference is that you will be more poorly informed than before.'

McCammon and the guards walked away with the treeling. Nahton stared after it, barely
hearing the Chairman's parting shot.

By controlling information, I can control attitudes, and by controlling attitudes, I can change
reality.’

Eighteen



Chairman Basil Wenceslas

It was a frivolous ceremony, a waste of time, but the gullible public required it. Though Basil
spent most of his time behind the scenes, he knew that people needed their parades and
memorials. He had always used such events as levers to pry more work or sacrifices from the
Hansa's citizens. Now that the Chairman had neither King Peter nor Prince Daniel to
perform the showmanship, he did it himself. Basil squeezed his eyes shut. So few people he
could count on! At times he wondered why he worked so hard and dedicated his entire life to
save these people who did not deserve his leadership.

He and Deputy Cain stood at the lip of the glassy crater, all that remained of the
compy-manufacturing facility that he had been forced to blow up when the Soldier compies
went berserk. He was accompanied by his four surviving grid admirals: Willis, Diente, Pike,
and San Luis. General Lanyan had also just arrived for the ceremony.

Basil took his place at a makeshift podium with the banner of the Terran Hanseatic League
fluttering behind him. Dark blue flags sporting the EDF's chain of stars ringed the entire
crater. It was an impressive show for the crowds and newsnet reporters, although Basil felt
that he and his inner circle could ill afford to waste the time. Maybe he should have had the
Archfather of Unison deliver this well-crafted speech.

'We cannot forget our fallen. Those who perished here fighting the Soldier compies are only a
small number of those who died in a great war. Our hearts grow heavy with the knowledge
that this is only a microcosm of all we have suffered. These soldiers sacrificed everything for
the sake of the Hansa, as did many, many thousands of other fighters. But they saved Earth.'

'Now, however - now it is time for the rest of us to make sacrifices.' He looked into the imagers
and at the stricken crowd. 'This is the most dangerous time Earth has ever faced. Though the
hydrogues are defeated, we are beset by enemies, some of them traitors that we once
considered our own brothers. But the Hansa can be strong again! We must reunite the worlds
that have gone astray. We must use every resource to rebuild. We thought we knew hard
work before. Now we must demand even more from ourselves!'

He and Cain had worked out those euphemisms, which meant higher taxes, lower wages,
and severe rationing. Tam your Chairman! And as your Chairman I make this promise to
you: Our civilization will be great again!' He turned smartly around and stepped down from
the temporary stage, followed by Deputy Cain.

He stood among his military advisers while the newsnets continued to take images. He shook
the admirals' hands, thanked them, and said in a quiet voice, 'Meet me in the war room back
at Hansa HQ. We need to discuss our first military strikes against the rebels.’

SRR

Admiral Sheila Willis, a salty old woman with a hard voice but a grandmotherly demeanour,
rested her elbows on the table and her chin in her hands. Around them, the tactical planning



screens no longer showed incoming warglobes or massive EDF ships engaged in battle. There
was no coffee or food, not even a pitcher of ice water. This meeting was all business, not a
social occasion.

I'm concerned about this alleged “military action”, Mr Chairman,' Willis said. 'How in the
world are we going to go on the offensive when we can't even count how many functional
ships we have?'

'We may be in turmoil, Admiral, but so is everyone else. If we strike now, Peter won't expect
it.' Basil paced the length of the table, passing the now-empty tactical stations. He didn't like
to have his back to the door.

'If we strike now, we don't have anything to strike with,” she said. 'Believe me, it is not a good
idea.’

"That's dangerously close to insubordination, Admiral.'

Willis blinked at him. 'Excuse me, sir? I am one of your few remaining qualified experts, and
this is a private meeting to discuss tactical matters. I don't insist that you take my advice, but
you should at least listen to it, or stop inviting me to the meetings.'

Thave to agree with Admiral Willis,' said Esteban Diente, the admiral of Grid 9. He had
short, dark hair, frosted with a few strands of silver. His coppery face was broad, though his
eyes were close-set. 'Our advice does you no good unless we're free to offer an honest opinion.'

Admiral Pike cut through to the main point. 'What targets are you considering, sir?'
'And what is the overall objective?' asked his friend Admiral San Luis.

Basil nodded to Deputy Cain, who answered, 'King Peter's rebellion is spreading faster than
we expected. Because of the Confederation's access to green priests, they can transmit their
propaganda instantly, while we're stuck with traditional slow measures, such as lightspeed
transmissions or stardrive couriers.'

This haemorrhaging of Hansa worlds must stop,' Basil interrupted. 'We will use whatever
ships we have, go in force to these breakaway colonies, and encourage them with the
strongest possible measures to remain loyal to the Hansa. We're going to need their resources
and their workforces.'

'But where do we begin?' asked San Luis. 'We don't have so much as an unofficial tally of the
worlds that've thrown in their lot with King Peter.'

'And we don't know how many Roamer clans we're talking about,' groaned Admiral Pike.
'We never did.'

'We've got to build momentum by nailing down some successes quickly,' said General
Lanyan. 'Let's secure as many Hansa colonies as we can, as fast as we can grab them. We'll
focus on the ones we can win without much of a fight to make ourselves stronger and build



up our numbers.'

At the very least, that should slow our attrition,' Cain said. 'We're losing colonies daily. If we
stop that from happening, maybe others will think twice before tearing up the Charter.'

'And which ones are the easiest victories?' Willis again sounded sceptical. 'We have a bad
habit of underestimating the levels of difficulty.'

'First and foremost, we go to the worlds settled during the Klikiss Colonization Initiative,' Cain
said. "They're fledgling colonies. No defences whatsoever.'

'More important, they're off the grid,' Basil said. They don't have green priests to spread the
corruption, so they won't know about Peter's desertion or his sham government on Theroc'

‘But... why bother? What do those worlds have to offer?' Willis asked. 'Not much in the way
of resources or populations.'

'They are of strategic importance,’ Basil insisted. "Moral importance. We can use them as
footholds for the EDF, anchor points with which to stop further attrition.'

Lanyan folded his thick fingers together. Right. We go straight to Rheindic Co - the central
transfer point for the transportals - send teams through to the colonies, and easily add a few
dozen worlds back to our score. It shouldn't take more than a small peacekeeping force to
make sure those newbie settlers don't get out of line. It'll be fast and easy.'

'We've heard that before,' Willis muttered, earning herself a glare from the General.

Lanyan turned to the Chairman. 'Sir, I would like to lead that operation myself. Once they
see the commander of the Earth Defence Forces, those colonies will never consider defying us.'

'General, isn't your priority to manage the shipyards and rebuild the Earth Defence Forces?'
Deputy Cain asked.

'That may be a priority, but it's not my area of expertise. We need an army of administrators
to watch over that mess.' Lanyan turned back to Basil. T'm a military commander. I proved
my worth when we battled the robot-hijacked ships and when we faced down the hydrogues.
Let me do what I do best.'

'And you're sick and tired of the shipyards,' Willis said.

'General, after seeing your recent report about the accidents, losses, and black market
activities, I'm inclined to believe that you may not be the best man for the shipyards, after all.'
Basil considered, then nodded. 'All right. Set up your team and go secure the Klikiss colonies.'

Lanyan could barely keep the relief from showing on his face. 'Given the import of the
mission, we need to show that the EDF is making a significant effort. Perhaps a few Mantas
are not impressive enough? I think I should take a Juggernaut.'



Admiral Willis made predictable protests. 'If you're just going to send peacekeeping forces
through the transportals, what the hell do you need a Juggernaut for?'

Still without taking a seat, Basil turned to face his officers. The General's reasons seem
sufficient to me. I'm hereby transferring command of the Grid 7 Juggernaut to him for this
mission.’

'My Jupiter?” Willis was flabbergasted. 'And may I ask what I'm to do in the meantime?’

Tm placing you in charge of the asteroid-belt shipyard. You can also help us strategize for
our new recruiting drive.' He turned to Pike, San Luis, and Diente. 'You three, compile a list
of the most useful lost colonies and your assessment of any particular difficulties we might
have in conquering them.'

T don't suppose negotiation or diplomacy is even an option on the table?' Willis said. Basil
didn't bother to answer her.

Lanyan stood up, as if anxious to be out of the meeting. Tl depart within the next two days,
Mr Chairman. I promise you I'll secure our Klikiss planets quickly and efficiently.'

Basil quelled his annoyance. 'Quick and efficient. Yes, that'll be a pleasant surprise, General.'

Nineteen

Orli Covitz

Driven by the breedex, the Klikiss never rested. Insect workers crawled over the ruins, using
load after load ofthism polymer resin to extend the towers, thicken the walls, and expand the
alien city into a veritable fortress. Using strange machinery, an endless number of Klikiss
labourers strip-mined the hills, and processed mud, sand, and metal ores into useful materials.
A squat structure built at the centre of the complex was apparently where the mysterious hive
mind lived.

Adproit assemblers continued to manufacture great numbers of the identical, interlocking
ships that shot into orbit on test flights, then landed in groups. The aggressive fleet looked like
an invasion force. A new trapezoidal framework began to rise in the stony clearing in front of
the city towers, the beginnings of a transportal much larger than the one inside the ruins.
According to Margaret Colicos, some of the other subhive breedexes were already on the
move. The Llaro breedex was consolidating its swarm, while preparing to defend itself.

DD often spent days with Orli when Margaret disappeared among the Klikiss. Though she
had lived among them for years, the xeno-archaeologist was always trying to communicate
with the hive mind. She felt obligated to explain humans and their culture to it, Orli hoped
the older woman was having some success.

The girl sat next to DD on a flat rooftop in the town, overlooking the surrounding landscape.
Suddenly, squads of builder sub-breeds marched out in a long stream, flowing around to



completely encircle the Llaro settlement. Colonists watched the bugs from their windows or
from the streets, a few shouted questions, but no one confronted the diligent insects.

The Kilikiss began to build an enclosing wall that would confine them all, like a cage around
the entire town.

Some people, especially Roamer detainees, attempted to push their way out, but Klikiss
workers drove them back. Nobody seemed to understand what was going on.

Orli felt a leaden weight in her heart. 'They're turning our town into a big pen, like an exhibit
in a zoo. And we're in the middle of it.'

Groups of grublike excreters were carried forward on pallets from the construction area.
Diggers excavated a trench, or moat, around the town and provided the dirt as raw material
to the grubs, which digested it and produced copious amounts of resin cement. Working in a
flurry, builders slapped together supports and slathered them with iron-hard polymer mud.

The insect workers granted free passage to Margaret, who returned to the city, looking deeply
disturbed, and pushed past the Klikiss. The constructors were building external ramps and
including several access gaps through the wall, and Margaret passed in among the colonists.

Seeing the woman's distraught expression, Orli and DD climbed down from the rooftop.
They ran to her as other colonists shouted questions, demanding answers, as if Margaret were
some kind of ambassador from the breedex. With her grey-and-brown hair blowing in the
dry breeze, she raised her hands for quiet. The breedex has located an infestation of black
robots on a planet called Wollamor. It intends to launch a great attack through the
transportal and destroy every robot there.'

'Good," Mr Steinman said. 'Smash the damned machines into scrap metal.'
Orli shuddered. 'Twon't feel sad to see the robots wiped out, after what they did to Corribus.'

Two of the towering domates strode among the warriors and workers, chittering as the
confining wall continued to rise. Margaret cocked her head to listen, as if she could
understand what the bugs were talking about, but she did not translate.

Davlin Lotze nodded grimly at the new barrier. 'But how does that explain the wall?'

Margaret lowered her head. The breedex insists that all human colonists remain in one place -
here. They will assist you in doing so.'

“Assist us” in staying in one place?' Roberto Clarin said with a snort. By the Guiding Star,
what are you talking about?"

'Isn't it obvious?' Mr Steinman said. 'It's only the first step, dammit!"

The camp's other compy, a Governess model named UR who had come with the Roamer
detainees, stood near the seven children in her charge. Her programming was to instruct and



protect them.

The uproar continued, but the colonists could not resist the Klikiss. Fortunately, thanks to
Davlin's wise warning, the people had hidden their food supplies where the bugs couldn't find
them. Lately, their rations had been paltry, but Orli was used to that.

'Perhaps the wall is for your own protection,' DD said. 'It is reminiscent of the fortifications
around a medieval town.'

'And if pigs could fly,' Crim Tylar groused.
Tknow of no species of pig that can fly. Aerodynamically, it seems impossible.’
It was a joke, DD, Orli said.

Metre after metre, moving along a perfect geometrical path, the Klikiss builders continued to
erect their wall.

'‘We'll just have to cooperate with the Klikiss and hope for the best,' Ruis said. Even to Orli he
sounded naive.

Mr Steinman wearily shook his shaggy head. His eyes were red. T don't like this. Not one bit.
I'm getting way too many images of concentration camps, barbed-wire fences, and gas
chambers.'

'That was centuries ago. I read about it in school,' Orli said.

There are some things you should never forget. Worse than forgetting, though, is if you let it
happen all over again. And we walked right into this.'

Twenty
Sirix

Once the black robots had cleansed Wollamor of the human taint, Sirix set his Soldier
compies to work rebuilding. The black robots did not need the remaining dwellings and
towers for any functional reason, only as a symbol to show how resoundingly they had
defeated their long-extinct creators. Sirix was proud.

Wollamor's large, ancient transportal stood as a blank stone gateway in the middle of a street.
Beside PD and QT, Sirix contemplated how those coordinate tiles led to further possibilities
for conquest, abandoned worlds to reclaim, one after another. The black robots would have
their own Swarming. They would spread, overwhelm all resistance, and take control. His eye
sensors glowed at the thoughts churning through his cybernetic mind.

QT was the first to notice the change. 'Look, the transportal is activating.'

'Someone is coming through,' PD added.



The sheet of stone hummed, became a wall of static, then opened. Sirix reeled backward on
his leg clusters and emitted an electronic burst to alert the robots and Soldier compies.

Five armoured Klikiss warriors strode through raising strange weapons with their sharp,
segmented forelimbs.

Sirix scuttled in full retreat while the two Friendly compies stared in fascination. 'Are those the
original Klikiss?' PD asked. 'Are they not extinct?'

Black robots rushed from the construction sites. Soldier compies marched down ramps from
the EDF ships. When the Klikiss warriors saw the robots, they set up a warbling battle cry
and surged to attack. Dozens more, then hundreds, poured through the transportal after
them.

The first warrior leapt forward and crashed onto Sirix. He fought back, extending his
articulated limbs to drill and cut into the Klikiss's exoskeleton. Ancient echoes of oppression,
even fear, rang through his mind as he struggled. The black robots were powerfully built,
nearly three metres tall and encased in glossy armour, and the Klikiss had designed them
with fighting skills nearly equal to their own. Sirix sent out a burst to the two confused
Friendly compies. 'Protect me.' He pushed hard, snapping off two of the warrior's limbs. The
stumps oozed viscous green fluid.

PD and QT scurried to grab the warrior's additional limbs, throwing the creature off balance.
One of its pincers broke apart.

Sirix shoved a cutting stave into the enemy's thorax and ripped sideways, nearly decapitating
the creature. Twitching, it fell over, still grabbing at Sirix, but the robot tore himself free. PD
and QT hurriedly followed him.

A clamour of thoughts and questions burned along his inner mental channels. Confusion,
disbelief, and shock slowed crucial reaction times. How could the Klikiss have survived the
rigged swarming into hydrogue planets? This was not possible. The return of the creator race
had not been part of his detailed plans.

More and more Klikiss marched through the transportal - warriors, diggers, builders - and
one of the black-and-silver striped domates. Was this another Swarming? Had the Klikiss
survivors stumbled upon Sirix and his robots by accident, or had they come to Wollamor
with a specific intention? No breedex would have forgotten the robots' betrayal.

The insect warriors lunged forward, shrieking and chittering. Robots and Soldier compies
scrambled to mount a defence. Two insect warriors with bright red badges marking their
wings and carapaces crashed down upon one robot. It fought back furiously, but the warriors
ripped off its back casings and discarded them with a clatter of metal and polymer, before
uprooting the winglike solar panels. The black robots could withstand the hostile environment
of a hydrogue gas giant, but the Klikiss knew full well how to dismantle their own creations.

As the robot thrashed and stabbed with its articulated limbs, the warriors tunnelled into the



body core, tore out its processors, and smashed the stored memory. Wrenching off its
geometric head, they flung it far away.

The returning Klikiss had sophisticated weaponry, if they desired to use it. But the breedex
controlling them seemed interested not only in defeating the robots, but in crushing them. It
reminded Sirix of the ancient battles - destruction and slaughter for the sheer satisfaction that
came from it.

A second domate arrived, accompanied by even more Klikiss. Sirix and his robots signalled
each other to form a temporary blockade to cover their retreat to the EDF ships. They could
get aboard the shuttles, troop transports, and Mantas, and fly away from Wollamor. But they
needed time.

Sirix had one last defence to use: the Soldier compies. Now, with the original race coming
after them, Sirix decided that the human-built robots were expendable. It was necessary for
the survival of their superiors. When he summoned them, ranks of the EDF military compies
marched forward double-time to form a wall. They crashed into the emerging Klikiss, using
construction tools as makeshift weapons.

Fortunately, the Soldier compies had no sense of self-preservation. They would buy the time
Sirix needed.

Insect warriors flew forward, and Soldier compies rushed to meet them, four of them against
a single Klikiss warrior. At first, they tore the monsters to pieces, but the Klikiss, in turn, used
praying-mantis limbs to eviscerate the compies, ripping through synthetic skins, chopping
metal heads off with a backhanded slash. Still more Soldier compies filed out of the EDF
ships, carrying projectile weapons, many of which had been pried from the dead hands of
human soldiers.

While Soldier compies blasted away at the vengeful Klikiss, for a moment - just a
moment--Sirix thought they could hold back the numbers.

Another wave of Klikiss poured through the transportal.
PD and QT ran in panic, and Sirix sent them a command burst. 'Follow me.'

Soldier compies struggled to hold the line while the black robots retreated to the dubious
safety of the EDF ships. And the marauding Klikiss kept coming.

Twenty-one

Tasia Tamblyn

Tasia had never been to Theroc, though she'd heard a lot about the forested world. It was as
important to the Therons as Rendezvous had been to Roamers. According to her uncles, this
was the seat of a new, inclusive government, Confederation of diverse peoples. However, as
Conrad Brindle entered orbit, he received a decidedly cool reception. 'EDF ship, ate you



armed?'

'We have a standard complement of defensive weapons, as do all ships of this model. Those
weapons came in very handy when we recently fought against the drogues.’

Tasia leaned over and added, 'In fact, your giant treeships helped us to escape at Qronha 3.
We're here to report to King Peter. We understand this is the centre of government these
days?'

After a long pause, the voice answered, All right, permission to land. But be warned that we
will respond accordingly to any hostile act.’

When their transport landed in a clearing that had obviously been used by many other ships,
she spotted four small Roamer vessels, with people near them decked out in clan attire.
Grinning, Tasia bounded down the ramp, hoping she would recognize some faces after such
a long time.

"You Eddies have a lot of nerve coming here, after all that you've done to us.' One of the
Roamers glared at the three of them. Tasia and Robb wore ill-fitting EDF uniforms, since
those were the only spare garments Conrad had aboard.

Tasia snapped back, 'And some would say that Roamers have forgotten basic hospitality.' She
stepped forward, toe to toe with the surly trader. T'm Tasia Tamblyn, from clan Tamblyn.
After fighting the drogues for years I was recently freed after being held prisoner inside a gas
giant, so I'm a bit behind the times.'

The trader didn't know how to respond. Tamblyn, you say? From Plumas? You're Bram's
little girl? Ah, then you must be here to join with King Peter? We never know where
anybody's allegiance lies these days.'

Robb frowned. ‘Join King Peter? When did we ever change?'

'And what about the EDF? I need to make my report to General Lanyan.' Conrad was plainly
disturbed. Tsaw a lot of trading ships over your new capital, but no defences.' The Roamers
looked at him sceptically, one made a rude noise.

At ground level, the visitors stood together looking up at the mammoth tree and the huge
fungus-reef city suspended in its high branches. Holes had been carved through the
asymmetrical mounds of white fungus to create a suspended metropolis with hundreds of
rooms and open balconies. Simple lift platforms ran on tracks and cables installed by
Roamers.

Finally, a broad-shouldered green priest named Solimar came to guide them up into the tree
city. Tasia straightened her uniform to make herself as presentable as she could, and brushed
a dried leaf from Robb's shoulder.

Conrad's forehead was deeply creased. T don't see any other uniforms. We can't be the only



EDF soldiers on this whole planet.'

"You are, at the moment,' Solimar said as the platform came to a stop. '‘But maybe more will
come around.'

They entered a large room that had been hung with colourful thread-weavings and
webworks. Wearing crowns made of insect wings and polished beetle carapaces, along with
garments reminiscent of what they'd worn on Earth, the King and Queen greeted their

guests.

Conrad stepped forward and saluted, as did Tasia and Robb. As the highest ranking officer
present, Tasia spoke for them. 'Majesties, we present ourselves for duty. We are required to
deliver our report to a commanding officer. May we speak with General Lanyan or his officer
in charge?'

Tasia caught the look that flashed between Peter and Estarra. Peter said, 'Tam your
commander-in-chief. Your King. You can report to me.'

'And we welcome you,' Estarra said. 'Would you renew your oath of loyalty?"

Conrad looked troubled by the question. 'Why should I need to do that? When has my
loyalty ever been questioned?'

'Circumstances have changed, Lieutenant Commander.'
'So... where is Chairman Wenceslas?' Robb asked.

Peter's voice became cold. 'Chairman Wenceslas is no longer a part of the legitimate
government.'

'He attempted a coup,’ Estarra said. 'We managed to escape here. We're more than the Hansa
now. The Confederation is a true representation of humanity.'

No one spoke for several seconds, as the three newcomers absorbed the unexpected
information. Conrad asked, '‘But what about the EDF? What about General Lanyan?'

'Members of the Earth Defence Forces were either complicit in the coup attempt, or they
failed to respond accordingly when informed of the Chairman's illegal actions.'

'Remember the words of your oath,' Estarra said. "Your true loyalty is to the King.'

Conrad maintained a stony expression for hours, showing no hint of how he really reacted to
the news. Tasia felt as if the planet had shifted on its axis... but then she had never considered
the Big Goose to be perfect in the first place. May be this change was for the better.
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Later, after an evening meal, Tasia talked joyfully with many other Roamers, exchanging
stories and reminiscing as she tried to pretend that everything was back to normal. Robb



loved being with her and was clearly happy to be wherever she was, but his father grew
increasingly anxious. They were shown to temporary quarters, and Tasia looked forward to
having a spacious bed for a change.

When they had a few moments alone, Conrad announced that they should all leave. 'We
have to get out of here before they impound my ship and place us in custody.'

'Shizz, what are you talking about?'
‘But why, Dad? We're here. The King is here. We've done what we were required to do.’

T'm not satisfied with the explanations they gave.' Conrad looked furtively around, as if
someone might be eavesdropping. T want to hear General Lanyan's side of the story. I can
read through the spin as well as anyone else. On Earth, I bet they're telling a different tale.'

'What's wrong with the explanations?' Robb was genuinely confused.

'No other EDF soldiers are here. That alone speaks volumes. Look around at this ragtag
assemblage - a bunch of Therons, independent colonists, and Roamers! It can't be the real
Hansa.'

'Oh? Just a bunch of Therons and Roamers?' Tasia flushed. "You mean like my brother Jess,
who saved us all? Like the people who sent verdani treeships to fight the drogues? You heard
my uncles. This is the new government.

Robb took a deep breath and thought for a long moment. After seeing what we've seen, you
know there's a lot more to it than the official Hansa press releases. I don't think we ever got
the whole truth.’

Tasia said, '"And you already know that what the EDF did to the Roamers was wrong.'

Conrad refused to believe, though. Peter's accusations are preposterous. As far as I'm
concerned, if General Lanyan refuses to follow the King's orders, maybe there's something
wrong with the King's orders. Maybe Peter is the rebel with a handful of insurgents who
refuse to follow the legitimate orders of the Hansa.' He looked at them sternly. "You're both
officers in the Earth Defence Forces. You know the chain of command. Returning to Earth is
our only option at this point.’

'Shizz, not on your life! I joined the Eddies to fight the drogues, and instead I found myself
persecuting my own people.' Tasia withdrew a small utility knife from her belt and began to
snip the threads on her shoulder insignia. T belong among the Roamers. Period. If that puts
me on the opposite side from the EDF, I'd say now's as good a time as any to resign my
commission.’

Conrad glowered. That makes you a deserter in my book, Captain.'

Toutrank you, Lieutenant Commander. I should order you to follow the King.'



The older man looked down his nose at her. "You just forfeited the right to issue any orders,
ma'am, when you cut off your insignia.’

Robb was distressed. 'Are you two crazy? What are you doing?'

Tasia trembled with the effort to contain her anger. Ino longer owe anything to the EDF,
Robb. I know what the Eddies did to Rendezvous, an independent centre of government. If
the Roamers claim Theroc is where I'm supposed to be, and the King says this is where I'm
supposed to be, then this is where I'm staying.'

Conrad shook his head sadly, already writing her off. 'It's obvious I can't change your mind,
ma'am. Let's go, Robb. Your mother will be very glad to see you again.'

Robb, though, looked torn. 'T was captured by the drogues years ago. By all rights I should be
dead, but Roamers and wentals - and Theron treeships - rescued me from that.' He reached
out and took Tasia's hand, embarrassing her. 'T belong with Tasia more than I belong in
uniform.'

Conrad's face was stormy. 'Not you, too! Your mother and I thought you were lost for a long
time. We just got you back. Please don't do this.’

Thave to do what's right. And so do you, Dad. Why not stay a while and gather more
information before making a hasty decision? We'll send a message to Mom.'

His father's face was full of anguish. 'I see that... that you're not the same Robb, after all. I'm
taking the ship and returning to Earth. This is your last chance to change your mind.'

'Why should King Peter let you just fly off?' Tasia asked.

T'd like to see him try to stop me.' Shoulders slumped by a great weight of disappointment,
Conrad stalked alone toward his ship.

'Wait!' Robb called after him. He almost let go of Tasia's hand.

She let him make his own decision, but prayed he would make the right one. When Conrad
refused to turn around, Robb settled back and squeezed her fingers tighter. 'Seems to me like
you've seen your Guiding Star,' Tasia said.

‘Whatever that means.' He sounded very sad. They stood together and watched as Conrad
Brindle boarded the EDF transport and fired up the engines. The ship rose above the high
worldtrees of Theroc and disappeared into the sky.

Twenty-two

Kolker

In an open square in Mijistra, an exotic fountain shone under the light of multiple suns. The
fountain generator created and then manipulated immense silvery bubbles filled with a



roiling clear liquid, like the essence of a mirror. Surface tension made the bubbles undulate,
their membranes rippling and reflecting the numerous suns in the sky, as if they were
spotlights constantly in motion.

Seven self-absorbed lens kithmen had gathered around the bubble fountain, as though about
to receive a strange communion. They squatted in solemn meditation, staring into the
bubbles' uneven surfaces, as if expecting the flares of light to reveal the secrets of the universe.
Not one of them moved.

From a distance, Kolker watched, trying to learn from the lens kithmen by observing them.
The fountain bubbles swayed as the internal plasma rose, then descended, perhaps to imply
the constantly changing nature of knowledge. Kolker longed to know what they knew, to see
what they could see. Lightsource, soul-threads, thism. He summoned the nerve to walk closer,
paused behind two lens kithmen before stepping among them.

They moved aside to allow him access, but did not offer any overt invitation. Their starflare
pupils had shrunk to the tiniest of pinpricks as ethereal light played across their faces. Unable
to contain himself any longer, Kolker interrupted them. 'Please tell me what is in there. What
does the fountain reveal to you? I need to know. And I need to know how to touch and
understand your thism.’

The lens kithmen seemed to think him either stupid or inferior. ' Humans have no thism. They
are not connected by the soul-threads. It would be fruitless for us to explain what you cannot
possibly experience.’

Kolker stared at the reflective fountain until the light seared patches of colour into his eyes. He
was forced to turn away. 'So one should never bother to attempt a seemingly impossible
thing?' He couldn't keep the bitter tone from his voice. 'When facing the hydrogues, didn't
your own Mage-Imperator demand that you do the impossible? And did you not achieve
that?'

The lens kithmen looked at him, even the ones on the opposite side of the fountain. They all
seemed to be sharing uneasy thoughts. Finally the man on Kolker's left said, The
Mage-Imperator gave us no orders to instruct you.'

Kolker turned away, colours still dancing in front of his eyes. He felt lost. The hole within him
was deep, and he hadn't found anything solid enough to fill it yet. He couldn't even know if
thism would be enough.

‘Why would you want to do this?' one of the lens kithmen asked him. 'It is not for you.'

Kolker refused to believe that, refused to surrender. Leaving the fountain, he climbed the
steps of a monolithic building, sat down, and bent to stare into his prismatic medallion. He
turned it one way and then another, so that flares of rainbows played across his face. Trying
indefinable techniques, he concentrated on the light, remembered the thought tricks he used
unconsciously when connecting via telink, and tried to clutch at the invisible, intangible



straws of thism.

He sat motionless for hours, simply staring at the medallion and searching.
Twenty-Three
Osira'h

The only treeling on Ildira stood open to the sky, as high as Osira’h's waist, rising from a
misshapen lump of burned wood. The fronds were a delicate pale green, its thin trunk
covered with golden bark plates. Though the girl wasn't a green priest herself, the treeling
seemed to call to her.

She brought her four halfbreed siblings to stare intently at the tree and exercise their mental
powers, as they had done among their mentalist teachers on Dobro. To try for more. The five
of them ringed the tree. 'We can do this. We have our mother's abilities and our fathers'
thism.’

‘But we have tried before.' Rod'h was not complaining but simply pointing out a fact. Nearest
to her age, her brother seemed the most interested in linking with the worldforest mind.

'And we will try again. And we'll try tomorrow and the day after.’

With his penchant for practical and military matters, young Gale'nh had a different concern.
'Tdo not understand the goal.'

That was the largest question, Osira'h knew. 'The goal is to show the potential we have. We
can do something that other people can't do, I'm sure of it. The Empire worked for many
generations, just to create us.' Her gaze swept them all, and they caught her enthusiasm.
Tamo'l and Muree'n were too young to understand what Osira’h was trying to do, but they
happily joined in what seemed to be play. Playing was a new experience for them.

Together, they reached forward to touch the golden bark. Osira'h stroked the pale fronds. 'Be
careful. Don't harm it,' she said when Muree'n grasped too tightly.

Even without telink, the halfbreeds' sensitivity to thism unified them. Rod'h joined her mind
in much the same way as they had used their thoughts on Dobro to seek out and contact
distant hydrogues. Their bond of thism - or was telink part of it as well? - connected them to
each other in a private web much more powerful than the one other Ildirans shared.

Osira'’h drove her thoughts into the treeling, sensing the leaves, the bark, the living
heartwood, the roots - just as her mother's memories showed her. She had opened the conduit
of her mind to Nira, receiving a flood of thoughts and memories, and later learning to
channel the vengeance of the worldforest itself through the treeling, through her mother,
through her mind - and into the unsuspecting hydrogues.

Though they were enemies, the verdani and hydrogues had common ground, an elemental



foundation. The worldtrees also shared synergy with the wentals, as they had proved in
combining themselves to form huge verdani battleships. No doubt the faeros were similar as
well.

Mentalists and lens kithmen talked about how the whole universe was connected in ways that
no one, not even a Mage-Imperator, could see or understand. Osira’h believed that, because of

their unparalleled ties to both their green priest mother and the thism of all Ildirans, she and
her siblings held a key. She knew it.

With her eyes closed, the girl followed the strands through the tree trunk into the neuron like
root fibres... and beyond. Her siblings followed. She expected a flash of a connection, but
heard only whispers, distant thoughts, and ghostly voices, as of a vast audience that didn't
know the children were eavesdropping. 'We are close!'

T can sense it,' Tamo'l said.
'Keep concentrating,' Galenh added.

The outbursts were enough to disrupt Osira'h's focus, and she rocked back on the balls of her
bare feet. It was a tantalizing glimpse of what they could do. She felt that the five of them
were about to find something extremely important, something that no green priest or Ildiran
comprehended. The idea thrilled her. She would help her brothers and sisters achieve the apex
of what their special breeding made possible. 'We almost did it that time.'

Rod'h blinked. T see what you have in mind now.’

Exhausted but excited, they gave up their efforts for the day. Tamo'l and Muree'n, eager for
new distractions, stood and hurried across the shining rooftop to the precipitous edge, where
they looked down into Mijistra. Gale'nh looked from Osira'h to his brother for explanations,
like a boyish soldier needing to be debriefed.

Osira'h rubbed her temple, felt a throbbing ache. But even the pain could not diminish her
exhilaration. Tomorrow we will be closer.'

Twenty-four

Anton Colicos

He had never wanted to return to Maratha again. Ever. That place held only nightmares and
terrifying memories. But Anton certainly couldn't let Vao'sh go alone to document the defeat
of the black robots for the Saga of Seven Suns. Standing in the warliner's command nucleus,
he felt a clammy sweat dampen his skin. Are you sure we want to do this?"

T do not want to. But I need to.' The old rememberer blinked his soulful eyes. He had been
uncharacteristically quiet. ' Remember your heroic tales. A hero who has been through a
terrible ordeal must face his fears and face his past in order to achieve redemption.’

"That's true in stories, Vao'sh. But I never wanted to be an epic hero.'



The old man smiled. 'And yet, you are.'

Yazra'h clapped him on the back with a blow hard enough to make him grab the rail for
balance. 'Soon we will destroy them all, Rememberer Anton. I will show you how Ildiran
warriors deal with evil machines.’

Twish you'd been there with us the first time.'
Twish that as well.' Her coppery hair seemed alive, flowing around her head like a corona.

She stared at the former resort planet as they went into orbit. Tt would have been glorious.'

She had left her Isix cats on Ildira. Yazra'h loved to hunt with them, to run across the training
fields, and even to roll or wrestle with the animals. But they would be of little use against
hulking robots. Anton was sure she feared for her pets' safety more than she did for her own.

Adar Zan'nh issued orders to the individual captains of the warliners. 'We do not know what
weapons or defences the robots have. Recapturing Maratha might be a difficult battle, and we
must be prepared for the fight.'

'‘We are looking forward to it,' Yazra'h said. 'Without their hydrogue protectors, those robots
cannot stand against us.'

Anton mumbled, 'Well, they took us by surprise before." thism
Yazra'h's lips quirked in a smile. You are frightened. Do not be. I promise to protect you.'

T... I believe you.' Unfortunately, her assurances didn't blunt the cluster of razor blades that
had suddenly lodged in his stomach.

The circling warliners deployed scanners to pick up transmissions from the two antipodal
cities. 'Maratha Prime and Secda both seem to be dead.’

'As we anticipated,' said Vao'sh. All the coloured lobes on his expressive face went deathly
pale. Anton patted him reassuringly on the shoulder.

'However, we have detected significant electronic chatter and thermal signatures near the site
of Secda.'

'That's where the robots were digging tunnels and erecting their structures," Anton said.

The septar transmitted from the second warliner, 'Tam deploying covert streamers to gather
images of all locations. We will study Prime first.'

'Be careful that you are not observed.'

Like a school of metallic fish, Ildiran scout vessels dropped out of the warliner's belly and cut
through the night sky toward the location of Maratha Prime. In well-lit cockpits, the Ildiran
pilots flew over what had once been a fabulous vacation city. The streamers spilled silvery
light down upon the domes and outer settlements. What remained of Maratha Prime looked



like the metal and crystal bones of a beached sea creature.
'The city is destroyed,' transmitted one of the pilots.

Anton shook his head. 'Not destroyed - dismantled.” Prime had suffered from no obvious
explosions or attacks. Instead, the robots had stripped the buildings and walls, removing
equipment, pulling out any processed material they could use.

'What would they want it all for?' Yazra'h said.
'‘We will find out when the scouts get to the hive at Secda,’ Zan'nh said.

Flying low over the darkened landscape, the spy streamers rapidly crossed the continent to
the other side of the planet. By the time they outraced the night, flying low enough to avoid
any local detection systems the robots might have put in place, the scanners came upon the
vast and strange complex the robots had created. Unseen, they transmitted images back to
the approaching warliners. Before long, however, the robots would detect the Solar Navy
force overhead.

The nearly completed city had been torn apart as well, its useful components cannibalized to
build an immense and distinctive alien metropolis. Or a base. The rocky landscape was
riddled with tunnels and shafts. Towers made of curving girders were weirdly reminiscent of
the Klikiss ruins that Anton's parents had spent so much time investigating.

'They are building ships,” Vao'sh said.
‘A lot of ships.'

In the flatlands surrounding Secda, vessels were being assembled from newly extruded
framework girders and hull plates. Like an infestation of roaches, hundreds of black robots
scurried over the construction site. Bright sparks from welding arcs and assembly tools
flickered in the growing shadows of the planet's week-long sunset.

"Those are heavily armed vessels, designed as warships,' said Zan'nh. "The robots mean to
attack something, or at least defend themselves against a very powerful enemy. What do they
fear?'

Yazra'h didn't care. 'We will not give them a chance to complete their work.'

After the recon streamers finished their surveillance and soared back to the warliners, the
robots went into a flurry. 'We have been seen,' Zan'nh said.

Tt is time to begin our engagement. I will gather soldiers and arm them with weapons for a
ground assault.' Yazra'h turned to go. Rememberers Anton and Vao'sh must chronicle our
great battles. Will you join us?' She grinned.

Vao'sh sounded terrified as he answered. "Yes.' Anton swallowed hard.



Satisfied, she marched to the doorway, but the Adar shook his head. 'Stay here for now,
Yazra'h. Our primary function is to defeat and destroy the enemy robots and whatever base
they are building here. The streamers have provided us with sufficient data to plan our attack.
You will be part of the second phase. I will not needlessly risk lives.'

Anton felt a rush of relief, but knew the reprieve was only temporary.

Ignoring Yazra'h's obvious disappointment, the Adar issued his orders. All warliners, drop
low to burn out the robot infestation before they can prepare their defences. Launch cutters
and streamers for surgical strikes. Warliners, prepare for large-scale assault.' The seven
warliners sliced into Maratha's atmosphere and thrust toward the nightmarish metal swarm.
A flurry of smaller ships led the charge.

Anton studied the images the spy scouts sent back, and frowned as something changed.
Coverings slid away from buried tube-shaped structures that pointed upward. 'Hey, what are
those cylinders mounted into the ground? Like an array of canisters, or' - before Anton could
finish, the mouths of the cylinders spat forth blue-white gouts of energy - 'cannons!'

The bombardment vaporized three of the approaching attack streamers. The remaining pilots
scrambled out of formation, curved upward and raced out of range. The robot cannons fired
again, and the scatter of energy projectiles caught a streamer on its right wing, sending it into
a spin.

Still descending, the big Solar Navy ships plunged toward the robotic base. The smaller ships
began to open fire, striking any emplacement they could lock onto.

Zan'nh stood at the command rail, his face grim. Yazra'’h was smiling. 'Commence full-scale
bombardment as soon as we are in range. Warliners, deploy all appropriate weapons.
Destroy those cannons, then destroy the entire complex.’

As the remaining streamers shot away, the robots methodically prepared their defences.
Another barrage of energy projectiles forced the warliners to spread apart. The Solar Navy
dropped thousands of explosive projectiles, followed by a cascade of energy beams that
ripped up the landscape around the robotic hive.

A cluster of Ildiran bombs struck one of the partially assembled robot warships. Anton
shielded his eyes from the flash and shock-wave that turned the spacecraft into a glowing
crater. Showering sparks flew in all directions as if someone had scattered the coals of a
campfire. Chittering, pulsing electronic signals rattled through the warliner's comm systems.
Anton wondered what the robots were saying, but decided he didn't really want to know.

As a wave of bombs struck a second robotic vessel at the ship construction grounds, the
embedded energy cannons damaged a lagging warliner. The Solar Navy mercilessly
pounded the hive tunnels, the pits, and the rebuilt city.

'Very soon the robots will not only be defeated, but obliterated,' Zan'nh said.



Vao'sh moved his lips, quietly mumbling words, as if rehearsing how he would tell the story
to his fellow rememberers. Below, the robots scrambled to find effective shelter.

Yazra'h clenched and unclenched her hands as she watched the attack, obviously hoping that
the Adar would leave some of the black machines for her to deal with personally.

Twenty-five
Mage-Imperator Jora'h

With Yazra'’h and Zan'nh gone off to recapture Maratha, Jorah turned his efforts to the
multitude of other tasks involved in restoring stability to his Empire. His staff assembled
maps and a strategic inventory as the first step in reclaiming all that had recently been lost.
Hyrillka, the centre of Rusa'h's rebellion, had been evacuated while faeros and hydrogues
battled in the system's primary sun. But perhaps now the world was habitable again. The
Mage-Imperator sent a scientific team to Hyrillka to study the solar flux and monitor the
climate. That would tell him if there was still cause for concern.

He also summoned Tal O'nh, the one-eyed military commander who had evacuated Hyrillka,
along with Designate Ridek'h, the boy who would have been the leader there. Jora’h
dispatched them on a procession across the worlds in the Horizon Cluster to inspect planets
that had been damaged in the rebellion. Another key step in regaining Ildiran strength and

unity.

So many pieces... so many fragments of the Empire now splintered apart, and only the
Mage-Imperator could draw them together. How glad he was that his son Daro’h was
returning from Dobro today! Now that the hydrogues were defeated and Rusa'h's civil war

was over, the Ildiran Empire needed its Prime Designate again. The Mage-Imperator wanted
to see Daro'h as soon as his transport touched down.

A semicircular ledge extended from the Palace wing set aside as the domain of the new Prime
Designate. The ledge was both a balcony and a landing pad, expansive enough to hold more
than seventy Ildirans. Sadly, Nira had chosen not to join Jora’h. Her memories of Dobro were
still raw, and though this young man had not asked for his position as Designate there,
Daro'h still represented the terrible camps to her.

A few servant kithmen hurriedly strung reflective banners to thin poles with braided ropes.
Others arranged food on such a sprawling array of tables that Jora’h wondered if the pilot
would find room to land on the crowded balcony. Court rememberers stood listening and
watching, ready to retell every aspect of Daro'h's arrival. Bureaucratic kithmen determined
which people were allowed to stand on the landing ledge and which must be relegated to
nearby balconies. Guard kithmen stood at attention, pointing their crystal katanas to the sky.

Posturing for attention, anxious females were dressed in reflective solar-energy clothing, their
scalps shaved, oiled, and painted with colourful designs. The women, many of whom were
already on the breeding roster, enthusiastically waved at the small ceremonial cutter as it



came down. It was the Prime Designate's job to have many children, from many kiths, and to
begin a new generation of noble-born sons who would become his Designates-in-Waiting.

Daro'h's life here would be much different from before. Because of his birth order,
upbringing, and training, he had never believed he would be anything more than the
Designate of Dobro.

But everything had changed with the death of the turncoat Thor'h.

This time, the Mage-Imperator wouldn't allow his son to lead a completely pampered life. A
Prime Designate had many pleasant obligations and tended to follow hedonistic pleasures for
a time, but Jora'h had suffered from the mistake of indulging Thor'h. Daro’h must be put
through a trial by fire, beginning the moment he arrived.

Servant kithmen had polished the transparent tiles of the balcony ledge surface so perfectly
that it looked as if the cutter were landing on clear air. The ceremonial vessel was embellished
with sigils and colourful markings. With a cough of jets and a flare of heat, the cutter settled
into place. Jora'’h moved forward as the hatch began to open.

When Daro'h stepped out, however, the Mage-Imperator felt a sudden jolt in his heart, a
twisting in his abdomen. The brooding pain he had felt in the thism intensified. His son
actually flinched from the bright light of the six suns. The skin of his face was red and
blistered, burned, his hands were as raw as if they'd been boiled.

'Daro’h! What happened?'

The young man seemed unsteady as he walked forward. His words gushed out. 'Father!
Liege. The fire is coming. The faeros! Udru'h is dead!'

'Designate Udru'h is dead? How? I sensed nothing!' How could Jora’h not have felt the death
of his brother?

‘Before he died, the faeros separated Udru'h from the thism. Cut off and... consumed him. It
was Rusa’h, Liege. He is alive - and afire.’

Crisply, so that his tone penetrated Daro'h's panic, Jora'h said, 'Explain yourself, Prime
Designate.' The bureaucratic kithmen, guards, and waiting females looked to the
Mage-Imperator in confusion, as if he could dispel their anxiety and provide sensible answers.

When Daro'’h drew a deep breath, a twinge of pain crossed his seared face. He explained how
the faeros had come to Dobro, fireballs looming over the burned village. Rusa'h is with the
faeros. He said he would burn more, that he would burn you if you tried to stop him.'

'And why did he spare you?'

'Because I am a son of the Mage-Imperator. My thism connection to you is strong, but I
believe he could have broken it, ignited it, if he wished to. I think he intended for me to warn



you, so that you could be afraid.’

Jora'’h understood all too well. With the Solar Navy already devastated and the lldiran people
weakened, what chance did they have of standing against fiery entities as powerful as the
hydrogues? However, the Mage-Imperator had not given in to the hydrogues, and the
Empire had indeed survived.

'Daro'h, Ineed your strength. I need my Prime Designate.’

Through the , Jora'h sensed his son searching deep within himself. Now that he did not feel
entirely alone, the young man found an inner courage that had not been burned by fear. 'But
how can we stop him?'

By being Ildirans. Standing together, our race is stronger than any outside threat.Jora’h
clasped Daro'h's forearm. "You and I will reinforce the thism as a Mage-Imperator and his
Prime Designate should do. Do we know where Rusa'h will go next?'

'He said he would forge bonds wherever he needed them.'
Twenty-six

Faeros Incarnate Rusa'h

Crenna's dead star was the site of a faeros defeat in a battle that had extinguished a sun.
Though countless hydrogues had perished, still the fiery entities had been beaten. The
crushing blow had rocked the faeros.

That was before Rusa'h had joined them. As an avatar of the flaming elemental beings, he
retained all of his human memories, passions, and ideas. Rusa’h had showed them a different
way to light. By sacrifice, by throwing overwhelming numbers against the hydrogues all at
the same place, the faeros had incinerated the enemy, though at great cost to themselves.
Their numbers had been decimated.

But perhaps he could help them, as well as achieve his own aims.

Rusa'h gazed through a curtain of flames as his fireball circled the dense grey corpse of
Crenna's sun. The nuclear fires at its core had been stilled, providing no more energy to hold
the star's layers against its own gravity. Once-habitable planets in the system were now cold
and black, their very atmospheres frozen solid. Thermal energy still simmered from the layers
of heavy gases, but it was not enough. At this distance, his faeros allies should have been
frolicking in the magnetic arcs of solar flares, immersed in the boiling energy sea of the
corona. Like flickering flames, they embodied chaos and entropy. The faeros consumed
formal structures and rigid organization. They did as they liked.

Not any longer. Not here. They were nearly extinct. Chaos itself was out of balance. The very
concept seemed a contradiction.



Though his body was composed of plasma and lava rather than flesh and bone, Rusa'h felt a
memory of cold. He guided the fireball ship around the dark star once more, imagining the
agony that had rippled through the faeros that had perished there.

Once, he had tried to guide the Ildiran race down a new path, but he had been forced to flee
into the sun. After being engulfed by that inferno, though, his body had been changed rather
than consumed. And now Rusa'h understood how he could influence the faeros to bring down
the corrupt Mage-Imperator Jorah - and save his people.

Now that he had joined the fiery entities, Rusa’h hoped to use his understanding of Ildirans to
satisfy the faeros need for rebirth. At times, even the blazing elementals did not understand
him, but they knew he burned with a longing for revenge, and for control.

Fulfilling a personal Ildiran need, Rusa'’h had incinerated the treacherous Dobro Designate
Udru'h. As he did so, he followed the soul-thread and drew on the potent fuel of Udru'h's life
force. When Udru'h's dying spark added to the flames of the waning elemental beings,
Rusa'h was astonished by the connection. How had he not seen it before? He could link the
soulfire of the faeros to the soul-threads of thism.thism It was a revelation both for him and
for the fiery entities.

Much as green priests had spread the worldtrees, Rusa'h could replenish the faeros. He could
spark more faeros by burning soul after Ildiran soul, until the fiery beings became
unquenchable. Rusa'’h had begun his crusade to resurrect the dwindling numbers of the
faeros, but at the same time he would be bringing his lost Ildiran people directly into the
Lightsource.

There would be resistance, of course, but he would be doing a good thing, no matter how
much pain it caused. Some of his people would be required to make an important sacrifice.

Rusa'h decided to go first to the worlds where he had already laid down new paths of
thism.thism Those connections would allow him easy passage while he built up his strength.
Entire planetary populations had no way to resist him. Leaving the dead sun at Crenna, he
guided his fireball toward the Horizon Cluster, where countless souls were already ripe -
waiting to be harvested.

R

In the days of Rusa'h's spreading rebellion, Dzelluria had been his first conquest after
subsuming the population of Hyrillka. He had declared himself Imperator and taken his
followers to unsuspecting Dzelluria. Forcing young Designate-in-waiting Czir'h to watch,
Rusa'h killed the old Designate, then compelled Czir'h to submit to the new thism.thism After
the rebellion failed, however, the cowardly young Designate had grovelled for the
Mage-Imperator's forgiveness, and the people of his planet poured themselves

into constructing their capital, their cities, their lives. Now, with an entourage of blazing
ellipsoids, Rusa'h returned to Dzelluria - to bring them the fire.



As his fireballs rolled in across the sky, Rusa’h saw how frantically everyone was working.
Construction crews on tall scaffolding erected monoliths and fountains, and raised statues in a
furious effort to erase the scars of the previous takeover. It had only been a few months, but
the main city already blossomed with taller towers and grander halls than ever before. The
people thought themselves safe now in the Mage-Imperator's thism web.

They needed to burn.

From his fiery craft, Rusa'’h gazed down with enhanced senses and saw the young Designate
standing with a lens kithman on a balcony, looking up into the sky, as if wondering why the
sun was growing brighter. Another sun - several of them, in fact, that descended like huge
meteors sheathed in flame. Czir'h watched the ellipsoids race across the sky toward him.

Rusa'h easily found the old, never-healed paths of thism in the young Designated mind. He
cut Czir'h off from the soul-threads of the lldiran race, completely isolating him, separating
the lens kithman took even less time. With the hunger of the faeros behind him, Rusa'h did
not see them as people, but as sparks. In a searing burst of energy that pulsed like lava
through the , Rusa'h set loose the cleansing fire.

Czir'h and his lens kithman collapsed as the elemental blaze consumed their soulfires and
made the faeros stronger.

Smiling, Rusa'h reached out to the rest of the people of Dzelluria.

Twenty-seven

Cesca Peroni

After the wentals had spread through numerous gas giants and bottled up the enemy
hydrogues, Jess and Cesca returned to the primordial water planet of Charybdis. They finally
had each other and looked forward to spending time away from the rest of the Spiral Arm.
Just themselves.

As the silvery water bubble descended, the skies were grey and cloudy, gorged with living
rain. Lightning bolts skittered like patterns traced by the baton of an orchestra conductor,

releasing pent-up wental power. As soon as the sphere touched the steely waves, its surface
tension vanished and the entire vessel mingled with the rest of the gathered wentals.

Freed and happy, Jess and Cesca swam together in the alien ocean. Countless essences flowed
through them, voices echoing the thoughts of the widespread mind of the wentals. It was
unlike anything Cesca had experienced in her previous life.

The hydrogues are not destroyed, hut they are finished. We will contain and control them.

Warm rain spattered Cesca's face, running down her skin. Tstill don't understand what the
original war was about. Is the conflict resolved?'



Answers bubbled forth, revealing information that neither of them had heard or understood
before. We four manifestations - wentals, verdani, faeros, hydrogues--battle to determine the
course of the universe, bending space, time, and physical law to set the cosmos on its future
course. We decide whether the universe will expand forever, cool off and die. .. or eventually draw
itself together and collapse.

Shall the universe be the abode of life, organization, and growth--or energy, chaos, and
dissipation? That fundamental battle is fought from the nucleus of an atom to the largest
galactic supercluster. Life fights beside life, chaos beside chaos.

'So if we destroy the beings of chaos - the faeros and hydrogues - we'll win?' Jess asked.
Chaos can only be controlled, whereas life can be destroyed. The stakes are unequal.
"But life can be renewed,' Cesca said.

And that is what saves you. Most of the hydrogues are bound within their gas giants. If the
faeros can be similarly contained, then the balance will be struck again. The universe can return
to harmony.

Jess and Cesca could move on with their strange, new lives - lives different from what they
had ever dreamed. When she had undergone the deep changes in order to save her life, she
had known that she was sacrificing all hope of living normally among humans and did not
regret it. Cesca had willingly given that up to be with him.

Yet she missed the Roamers.

Later - they did not know the specific passage of time here -the two of them stood together on
a water-slick black rock as the waves danced a joyous ballet around them. By sharing
emotions and memories, Jess and Cesca had told the watery elementals what they intended to
do. This was what their Guiding Star had shown them.

Tt's not at all how I imagined our wedding,' Jess said in a gentle voice. 'No gathering of clan
leaders, no elegant clothes, no officials - either legal or religious. Are you disappointed?"

Her heart full to overflowing, Cesca gazed into his eyes. How can I be?' She would have liked
to share this day with Speaker Okiah, who had wanted to preside at Cesca's wedding. But
that had been to a different man - Jess's brother. Both Ross Tamblyn and Cesca's subsequent
fiance, Reynald of Theroc, had been murdered by the hydrogues. Even then, Jess and Cesca
hadn't dared to admit their love for each other to their families. And once the wentals saved
Jess's life by transforming him, it had been too late. Cesca gave him a tremulous smile. There
were times I didn't think our Guiding Stars would ever bring us together.'

"This time, nothing will stop us.'

Without words, an understanding passed between Jess and Cesca: the wentals would be their
witnesses, and no human 'official' had more power to bind them to each other than what they



themselves possessed.

Moisture-laden clouds tumbled overhead, not ominous thunderheads, but swollen
congregations of liquid force. Energized spray and mist defied the gravity of Charybdis,
rising up in gauzy tangles like a wedding veil. Golden beams of sunlight broke through gaps
in the clouds to create brilliant rainbows. Cesca knew the wentals were intentionally staging
this exquisite display.

They faced each other, palms held outward, touching. Wental liquid glistened on their skin,
clothing them in sparkling splendour. She spoke the traditional words she had long ago
memorized. Tam pledged to you, Jess Tamblyn. I am meant for you. I give you my heart
and my promise.’

Jess could not take his eyes from her. Tam pledged to you, Cesca Peroni. I am meant for you.
I give you my heart and my promise. Though the universe changes around us, we will always
be together in our minds and in our souls.’

"Yes, in our minds and souls. The Guiding Star will show us the way.'

Pillars of water girdled with mist rose from the oceans, a whole congregation of wentals. The
air hummed with static electricity. Fresh ozone filled their nostrils.

The clouds burst and cool, refreshing rain poured down. The wentals shed countless droplets
of themselves, symbolizing not tears, but blessings for the seeds of all the wentals that Jess
and his water-bearers had helped to spread.

Twenty-eight

King Peter

'Our major priority must be to defend ourselves, and our biggest concern is Chairman Basil
Wenceslas,' Peter said in a discussion with several advisers. Such impromptu conferences
were common now and included any experts he could gather at a moment's notice.
Representatives came and went, bringing trade goods, offering support and suggestions,
delivering Confederation delegates from colonies or clans.

'Now that the treeships are gone,' Estarra said, Theroc doesn't even have a hint of a space
navy, and the Roamers don't have battleships.'

'If General Lanyan knew how unprotected we were, we'd be in deep trouble,' said Tasia
Tamblyn, who had traded in her EDF uniform for a comfortable Roamer jumpsuit. Tasia and
Robb Brindle intended to find passage back to Plumas, where they would assist her uncles in
rebuilding the water mines. Since learning all the details of the political turmoil, Tasia had
become quite outspoken in offering advice.

Robb sighed. 'Well he's bound to find out soon - thanks to my father, if nothing else.'
When flying away in his EDF transport, Lieutenant Commander Brindle had ignored orders



to return to Theroc, but Peter hadn't been willing to order the ship shot down. As King, he
hoped he hadn't made a terrible mistake.

"Fortunately for us, the compy revolt and the hydrogues severely weakened the EDF,' a very
pregnant Queen Estarra said. "They won't be launching military strikes anytime soon.'

Peter wasn't so sure. 'Don't expect Basil to let an opportunity slide by.'
‘But we're traders, not soldiers,' Denn Peroni said. 'We're not equipped to fly military vessels.'
'But Roamers are adaptable,' Tasia said. 'That's our hallmark.'

Peter nodded. 'We've all got to change the way we do things, show ourselves to our enemies
in a new light. Hide-and-seek isn't good enough anymore.'

Alarmed, Yarrod voiced reservations on behalf of many fellow green priests. "Theroc has
never needed a military before. We cooperated with the Hansa, and we stayed independent.’

"There's no more cooperating with the Hansa. And there's no more calm independence. You
saw the Chairman declare war on innocent Roamer clans. He'll try to destroy the
Confederation the moment he sees an opening.'

Robb, having clearly changed his mind about the EDF and the Hansa, said, T still can't
believe all of us in the forces just followed orders that got crazier and crazier, day after day.
That's not the EDF I signed up for.'

'We hoped that at least some members of the military would follow their King rather than the
Chairman. Even a handful of defections would have given us some battleships.' Peter shook
his head. But that hasn't happened.’

Estarra put her hand across her swollen belly, winced, then relaxed her expression. 'Wishful
thinking.'

Peter was determined, though. If we can't recruit EDF battleships, then we'll build our own. I
need your help - all of you. We'll need Roamer industries converted to produce armaments.
Mr Peroni, I understand that Del Kellum has put you in charge of the new Osquivel
shipyards?"

Denn crossed his arms over his chest, making his zippers and ringlets jingle. 'Just give me the
specs.'

Peter turned to Tasia and Robb. 'And you two are the most well-versed in how the EDF thinks
and works.'

That's not very encouraging.' Tasia chuckled, and Robb looked embarrassed. 'We've both
been out of the loop for quite a while.'

'Even so, you're the best the Confederation has. I know you hoped to go to Plumas, but I'm



asking you to accept a special assignment first. Go to the Osquivel shipyards and show
them how we need to arm our ships. Refit as many of the vessels as we already have. Work
miracles for me.’

Robb looked at Tasia. 'If she's up for it, so am L.

'Twouldn't do it without you, Brindle.' Peter watched an expression of acceptance and
practicality settle on Tasia's face. 'Does this job at least come with a living wage?'

* % % % ¥

In an open meadow, the Teacher compy stood rigid, his optical sensors glowing brightly even
in the daylight. Peter paced next to him. This is a turnabout, isn't it, OX - me being the
teacher and you the student?'

Tbelieve your observation to be factually correct. However, you are the King, and it is not
necessary for you to spend valuable time assisting me. From data uploads and selected
programming packs, I can relearn any diplomatic, political, and historical information you
require.’

'What I require, OX; is you. You taught me the subtle difference between data and knowledge.
They're not at all the same things. In the Whisper Palace, I had enemies and I had allies, and
each of them had biases and agendas. You were the only one I could count on to give me
rational, objective advice.'

Twill continue to do my best, King Peter.'

Estarra sat near them on the soft grass. They had all come out to the meadow where the small
hydrogue derelict had landed. Each time Peter saw the derelict and OX - who was no longer
OX - he was reminded of how much the old compy had given up in order to help Peter and
Estarra escape. Would it have been kinder if OX had simply been destroyed in battle? The
compy didn't even know what he had lost. Fortunately, one of the Roamer engineers had
upgraded the ancient Teacher compy's memory capacity, allowing him room to acquire and
retain new memories without deleting the advanced programming he had needed to guide
the alien vessel.

'We're going to spend at least an hour a day together, OX - you and I and Queen Estarra.
We'll help you relearn the things you need to know.'

The Teacher compy had been a valuable historical and political asset for centuries. Peter
hoped that Basil Wenceslas had grasped the value of such a resource. So much firsthand
knowledge of Hansa history had resided within OX's memory core. Basil must have kept a
backup somewhere.

OX turned his head as two people approached. 'Greetings, Tasia Tamblyn and Robb Brindle.'

Tasia had been watching the royal couple with OX. Her expression, normally brash and



confident, revealed a deep hurt. Thad a Listener compy named EA. I think it was the
Chairman himself who tried to interrogate her - and triggered her memory wipe. EA was in
my family for years, and I tried like hell to replace those memories, telling her stories of my
childhood, adventures we'd had together.' Her lips quirked in a sad smile. 'It started to work,

too. We were making new memories together, even if I couldn't restore everything she'd lost.

'And what was the result, Tasia Tamblyn?' OX asked. 'Were you ultimately successful? I am
most interested.’

'Never got the chance to find out. Those damned black robots tore EA apart.' Her voice
hitched and her shoulders trembled. Robb rested a comforting hand on her neck, but Tasia
composed herself and took a step away from him, trying to look tough.

'So we share two enemies in common,' Peter pointed out. 'Chairman Wenceslas and the
Klikiss robots.'

'For starters, yes.'

Robb cleared his throat. 'We just wanted to let you know we're heading to Osquivel. Denn
Peroni is going to take us back to the shipyards. Thank you for trusting us with this
responsibility. We won't let you down.'

'A ruler's job is to make the right choices,’ Estarra said, 'and you two are certainly a good
choice.’

'The best,' Tasia answered with a smile, recapturing her good humour. '‘Before you know it,
we'll be sending well-armed and well-armoured ships back here to protect Theroc from the
Big Goose.'

Twish I could offer you more time,' Peter said, 'but I'm afraid we don't have that luxury.’
'Don't worry.' Robb's tone held a note of irony. 'We can handle the pressure.’

'Good luck,' OX said, surprising them.
Twenty-nine

Margaret Colicos

Always an outsider, Margaret leaned against one of the freshly erected towers. The resin
cement still held an unnatural spit-and-rancid-oil odour that would eventually fade as it cured
in the dry air and sunlight.

Margaret could come and go as she liked from the walled-in colony settlement, but no one
else seemed to have the nerve. The rest of the colonists remained inside, intimidated by the
insect creatures toiling around the stockade. Margaret had never been able to decide if the
Klikiss ignored her out of respect because they feared her 'special music, or if they simply



dismissed her.

Judging from what she had learned among the Klikiss, Margaret knew that the breedex was
currently obsessed with destroying the black robots wherever it might find them. This
morning the first massive assault force had marched through the transportal to Wollamor.
Once the robots posed no further threat, all the breedexes from the new subhives would battle
to exterminate each other.

As preoccupied as they were with taking vengeance, she knew the Klikiss would turn on the
colonists sooner or later.

DD turned his optical sensors in the direction of her gaze. 'What are you observing,
Margaret?'

Tm watching those poor colonists. They don't understand.’
'Twould be happy to explain any matter to them, if you tell me the subject.’
'No. You can't. I've got to figure out a way to help, or at least warn them.’

Unexpectedly, she saw a dark-skinned man leave the stockade through one of the openings
in the wall and walk away, carefully evading the Klikiss, Margaret was not particularly
surprised to see that they paid him no heed. From the top of the thick wall, several colonists
including Orli Covitz stared after him in amazement as he cautiously approached the hive

city.

The man picked his way toward her, and Margaret hurried to intercept him before he
inadvertently stepped in the wrong direction. 'Davlin Lotze, what are you doing?'

"Testing just how much leeway the bugs give us.' His sharp eyes darted from side to side as
two warriors lumbered past without challenging him. In constant rustle of pointed legs and
exoskeletons, the Klikiss continued to move about, making their endless chirping and clicking
noises. 'And I was coming to see you. Let's get out of this traffic'

"You've got nerves of steel, Davlin. Not many other colonists would have risked doing what
you just did.'

'That's why I had to do it. Now that I've satisfied myself as to the possibility, it gives me a host
of options.’

When Margaret led him into the lee of an ancient, weathered tower, he hauled out a small
datapad from his shirt. T've slipped out three times now on brief recon missions. Also, from an
observation point on the wall, I've managed to compile full image sets of the various
sub-breeds around us. I need your help to identify them.' He began showing her images. '‘Can
you tell me what each type of bug does?'

She had done much the same in her early days among them, trying to classify and categorize
the Klikiss. But Davlin's interest did not seem scientific, as hers had been. Do you intend to



submit a technical paper when we get back to the Hansa?'

He regarded her without any readable expression. 'It's for our defence. We have to identify
which sub-breeds are a threat and which ones can be ignored. I am assessing our opponent
and formulating potential plans.’

She looked at the images. He had even gotten a shot of one type near the Klikiss ruins that
had a pale carapace and a horrifyingly human face, but it had not stayed still enough to let
Davlin get a clear image. She shuddered as she remembered the origin of those sub-breeds.
Poor Howard Palawu.

'Let me show you how to break down the genetic map of the Klikiss.' Identifying the
sub-breeds for him, Margaret rattled off information she had stored up in her mind over the
course of many years. Davlin listened, made notes, and seemed to be memorizing every word
she said. This was the first time they had spoken closely together, and she found the man very
impressive. Because he had long ago been sent to Rheindic Co to find her, he already knew a
great deal about her. It was clear as he pressed her for details about the Klikiss that he had no
capricious curiosity, but a genuine drive to help the colonists.

'What are all those people corralled inside the wall supposed to live on?' He looked at her.
'Can we eat Klikiss food?'

Tdid.' She remembered the first time she'd gotten hungry enough to taste the mashed, mealy
mixture. Tt kept me alive.’

On Llaro, Klikiss 'biomass gathering swarms' had continued to fly out, using nets like giant
butterfly catchers to scoop up any airborne creatures. Gatherers returned from distant rivers
and lakes with bins full of marsh-weed, jellyfish, and flopping, scaly swimmers. The Klikiss
dumped everything together and processed it into a homogeneous mealy substance. Huge
quantities of it were stored in newly built silos next to the breedex hive.

'So, will the Klikiss provide the humans with food, now that they've harvested everything in
the vicinity?'

'Tdoubt very much the breedex even thinks of such things.'

"How do we change that? Those colonists have a few hidden supplies, but they won't last
forever.'

She hesitated, looking him in the eyes, then abruptly stepped away from the uneven wall of
the tower. Without showing - or feeling - any fear, Margaret placed herself directly in front of
a marching worker. Since the hive mind controlled all the creatures, Margaret could talk
directly to the breedex by speaking to any one of the ungainly insects. "You!' She clapped her
hands.

The yellow-and-black creature paused. She launched into a tongue-twisting, throat-scraping
series of clicks and guttural noises that conveyed the general concepts of nourishment and



how the colonists, as members of her subhive, needed to be fed.

The worker moved to one side and tried to stride past her. Margaret interposed herself again,
and gave its hard head carapace a sharp smack. 'Listen to me!' She repeated her demands in
the Klikiss language, and supplemented her words by scrawling the main ideas in equation
symbols in the trampled dirt.

"Food. For my hive.' She pointed to the stockade. Food!'

Grudgingly, it seemed, the breedex sent instantaneous commands. Four workers emerged
from one of the thick-walled storage vaults, carrying rough containers filled with mealy
Klikiss cuisine. They delivered the containers to the walled-in town.

Davlin was impressed. 'All right. Now let's work on a water-delivery system.'
Thirty
Sirix

Klikiss warriors from Llaro streamed through the Wollamor transportal and crashed into the
defensive line of Soldier compies. The compies were powerful fighters with tough body
armour and reaction speeds far superior to those of any mere human. But they were no
match for the vengeful warrior breed of insects.

Sirix retreated as fast as his artificial body could move, before it was too late. Klikiss were
coming through the transportal, right here, and his main force of EDF ships was still in orbit.
Sirix needed to get to his Juggernaut and use that firepower to eradicate the hateful creators
all over again. He sent a burst to his two compies. 'Get aboard the nearest troop transport.'

QT, his green-and-chrome skin filthy from the scuffle, said, 'Would not one of the Mantas be
a safer and more defensible refuge?"

He had already dismissed the possibility. 'Such bulky ships will take too long to lift off. Their
larger systems and their sheer mass will slow them down.' The two compies dutifully hurried
to one of the shuttles on Wollamor's blackened spaceport field. Other robots scuttled to
individual Remoras and streaked off into the sky to save themselves.

Sirix could see great numbers of Klikiss warriors sweeping around to flank the landed
cruisers, already marking the Mantas as targets. He gambled that the detestable creatures
would not bother with the lesser ships - yet. Even so, the two vital cruisers would be lost! And
more irreplaceable black robots.

He sent a wide-band signal commanding his comrades to retreat. Some of the black robots
split open their carapaces, spread their wings, and flew - only to be shot down by warriors
using bell-mouthed energy dischargers. The weapons were unlike any design Sirix used by
the prior incarnation of the Klikiss. With wing panels burned and body cores shattered, the
robots tumbled out of the sky.



As Sirix had feared, the two landed Mantas were under a full-blown attack. He considered
them already lost. And he still didn't understand why - how! - the Klikiss had returned.

In a desperate attempt to hold the line, Soldier compies threw themselves upon the Klikiss
warriors. The compies cracked enemy exoskeletons and spilled insect bodily fluids. Dead
insects piled up, yet more continued to stream through the transportal. This was not just a
foray party, but a complete subhive army.

As if uprooting weeds, the insect warriors discarded the Soldier compies. They plucked
artificial arms and legs from metal torsos, ripped the compies' heads off, or simply smashed
them aside. But the hundreds of military robots sacrificed so far had gained Sirix enough time
to reach the troop transport. They had served their purpose.

PD and QT were already aboard, as were five other black robots. One was in the cockpit,
firing up the engines.

Most of the retreating robots, however, headed automatically to the Mantas on the mistaken
assumption that the large warships could protect them. Sirix could not save them from such a
miscalculation. The engines would need at least fifteen more minutes before the cruisers could
lift off. One of the Mantas began blasting away from any jazer port at a suitable angle to hit
the Klikiss on the ground. Deadly beams ripped through the warriors, as well as any Soldier
compies that happened to be in the way.

More Klikiss came through the transportal, different breeds: builders, harvesters, diggers. The
breedex had already assumed victory on Wollamor.

One of the Mantas began to heave itself from the landing field but crashed as its engines were
destroyed by concentrated fire from the bell-mouthed energy dischargers. Groups of Klikiss
warriors rushed scientist and engineer breeds through gaps they had torn in the Manta's hull,
hurrying them aboard to take over or sabotage the Manta. Even fighting beside the
remaining Soldier compies, those robots would not be strong enough. Sirix wrote them all off.

During the battle at Earth, he had lost many of his fellow robots, but he had never expected
to fight the Klikiss. If he could get to orbit, though, and take refuge aboard his Juggernaut, he
could eliminate the transportal and cut the insect warriors off from Wollamor.

Sirix sealed the troop transport and hurried to the cockpit. Any other black robots would have
to find their own ways to escape. As they lifted away from the battlefield, he jacked into the
communications systems and sent a signal burst to his ships in orbit. He called them down to
stem the tide of Klikiss invaders. 'We are leaving Wollamor. Destroy it. Destroy it all.’

As the transport rose higher, Sirix saw more insect warriors march through the transportal,
fanning out over their new territory. They sifted through the wreckage of Soldier compies and
black, robots, as if to make sure the mayhem had been thorough.

The second grounded Manta exploded, flinging shrapnel across the field. More losses to tally.



Finally, descending under full thrust so that atmospheric friction heated their prows to a
scarlet glow, the EDF ships soared down. From high above, jazers like hot blades chopped
apart the Klikiss swarm. The insect creatures could not stand against this.

Though many weapons had been depleted during the battle at Earth, the Mantas dropped
bombs, then six precision nuclear warheads. The Wollamor colony, all the invading members
of the Klikiss subhive, and the transportal itself vanished in a flash. Wollamor was no longer a
desirable location. Sirix was already revising and formulating his next step.

His shuttle climbed out of the atmosphere into the emptiness where his fleet offered the safety
he needed. Smaller vessels rendezvoused with the remainder of the ships in space. Remoras
carrying black robot survivors circled the main group of vessels in planetary orbit. Once
again, Sirix found himself needing to reassess his strength, to regroup. More of his robots had
been annihilated. What should have been a simple conquest of the Spiral Arm had turned
against them.

The return of the Klikiss changed everything, and this could not have been an accidental
encounter. The creator race was hunting down their robots.

Taking his fleet out of the Wollamor system, Sirix decided to go immediately to the
burgeoning base on Maratha. There, he would gather reinforcements of black robots and
powerful war vessels. Then they could stand against the Klikiss and the humans.

Thirty-one

Chairman Basil Wenceslas

The spy flybys returned to the Hansa with a wealth of fascinating information. Lieutenant
Commander Conrad Brindle had told him what to expect. Even so, Basil was surprised. Alone
in his penthouse office, the Chairman studied the images with all the intensity of a chess
master in the middle of a championship match. Peter, Peter, Peter - did you learn nothing
from what I taught you?'

He switched from one snapshot to the next, analysing the traffic patterns and the spacecraft

arrayed around Theroc. The flyby ships had streaked through the system, captured high-res
images, and raced away before the Theron perimeter defences could spot them. Basil traced

pathways along the screen, running a categorization routine.

A lesser man might have taken time off, relieving the pressure of leadership by retreating for
a few hours to talk with friends or play a game, but Chairman Wenceslas did not like games.
Games were petty diversions for people who had nothing more interesting to do, killing time
rather than accomplishing something. Basil always had something more interesting to do.
His 'game' was politics, and his playing board was the Spiral Arm. Now he faced the
highest-stakes match in human history: the Hansa Chairman versus the rebel King. A
talented politician and well-educated leader with decades of experience against a street kid
who had been given new clothes and a bit of training. Unlike the fairytale of David and



Goliath, this time Goliath would not lose.

On the spy image, Theroc's forested continents appeared green and amazingly recovered
from the hydrogue attacks. Most of the ships he saw were mere cargo carriers, ramshackle
trading vessels that looked as if someone had assembled them from a boxed kit missing a few
pieces. Roamers, of course. Some vessels still had the gall to carry Hansa markings. He
repeated the images from both flybys, but saw nothing that presented any sort of military
threat. Yes, only a month had passed, and with much turmoil. Even so...

"Peter, you can't be that stupid.’

General Lanyan had already departed with the Jupiter to consolidate the Colonization
Initiative planets as a first step toward reuniting the Hansa. Basil's current goal was to identify
the weakest - and potentially most vital - Hansa colonies that had boldly, foolishly, declared
their independence.

But Theroc lay so exposed! The Chairman had never expected such an opportunity to present
itself. A single concerted strike could decapitate the Confederation. He sat back from his
screen and sipped from a glass of iced lemon water, his preferred drink now that he had given
up cardamom coffee.

Seize the opportunity. This would solve all the Hansa's problems and win the match in one
breathtaking move.

iR e i

He found Admiral Willis working with Cain in the EDF's subsidiary admin office in the
Hansa pyramid. She and the deputy stood among cheerful poster-projections of brave
soldiers and spiked-diamond warglobes. 'Damn, if this doesn't get cheery recruits to sign up
for the EDF, I don't know what will,' Willis said with a snort. 'Maybe we should just promise
them free beer, while we're at it.'

Cain was more detached. 'Remember, we are trying to scrounge volunteers from the most
stubborn segment of our population - those who didn't step forward when our situation was
most dire. We have to appeal to them somehow.'

'We're scraping the bottom of the barrel.' On the poster Willis tapped the freckled face of a
new corporal who seemed immensely satisfied with his job. This kid looks like he's thinking
EDF rations are the most delicious thing he's tasted in his life.'

Basil interrupted them, his voice harsh. 'We should not need to lure soldiers with promises
and prizes. They should see our need, feel their obligation, and do what is right.’

Willis rolled her eyes. 'Fat chance of that happening.'

Basil could not keep the resignation out of his voice. I'm afraid you're right.' He closed the
door, so that no one could overhear them. 'Admiral, you wanted something significant to do?'



'Well, writing up rah-rah ads and monitoring a bunch of disorganized shipyards is not
entirely up to the level of my capabilities.'

Basil frowned at her bitter tone. After Lanyan had left for Rheindic Co in her Juggernaut,
Willis had done a solid job managing the shipyards, and - for all her grousing - he expected
this recruitment drive to be reasonably successful, as well. But she could do so much more.

Twant you to save the Hansa, Admiral. I've come up with a mission that can end the
rebellion, unify the human race, and put us on a direct road to strength and prosperity.'

Willis's lips quirked in a smile. 'That sounds significant enough.'

Cain rotated the projections of the template posters to the opposite side of the display table.
The one in front had giant, bold letters positioned above an orbital image of Earth. EDF:
NOW. The chain-of-stars logo arced over the black backdrop, while a small, blackened piece
of space wreckage from an unidentifiable ship hung ominously in the foreground.

Basil stepped to the display table, inserted his encrypted datapak, and called up in large-scale
format the succession of images from the spy flybys. Willis saw the implications immediately.
"You want me to attack Theroc. You want me to overthrow the new Confederation.'

Twant you to bring it under control,' Basil corrected. 'And arrest Peter. We'll neutralize him
and set an acceptable King back in place. That'll be the end of all this nonsense.'

Cain kept his face stony. 'Very dangerous, Mr Chairman. Politically speaking, I mean.'

'If you want me to do this, it would be a damned good time to have my Juggernaut back,’
Willis added.

'Nonsense. Look at the screen. Four or five Mantas should certainly be enough for a job like
this.'

After a brisk knock at the door, Captain McCammon entered the recruiting office, looking
apologetic. "You summoned me, Mr Chairman?' His crimson beret sat at the perfect angle on
his pale hair, his colourful uniform was immaculate. Basil had never stopped wondering how
McCammon, with his flawless service record, could have botched everything so badly by
letting Peter, Estarra, and Daniel get away.

As Willis replayed the images of the trader ships circling Theroc, the Chairman said, 'Captain
McCammon, we are about to engage in a dramatic operation. I require your assurance that
the intractable green priest remains under your control and that he will not have a chance
either to observe our preparations or communicate his suspicions through the treeling.'

McCammon's brow furrowed. 'Mr Chairman, we've kept Nahton securely under house
arrest, as you requested. His tree is over in the royal wing of the palace. It is not feasible that
he could see or communicate any information whatsoever.'

Cain turned to the captain of the royal guard. 'The Chairman intends to send an EDF battle



group to conquer Theroc and seize King Peter. Obviously, we can't let any green priest know
this.'

Basil glared at the deputy. Cain simply didn't understand the compartmentalization of
power. 'Captain McCammon did not require so much information.'

The guard captain reacted with surprise. Theroc has always been independent, Mr
Chairman. To attack it using the Earth Defence Forces and kidnap the King--'

Basil cut him off. 'If you hadn't let Peter escape in the first place, we wouldn't have this
problem." He touched his forefinger to his lips. 'In fact, remind me why the royal guard still
exists. Who are you guarding, now that we have no King?'

'He's babysitting a green priest, apparently,’ Willis said, ‘just like I was babysitting shipyards.'

McCammon seemed very pale. 'Might I inquire, Mr Chairman, when we can expect to have a
new King? The Hansa needs one."

Basil suppressed a smile, noting that none of the recruitment ads mentioned anything about
'fighting for the King'. 'My alternative candidate has been in training for months now, since
long before Peter left, but I'm being very cautious. We've made mistakes before.' Once Peter
found out who the candidate was, he would go absolutely ballistic! 'We've got important
business to complete. This is no time to break in a mere trainee.' Basil gazed across the
desktop at the projections and smiled. 'If Admiral Willis is successful, we'll have all the
breathing room we need.'

He pointed to the EDF: NOW poster. Tlike this one.'
Thirty-two

Tasia Tamblyn

Armed with the King's instructions and blessing, Tasia and Robb were delivered to the
shipyards at Osquivel by Denn Peroni himself.

"My dad would be proud of me for landing such a high position in the military,' Robb said. 'If
only it wasn't the wrong military...'

'He'll come around when he sees what's happening on Earth,’ Tasia answered.
"My father? He's served in the EDF all his life.'

The first sight of the ringed gas planet brought up many disturbing memories for both of
them. Robb had been captured by the hydrogues down in those clouds. Tasia had sent her
devoted compy EA here to warn the Kellum shipyards about the impending arrival of the
EDF. And she'd faced a horrific battle with the hydrogues here at Osquivel. Now that Roamer
tamilies were coming out of hiding, the rings were dotted with spacedocks and smelting



operations.

'Looks like we've got a lot of work to do here, Brindle,' she Said. 'Whip these people into
shape, redesign ships to include armaments, and get a Confederation militia working before
the Hansa can come after Theroc.'

Denn smiled at the pair as he docked his Dogged Persistence at the main admin asteroid.
"You'll have everything you need from me. Talk to anybody you like, requisition all necessary
materials. Even enlist Kotto Okiah - he's here and ready to help.'

Robb watched the seeming chaos of industrial structures drifting around in the rings, metal
frameworks, glowing heat sinks, the sparkle of fabrication exhausts. How are we ever going
to pull it together?'

'Shizz, that's easy. We don't have to deal with Eddy bureaucracy.'
% % % % %
Tasia and Robb were granted temporary housing - 'One room. We'll share. Thank you." Fresh

off the trading ship, they settled into cramped quarters that were drilled out of a small
floating rock.

Now that they were finally alone, their biggest shift was dealing with the changes in their
relationship. After a quick and unimpressed glance through the thick glass of a single
thirty-centimetre-wide window in their quarters, Tasia said, "You're stuck with me, Brindle.
Any regrets?'

During their imprisonment by the drogues, they'd been engrossed in their own survival. After
being rescued, they had learned of the dramatic political shift, clashed with Robb's father,
changed allegiances. Now, at last, there was time to breathe, and to realize what they had
done. Much as they might fantasize about it, Robb and Tasia couldn't simply pick up from
where they had been years ago. Too much had changed.

He answered honestly. 'Of course I've got a few regrets. I hardly know where I am anymore,
or where I'll be tomorrow.'

"You're feeling like a true Roamer then. Want to go back to Earth, after all, and make up with
your parents?'

'And leave you?'

'Well, don't expect me to go back to the Hansa!'
'Then I'm staying here. Guiding Stars and all that.'
She kissed him. "You're sweet, Brindle.'

"That's what my commanding officers always say.'



She playfully punched him. '‘Come on, let's go see if these workers know what they're doing.'

Sooner or later, somebody would design a logo for the Confederation militia, and Tasia would
embroider it on her pockets (and Robb's). But right now, their authority was implicit. She was
delighted to be among Roamers again. Even if she didn't know the clan members personally -
it had been a lot of years, alter all - the ribbons and zippers and embroidered pockets
reminded her of her childhood when she'd tagged along with Ross or Jess to Rendezvous.
Now, she was here to boss the workers around and turn any available vessels into defensive
ships.

The two took a small transport pod over to a central gathering station where they joined the
dusty, sweaty members of a returning shift in the mess hall. Robb studied the bustle, listened
to the loud voices, tried to identify the different uniforms, clan markings, crewmembers
separating to join friends or relatives at other tables. To him, the whole Roamer culture was
madcap and noisy, his parents had been coolly efficient, buttoned-down military personnel.
'How do they get anything done in all this craziness?'

"Practice, I suppose. Everybody wants to make a profit, to survive and thrive, so any
intractable ones get taken care of internally. Somehow it works - sort of like you and me.’

In the mess hall, they found Kotto Okiah sitting at a table, oblivious to the clamour around
him. The eccentric engineer stared at a design screen, absentmindedly picking at a tray of
food, spilling crumbs on his screen and brushing them aside. Kotto had no official position at
the shipyards, but he redesigned equipment and vessels whenever he saw a flaw. He was like
a child playing in a toy store, coming up with wild ideas, changing processes to see what
worked and what could work better. All the Roamers had faith in him, regardless of how
strange his schemes sounded.

Tasia approached him, peering over his shoulder. 'Have you heard about the new job we have
for you, Kotto?'

He was not at all self-conscious to be watched at his work. 'Denn sent me a message, but I
haven't accessed it yet.' He glanced up from his screen at Tasia and Robb. He didn't seem to
recognize either of them, but apparently considered that more his problem than theirs. He
brightened. 'Did the little hydrogue derelict come back from Theroc? I wanted to work on
that again--'

'We need you to help us add weapons and shielding to our Roamer ships.'

Kotto was startled out of his concentration. 'Never needed them before. The drogues are
defeated.' He looked around as if he had missed something. 'Aren't they?'

'We're not worried about the hydrogues,' Tasia said. 'In case you didn't get the memo, Kotto,
the Spiral Arm has changed. Marauders, pirates, and even the Eddies want a piece of
anything we bring to market. We've got to defend ourselves.'

"There was a memo?'



'l was exaggerating.'

Robb added, 'We understand that you're the man who can help us put together a full-blown
military. And we need it as fast as humanly possible.'

'They always do.' On screen Kotto called up a clean diagram of a modified trade hauler. Brow
furrowed, he began tapping zones, thinking, then highlighting areas. T can add additional
hull armour here. We can manufacture traditional guns to be installed here and here.' His
eyes had a distant look, and then he began to smile. There are quite a few options, actually.
I'll start incorporating them into all of my blueprints.'

Thirty-three

Patrick Fitzpatrick III

By the time he reached Yreka in his borrowed ship and nondescript clothing, Patrick no
longer thought of himself as an imposter. Flying around by himself had given him time to
think. He felt like he was becoming a different person, shedding all vestiges of his rich and
powerful family. He was tired of carrying around dark secrets, like unwanted cargo that had
begun to go bad... Painful as it might be, he had to clean house. Patrick Fitzpatrick III could
be his own person for once.

Yreka had changed even more than he had, transforming from a small, relatively
uninteresting Hansa colony into a bustling commercial hub. When he flew in, he expected the
Yrekans to demand identification, but they put the Gypsy in a holding pattern, gave him a
number, and told him he'd have to wait an hour before beginning his descent because of all
the traffic.

Ships rose into the air, heavy cargo vessels like metal bumblebees and small swift scouts and
couriers marked with Roamer clan symbols. Other vessels were colony spacecraft that had
been grounded during the extreme ekti shortages. Stardrive fuel was no longer an issue, since
Roamers had gone back to skymining, and they clearly provided their allies with plenty of
ekti. The Hansa and the EDF were still desperate for fuel, but he shook off any guilt as soon
as he passed a former Hansa supply ship and noted that the encircled Earth symbol had been
aggressively sandblasted from its hull.

When he finally received clearance, he followed the instructions and landed on a designated
plot of what had once been cropland - cropland that he and the EDF had destroyed in a
gesture of pique. Patrick had led part of that crackdown, blowing up an unarmed colonist
ship that attempted to escape. At the time he'd been smug about his actions, sure that they
were the only way to teach the unruly colonists a lesson. He hadn't given a second thought to
what pressures might have driven these people to defy the Chairman's draconian rationings.

Another weight on his shoulders.

Patrick stepped out of the Gypsy wearing a plain jumpsuit and went to explore the town and



search for the information he needed. New permanent structures were being erected around
the landing field, while the slapdash marketplace grew like a weed. People had set up tents
and shops everywhere.

All of Earth had access to only one or two green priests, but he already saw five here on
backwater Yreka. Two green priests had even set up a business in an open stall, sending
personal messages for a token fee. Food stands shaded by embroidered awnings in sizzled
forth enticing odours that made his mouth water. Patrick had to stop at three stalls before he
found someone who grudgingly accepted his Hansa credits. He continued through the
crowded streets, savouring the taste of spicy meat in his mouth.

Patrick wondered what his grandmother could have done if given free rein to set up a new
government here. The old Battleaxe would have enjoyed the challenge.

Taking in the sights, he listened to the gossip. Many people excitedly discussed the prospect of
the Confederation arming and defending itself. He was strangely delighted to hear the name
of his old Roamer rival Tasia Tamblyn come up, but when they also mentioned Robb Brindle,
Patrick dismissed the rumours, he knew Brindle had vanished a long time ago.

In the middle of town, he stopped where a crowd had gathered. First, Roamer engineers and
Yreka colony builders used heavy equipment to lay down a stone platform, then other
workers used antigrav handles to manoeuvre into place and adjust an artfully rendered alloy
sculpture of a man dressed in Roamer uniform. He looked brave and heroic, his features
handsome, his long hair wild and free, as if blown by an imaginary stellar wind. The sculptor
herself, a pot-bellied Roamer, stood shouting instructions and making corrections. When the
statue was finally in the right spot and the antigrav plates removed, the heavy object settled
down with a distinctly audible groan.

Patrick turned to an older man next to him. 'What's the statue for?'

'A memorial to Raven Kamarov. You know who he is, right? The Roamers are calling him the
first victim in their war.'

Patrick swallowed. 'Their war?'

'Well, Kamarov certainly didn't die fighting the drogues. It was the stupid Eddies and the
power-mad Hansa. They hammered this colony, too.'

Patrick always did seem to be in the wrong place. Uncomfortable with the conversation, he
went his own way. No longer interested in politics, he focused on finding Zhett. He wasn't
completely sure whether he needed to search her out for selfish reasons, or for his own
honour. But he was fixated on the idea of apologizing, coming clean, atoning somehow for
his actions. The Roamers had been treated unfairly for years, and he'd had no small part in
that.

He entered a local drinking house named unimaginatively The Saloon' as a reminder to
ancient Earth frontier days. The proprietors, one Roamer and one local colonist according to



the signboard, brewed their own beer using surplus Yrekan grains with hops extracts that the
Roamer partner obtained from an undisclosed source.

At the bar, Patrick ordered a pint and tried to look appreciative as he sipped the bitter, watery
brew. Customers sat at metal tables or along the bar, engaged in enthusiastic conversation
and boisterous disagreements. Patrick swept his gaze around, looking for a friendly face. His
grandmother and parents would never Live approved of such a 'common' place. Patrick had
usually been introduced to new people in formal, social situations, where everyone knew who
he was from the outset. And in the EDF, there had always been common ground for starting
discussions. He didn't even know how to walk up to a total stranger and initiate a
conversation.

He kept an open expression on his face, hoping someone would respond. Two men at the bar
were sketching schemes on an old dataplate. 'No, look. You just take some nets made of high
tension fibre, corral the drifting rocks, then use momentum transfer--either portable engines
or small explosions - to knock them back into position.'

That would be like reassembling a jigsaw puzzle with your eyes closed!'

'And is that beyond you? Just bring the asteroids together, salvage what you can, put new
girders in place. Inflate fresh domes, bring in supplies and equipment. Six months, we'd have
Rendezvous back in business.'

Patrick blinked at the sheer audacity of the idea. Reassemble Rendezvous? It was
inconceivable, yet he didn't doubt their ability to do it.

‘We've got plenty of commercial opportunities to focus on instead. What's the point of that?'

'The point is to show the Eddy bastards that they didn't win! I don't feel like just letting them
get away with it. A symbolic gesture. I heard Del Kellum's already got a team looking into
the feasibility.'

'If anybody's got the credits to burn, clan Kellum does.'
Patrick perked up. 'Excuse me, but I... Iused to work in the Kellum shipyards.'

The two men looked at him without antagonism. "You don't look like a Roamer. What's your
clan?'

'Clan Fitzpatrick.'
'Never heard of it.’

He ignored the comment. 'Does either of you know where I can find clan Kellum? I heard
they packed up and left Osquivel.'

'Oh, those shipyards are up and running again. Kellum's not scared of the Eddies.’



'What's left of the Eddies, you mean.' The second man snorted derisively. Kellum appointed
somebody else to manage them. He's not there himself.'

'Do you know where he went?'
Tthought you said you worked in the shipyards.'

'Tworked for Del Kellum,” Patrick said with all the bluster he could manage. 'If Del wants to
send me back to Osquivel, then I'll go there. But if he's got other work for me, then I'll listen,
by damn.' He intentionally used the clan leader's favourite phrase.

The two men chuckled. ‘Sounds like Del, all right.’

The first man blanked his scribbles on the datapad and took a long drink of his beer. Del and
his daughter went back to skymining. They set up the first of the new facilities on Golgen. No
matter how much business the Osquivel shipyards bring in, I doubt you could tear Del away

from his skymine.'

Patrick was so excited to get such a concrete tip that he almost left without finishing his beer,
but he couldn't afford to let the two men grow suspicious. He listened as they talked about
new trade routes into the Ildiran Empire and the proposed tax structure and parliamentary
makeup of the Confederation. All he could think about, though, was Zhett.

He thanked his new friends without exchanging names, then hurried back to the Gypsy. Now
he knew exactly where to go.

Thirty-fourthism

General Kurt Lanyan

General Lanyan's peacekeeping ships arrived at Rheindic Co, which would be his staging
point for securing control over the fledgling new colonies on Klikiss worlds. He doubted that
any of them had heard of the new Confederation or Peter's rebellion, since they had no direct
method of receiving outside information, and he would make sure it stayed that way.

Lanyan sat back in the Jupiter’s command chair, pleased with the immensity of the
Juggernaut. The great battleship seemed extremely safe, like an entire kingdom around him.
No wonder Admiral Willis had been upset about surrendering her ship.

During the first year of the Colonization Initiative, the Hansa had gotten more volunteers
than it could accommodate. Many groups of hopeful pioneers had been shuttled here and
dispatched to their new homes through the transportal in the ancient cliff city. By the luck of
the draw, they emerged on barely explored worlds to settle. When Chairman Wenceslas had
cut off ties with all colonies, claiming every available defence for the protection of Earth, the
Colonization Initiative had been mothballed, leaving only a skeleton crew here to watch over
the equipment. Lanyan's goal was to deliver two thousand ground troops to the transportal
centre on Rheindic Co. He suspected a hundred or so would be enough at each colony world.



Those isolated hayseeds wouldn't dare raise a fuss when they saw his soldiers and
overwhelming weaponry.

Using the intercom, he alerted his troops. Prepare for immediate deployment. I want to do
this quickly and efficiently.' The subcommanders rounded up their uniformed teams. The
General decided to accompany the first group on its mission as an important gesture of
support.

The shuttles landed in the empty canyon in front of the Klikiss cliff city. Hundreds of troops
disembarked and quickly set up a base camp on the trampled ground. Some of the colonists'
amenity stations remained functional, with pumps to supply running water. Mid solar-power
grids to provide subsistence energy. The soldiers would have to sleep here for a few days, the
time it would take for Lanyan to organize the various missions through the transportal.

The crew of Hansa technicians and researchers on Rheindic Co were shocked when Lanyan
barged into the central complex. In total, only fifty men and women remained at the base
within the hillside ruins. They peered out of the high caves, shaking their heads at the sight of
the landed transports. 'Well, well, I hope you brought your own supplies,' said the senior
technician, a fidgety and balding man named Rico Ruvi.

Lanyan brought four engineers and data specialists with him into the cliff city. The Chairman
insists on having an EDF presence at every one of our Klikiss colony worlds.' He directed Ins
team to the control room. 'Start checking out possibilities.'

Ruvi shrugged. 'Be my guest. We've had the transportal off-line for some time now, running
diagnostics. But we can get it powered up again in an hour if you like.'

'An hour will be sufficient. While your technicians get the transportal running, my men will
review their missions, clean their weapons, and get ready to move out. They'll bring along
whatever they need. Don't worry, we have sufficient supplies for ourselves.'

The administrator's eyes lit up. 'We could use a few mealpax, if you've got extra.'
T11 talk to my supply sergeant.’

'By the way, most of those colonies you're going to are strapped for food and supplies, too,
General. They wouldn't look kindly on your soldiers coming in with hungry bellies.’

T'm not interested in public relations or how kindly the soldiers are viewed. They've got a job
to do, and we've got our own rations.'

Ruvi shrugged. 'Whatever you say. You're the boss.'

'Show me your list of colony worlds. Do you keep dossiers on the people who went to each
planet?'

'General, we processed thousands every day. Once they come here, they've already signed up
for the Initiative and been cleared by the Hansa. We just ship them out. Were you looking for



someone in particular?’

'No, just choosing the first target.'

"Target? What are you planning?' The man's smooth brow wrinkled like a leathery accordion.
'We are simply going to each planet to assist the colonists in remaining loyal to the Hansa.'

The control room in the cliff city held the large flat stone wall framed by tiles marked with
strange symbols. Lanyan skimmed the portable datascreens, calling up image after image of
the planets that were deemed acceptable for human settlement. He studied how many people
were sent to each world, reading the projected outlook for every settlement.

Since he was the EDF's General, Lanyan would lead one of the first expeditions and take
along an overwhelming force for that all-important initial impression. Leaving only a handful
of men behind at the colony, he would bring the rest back to Rheindic Co, from which he
would mount another expedition, and another.

He began to take notes, jotting down estimates for the peacekeeping forces that would be
required in each place. A bucolic planet called Happiness had been settled by a few
neo-Amish colonists and would likely pose no trouble at all. Passively independent, yes, but
only because they paid no attention to Spiral Arm politics. The larger, more established
settlements might have delusions of blatantly declaring their independence from the Hansa.

A planet that seemed most in need of watching was Llaro, which had first served as a
resettlement station for the evacuees from Crenna and later added a whole population of
Roamer detainees. He could bring a few hundred troops there with impressive armaments
and uniforms, give a good show of force, have a military parade. Noting that a detachment of
EDF troops was already stationed there, he decided that they should be capable of keeping a
few colonists in line, even if the settlers proved to be unruly.

Searching for a better alternative, he smudged the screen with his finger. This one. Pym. It's a
good place to start.’

Pym had easily accessible metals and a wealth of minerals. Its salt flats and crystalline
deposits could come in useful in the Hansa's rebuilding efforts. The EDF had to squeeze
supplies and building materials from anywhere they could find them.

Once Lanyan locked down Rheindic Co, then Pym, and then dozens of others, the Hansa
could begin full-fledged industrial operations, shipping materials, or possibly even completed
vehicles or engine components, through transportals to where the EDF most needed them.
This could really turn things around.

Thirty-five

Adar Zan'nh



As the Solar Navy bombarded the black robots on Maratha, Adar Zan'nh took care to protect
the structural remnants of Secda, hoping that someday Ildirans would rebuild their resort
world. He did not hesitate, however, to annihilate every one of the hive tunnels, half-made
battleships, and alien constructions the robot invaders had assembled.

The black Klikiss machines had been planning a massive offensive. Against humans? Against
Ildirans? Zan'nh didn't particularly care. Through painful experience, the Adar knew he
could not trust the murderous robots. The Mage-Imperator had instructed him to recapture
Maratha as part of repairing the lldiran Empire, and he would not depart until he had
achieved that goal.

The first two passes of his warliners vapourized the embedded plasma cannons. Smoking
craters and collapsed frameworks marked where the partially assembled spaceships had
been. Curved alloy girders drooped in the heat and toppled like stalks of scythed grain.
Hundreds of black robots had already been smashed to shrapnel on the ground.

The large-scale attack had not caused enough damage to satisfy Yazra’h. When the Adar
finally felt that the robots had been pummelled enough to pose a minimal risk, he turned his
sister loose. 'Go and clean up the rest. Be careful - and be victorious.'

She flashed her bright teeth in a feral grin. 'We will eliminate every last one of those traitorous
robots. And our rememberers will tell you the story when we get back, Adar!" As soldier
kithmen rushed to the cutters, Yazra’h bounded along, with the two uneasy rememberers in
tow.

'Are you certain you should bring that pair along?' Zan'nh called after her. 'They are not
warriors.'

"We are observers.' Vao'sh's words sounded forced, but sincere. And we must be there to
observe.'

The Adar admired Yazra'h's enthusiasm. In his younger years, he had trained against fierce
soldier kithmen and skilled jousters. He could defend himself with a mirrored shield, and he
could kill with a crystal katana, with hand lasers, or with his bare hands. However, Zan'nh
could also command large engagements of ships and grasp tactics across a sweeping stellar
battlefield. He was required to both strategize and lead, while his sister had the freedom to
tight on a more personal level. Part of him envied Yazra'h for the mayhem of combat, but
each Ildiran was born to his or her own place, knowing their duty and their destiny.

He remained in his command nucleus, observing high-resolution images of the battleground.
As the cutters landed on Maratha, Ildiran fighters spilled out, weapons ready.

Transmission mists indicated that the soldier kithmen immediately encountered furious
tighting. The initial bombardment had left many shattered exoskeletons, other robots had
been entirely melted into black polymer pools. But an unexpected number of still-undamaged
robots swarmed up from underground tunnels that had not yet collapsed. What had they
been doing here? And why on Maratha?



'Klikiss robots mounting resistance,' Yazra'’h transmitted. 'But our weapons are more than
adequate.' Explosions, high-pitched insectile squeals, and images of the aggressive machines
filled the command nucleus screens.

'Adar!' the sensor operator cried, startling him. Thave just received an alert from
long-distance sensors. Incoming ships. Unknown configuration.'

Zan'nh looked away from the pictures of mayhem on the ground. 'Incoming ships? Expand
the screen.' He feared that the robots had summoned reinforcements. At Earth, he had seen a
large battle group of EDF battleships hijacked by the black machines. Prepare to engage with
all weaponry.'

But he saw soon enough that these were not human-built Mantas or Juggernauts. Nor were
they more robots.

As the unknown vessels hurtled toward Maratha, they grew so large they would surely
overwhelm the Solar Navy septa. The strange ships were actually enormous clusters of
countless smaller vessels, interlocked geometric shapes. The communications bands filled with
clicking and chirping signals, and Zan'nh's officer was wise enough to run them through
ancient translation protocols when he found recognizable points of reference.

Ttis a Klikiss signal, Adar!' Ages ago, the black robots had shown Ildirans how to interpret
the language of their creators. Those translation routines had not been used in thousands of
years.

"But the Klikiss are extinct.'

As if to disprove Zan'nh's assertion, a huge creature with a spiny carapace and many
segmented legs spoke via a blurred communications link, apparently assuming that the
Ildirans would understand it. 'We detect our robots here. We come to destroy them.’

Zan'nh recovered quickly, standing firm and replying to the Klikiss. Then we share the same
purpose. We have already devastated their new hive. We thwarted their defences and
destroyed the fleet of ships they were building.' He struggled to remember any history he
knew about the ancient insect race. If only Vao'sh were up here instead of on the ground! The
rememberer would know. Klikiss and Ildirans were not enemies in the past.’

The insect creature clicked and chirped, and the translator spat out in a flat voice, 'We will
tind any remaining robots. Our warrior breeds will tear them limb from limb.'

The gigantic swarmships broke apart in a flurry of many hundreds of smaller craft. The
detached Klikiss components flew past the Adar's warliners as if they did not exist, and
streaked like angry hornets toward Maratha.

'Wait!" Zan'nh transmitted. Thave many Ildiran troops down on the surface. They are not
your enemies. They are also fighting the black robots. Do not let them be harmed in the
crossfire.'



'Instruct them not to get in our way.' The Klikiss broke off the contact.

Zan'nh whirled to his comm officer. 'Contact our soldier kithmen down there. Warn Yazra'’h
that the Klikiss are coming.'

Thirty-six
Nahton

The Moon Statue Garden was one of the few places Chairman Wenceslas allowed Nahton to
go. There, he could breathe the open air and feel unfiltered sunshine on his skin. The Hansa
had kept him from his treeling for nearly two weeks. He had received no news from Theroc,
nor had he been able to tell anyone what had happened to him here. He was cut off.

Here, at least, the green priest could spend time with the flowers and ferns that surrounded
the sculptures of heroes and stylized representations of abstract concepts. King George had
originated the garden, offering a competition among sculptors for the privilege of having
their works displayed at the newly completed Whisper Palace. Crimson roses were in bloom
around a graceful chrome piece made of reflective sine waves and disc shaped mirrors. Light
glinted off the strips into his eyes as spinning moebius-strip pendants distorted the
illumination. The title, ironically, was 'Variable Truth'.

Usually when he was out among the statues, hedges and flower beds, Nahton was very much
aware of the royal guards, who observed his every move. This time, though, his watchers
were conspicuously absent.

He heard voices and looked up to see Sarein and Captain McCammon talking with each
other, their voices loud, expressions intent. The green priest assumed they were coming to find
him, but the two pointedly did not look in his direction. Stepping behind a bristling hibiscus
hedge whose trumpetlike flowers shone red and orange, they spoke in normal voices, seeming
to argue, though they must have known that Nahton was within earshot. He felt like an
eavesdropper in a clumsily staged play.

"Theroc is my home planet, and this imminent invasion is illegal,' Sarein said. The Hansa can't
simply order the EDF to attack. If Chairman Wenceslas insists on this course of action, we
must warn King Peter and Queen Estarra.'

"How can we do that?’ McCammon sounded as if he had rehearsed this conversation. "The
Chairman has already gathered the ships. I heard him give the order to Admiral Willis. The
attack force will launch within five days.'

Nahton frowned at what they were saying. An invasion of Theroc? Even the Chairman
wouldn't dare do something so bold and foolish. But as he paused to reconsider, the green
priest knew he was kidding himself. Basil Wenceslas would certainly dare.

'Once Basil makes up his mind, there's no changing it,' Sarein said. 'Maybe we can ask a



trader to get a message there somehow. A courier could go directly to Theroc.'
"That would take days. There's no way to send a warning soon enough.'

Nahton held his silence on the other side of the hedge. Their intent could not be more
painfully obvious. They needed to deny ever having spoken to him, and perhaps this
awkward show was the best they could do. But he could not send a message unless he
touched his treeling. He already knew it was kept in Queen Estarra's conservatory. Had that
been an intentional slip from Captain McCammon?

The entire setup seemed so contrived as to be unbelievable. Suspicion drew his lips down in a
frown. The Chairman was an insidious man, willing to consider any action if it met his
strangely defined idea of 'the right thing to do'. What if this was a trap, and McCammon and
Sarein were trying to lure him into taking desperate action? But to what purpose? The
Chairman was untrustworthy, but predictable. This made no sense.

Nahton knew that Captain McCammon had always been loyal to Peter, passing messages
through the green priest even though it was strictly against the Chairman's wishes. And
Sarein was the Queen's sister. Though she had long ago left Theroc, Nahton could not believe
that Sarein would betray her own planet, even though he had seen her as the Chairman's
apparent ally.

He contemplated confronting the two and demanding answers, but he decided to take their
news at face value. He wouldn't put it past the Chairman to launch an ill-advised assault on
Theroc. So, he had to find a way to get to the Queen's conservatory.

R

Late that night one of the usual guards was stationed by the open doorway of his quarters.
Nahton meditated, considered his options - and waited. He could not possibly overpower a
trained guard.

The guard's collar comm pinged, and a crackle of orders burst through. 'Are you certain, sir?
Acknowledged.' Glancing in at the green priest, the man left his post without offering any
explanation to Nahton.

With anxiety chewing him up inside, the green priest went to the door and looked nervously
into the hall. Guessing that this was part of Sarein and McCammon's plan, whatever it was,
he bolted from his chambers. He had been in Estarra's conservatory several times, but not
since the King and Queen had escaped. With his emerald skin and bright tattoos, scantily
clad in the garb of a traditional green priest, Nahton could not be unobtrusive. Fortunately, at
this time of night, few people roamed the Whisper Palace.

He did encounter a late-working bureaucrat who carried a stack of documents. The man
blinked in amazement upon seeing him, but Nahton ducked down a corridor and picked up
the pace. He bumped into a cleaning crew of four older women and a beak-nosed man. They
stared at him as if they had never seen a green priest before. Someone would sound the alarm



soon. He didn't have much time.

Running now, he ascended a set of stairs, bounded down an open corridor. His bare feet
made slapping sounds on the cool tile, and a sense of urgency overwhelmed him.

At last he reached the dim conservatory, and he was still alone. Overhead, lights shone
through the glass panels, reflecting the night sky. The place had a strange mixture of smells,
loamy richness with caustic chemicals. He could see that something was wrong with the
plants - the ferns, the flowers, the dwarf citrus trees. All the Theron botanical specimens had
been uprooted and left to rot, like corpses on a battlefield.

Nahton paused to regain his balance. Caustic chemicals had been poured on the plants. This
had been the Chairman's doing, a way to punish Queen Estarra by destroying something she
loved. Such wilful devastation, the killing of all those delicate plants, seemed so spiteful, so...
evil.

But the treeling... The treeling was still alive! Someone -Captain McCammon, perhaps - had
placed the potted tree where it would receive sufficient light during the day. The fronds
looked healthy, the thin gold-barked trunk was straight. He hurried forward.

Suddenly, he heard shouts from the hallway, and lights flared. Gruff, approaching voices
called out. 'The treeling is in the conservatory. Hurry!

Nahton ran to grasp the potted tree, touching the fronds even as he heard booted feet come
running. In a rush of words, he spoke into telink. He told the little tree everything, warned of
the impending attack on Theroc, explained how he had been held prisoner apart from his
treeling. He poured his information into the worldforest mind so that all green priests had
access to it, everywhere.

Royal guards burst into the room along with armed Palace security troops. Nahton
recognized none of the men, none of the special guards that Captain McCammon regularly
assigned to him. He picked up the potted treeling and held it in front of him. He did not want
to relinquish it yet. It didn't matter, though, because these men were too late.

Nevertheless, they raised their guns and shot the treeling out of Nahton's hands, shattering
the pot. The small worldtree splintered. Nahton let it crash to the floor, staring in
astonishment.

Captain McCammon charged into the room, his face flushed. 'Halt! All of you!'

But the men had other orders. Stricken, Nahton raised his hands in surrender. That didn't
stop them from opening fire.

Thirty-seven

Davlin Lotze



In the afternoon, Klikiss scout parties returned to the Llaro settlement carrying five human
bodies. The victims were refugee farmers who had fled when the Klikiss razed their holds.
Without any guidance or safe haven, they had wandered the countryside, hiding themselves
wherever they could. Without sufficient food, they had become careless. The Klikiss had
found them.

Standing on rooftops and makeshift scaffolding inside their walls, the trapped townspeople
watched the scouts march toward the main alien city. They shouted questions and challenges,
insults, curses. But the Klikiss didn't attach any particular significance to the bodies they
carried, the innocent people they had killed.

Davlin knew he had to do something to ensure that it didn't happen again. He had to keep
more of the desperate human fugitives from being killed just because they had no place else
to go. He had to give the colonists an option, offer them some way to defend themselves.
Margaret had told him everything he needed to know so that he could start forming a plan.

He had interviewed the colonists, compiling a mental list of their skills and expertise. They
were talented farmers, miners, and true pioneer types. Very few were EDF veterans, and none
of them was a crack soldier. Those willing to accept the Hansa colonization stipend were
usually disenfranchised, cut off from other opportunities.

None of the original Llaro colonists or Roamer detainees knew much about the EDF weapons
the soldiers had possessed before their barracks were wiped out. However, because Llaro was
a holding zone for so many reluctant Roamers, Davlin hoped that the paranoid Chairman
had stocked the armoury well.

Outside the wall, the main EDF hangar and a few maintenance sheds were far enough from
the alien city that the Klikiss hadn't touched them yet. But with the rapid expansion of the
hive, those buildings would soon be in the way. Davlin knew he had to raid them as soon as
possible.

He waited until the pastel sky deepened into darkness before he slipped away with nothing
more than a small handlight, using it only when absolutely necessary. With good eyesight
and an excellent grasp of his surroundings, he made his way to the remaining EDF supply
shacks and the hangar. He broke in using Hansa override codes he had memorized long ago.

Davlin studied everything the hapless soldiers had left behind. He found the locked armoury,
complete with fifty weapons, mostly wide-dispersal scatter shots and twitchers used for
stunning crowds (no doubt intended to keep Roamer prisoners in line). He found explosive
projectiles, grenades, shoulder-mounted jazers, and old-fashioned smoke canisters. Another
bunker held bulk explosives earmarked for mining and construction. He didn't know exactly
what he would do with everything, but he intended to cache all the weapons for later use. He
was sure the colonists would eventually need them.

The next bunker was a fuel depot containing three barrels of in-system fuel, enough to keep
the camp's Remoras flying, though not with stardrive engines. Next, Davlin shone his light



around in the large empty hangar. One of the dedicated Remoras had been destroyed when
faeros fireballs had arrived in the skies, one was undergoing maintenance, its two engines
dismounted for cleaning and by-the-book inspection. Davlin cursed under his breath. He
wasn't sure anybody on Llaro had the engineering background to reassemble the craft and
make it flightworthy again.

The last Remora, though, was fuelled up and ready to go. Davlin's plans quickly fell into
place.

For the next several nights, while Klikiss scouts prowled the darkness, he slipped out, went to
the bunkers, and moved out explosives, weapons, and the three barrels of fuel. He hid them in
fifteen separate caches, marked the locations carefully, and drew up several maps.

Later, he met with Mayor Ruis, Roberto Clarin, and some of the more prominent Roamers,
including Crim and Maria Chan Tylar. Davlin explained what he had done and where to find
the weapons should they need them. 'And groups of people have to start sneaking away from
here. This town is not defensible if the Klikiss decide to come after us.'

Ruis was alarmed. 'Do you really think they'd do that? We don't plan to provoke them.’

Tdon't presume to understand bugs,' Clarin said. 'But it doesn't sound like a good idea to
have people just wandering around the countryside. Look at the bodies that were just
brought in... helpless farmers caught out in the open. If people escaped from the town, how
would they survive out there, even if the Klikiss didn't get them? They'd need food and
shelter.'

T1I give them a place to go.' Davlin looked at each of their faces. 'Start asking questions,
figure out who wants to go, find resourceful people, because out there we'll be scraping out an
even tougher existence than they'll be leaving behind.'

Even before the Klikiss had arrived, Davlin had ranged far afield, exploring the countryside,
noting interesting landmarks and anything that might prove useful. Now he had a good idea
of where he wanted to go for a temporary staging area - a line of sandstone bluffs pocked
with caves that the Klikiss would not be inclined to find. Places where refugees could defend
themselves...

Mayor Ruis was smiling. "You've been planning this.'
"Yes, and I intend to leave.'

Astonishment rippled around the room. Clarin said, 'Davlin, you're one of the smartest people
we have. If you go--'

Tneed to find and set up a new hideout, a base we can use if things get too bad. Once you get
a group of people, tell them to head east and keep to cover as much as they can. After a day
or two of hard walking, they'll come to some sandstone cliffs riddled with caves. That's where
I'll be.'



He assessed them again. 'Now I have an important question to ask: One of the Remoras in the
hangar has been disassembled. It needs to be put back together and made flightworthy. Does
anyone have aeronautical knowledge, spacecraft design, engineering?"

Clarin chuckled. 'We're Roamers! Most of us could take that thing apart and put it back
together blindfolded - maybe even make it run better while we were at it.'

Davlin could not hide his relief. Then several of you should slip into the hangar and get to
work. The Klikiss will destroy it sooner or later. You'll want to be ready.’

Then... are you just going to walk out of here?' Ruis asked.

'Not walk. I'm going to fly. I'm taking the other Remora.'

In the dead of night, he climbed into the cockpit of the functional craft, activating the
systems, looking at the status grid. With a starry field overhead and one small moon
illuminating the landscape ahead, he powered up the Remora's engines. While the breedex
watched its hive, with the humans kept rounded up and helpless, Davlin flew out of the
hangar.

Before the Klikiss could investigate, he streaked away, hoping that the bugs couldn't, or
wouldn't, track him. The other colonists looked to him for answers, and he intended to be
worthy of their trust. He had to offer them a safe haven.

Thirty-eight
Anton Colicos

Hordes of black robots glistened in the slanted sunlight, though fire and smoke from the
warliners' bombardment blurred the sky. In the battle on the ground, Anton raced across
freshly cratered terrain, trying to keep up with Yazra'h in the belief that she would save him.
Judging by the look of bloodthirsty glee on her face, though, she intended to throw herself
into the thickest part of battle, and maybe Anton should run the other direction after all.

Even after Adar Zan'nh's thorough aerial attack, black robots continued to boil out of
underground warrens. Anton would have preferred a few more days of aerial strikes with the
Solar Navy's weapons - at a safe distance. He tried to stay close to Vao'sh.

Wielding a long staff tipped with an explosive sonic-discharger bulb, Yazra'h shouted and
threw herself against one of the towering machines. When she struck the robot, it was as if it
had been hit with Thor's hammer. With a thunderous boom, the black machine crumpled to
the ground, its internal circuits crushed.

Ttold you this would be glorious, Rememberer Anton!' she called over her shoulder, then led
the way into the debris-strewn streets of what had been Secda. 'Follow and observe.'

In a show of confidence, Yazra'’h had given Anton a projectile launcher that shot metal spikes
as long and thick as his forefinger at supersonic speeds. Vao'sh carried an electronic



scrambler, though he didn't seem to know how to use it. One of the black robots flew
overhead cradling an angular device, presumably a weapon, and Anton lifted his launcher.
He fired one of the metal spikes and somehow, perhaps by accident, the supersonic projectile
struck the robot and shattered its exoskeleton like a windshield struck by a heavy rock.

'Excellent, Rememberer Anton!' Vao'sh sounded somewhat nervous. 'Twill include that in my
retelling of this tale.’

Anton helped the old rememberer with the electronic scrambler. 'Thank you, Vao'sh - now do
something that you can brag about yourself.' He helped the old historian blast two robots
that came chittering at them.

An alarm signal crackled from the landing party's communicators. Adar Zan'nh's voice was
crisp and startling. 'A Klikiss fleet has returned and they intend to attack. Prepare yourselves
for additional ships.’

Yazra'h tapped her earpiece as if she hadn't heard correctly. 'Klikiss? Do you mean more
robots?"

'No - the original Klikiss. Stay away from them. They have also come to destroy the robots.'
Anton looked up to the sky. 'I thought the Klikiss were extinct.’

'Alas, once again the truth as recorded in the Saga of Seven Suns is... somewhat inaccurate,'
Vao'sh said.

Before Anton could get his mind around what the Adar had said, a flurry of ships dropped
through the sky, hundreds of small identical vessels. A meteor storm of geometric dropships
struck the ground, each one opening like a metallic seedpod as soon as it had landed. Insectile
creatures climbed out, looking like a paranoid sculptor's approximation of the Klikiss robots.
Just as compies had been designed by humans to have familiar bodily characteristics, so too
the Klikiss race had built their robots to resemble themselves.

Warriors swarmed out of the dropships in sacrificial numbers, advancing into the remnants of
Secda. Seeing the return of the dead race, the black robots went into a frenzy, as if someone”
had poured gasoline into a hill of fire ants. The Klikiss hurled themselves upon the robots and
tore them into scrap metal.

'Talk about a grudge match,' Anton said.

The remaining robots fought back vigorously, turning their violence against the Klikiss rather
than the Ildirans. Anton fired his projectile gun several more times, shattering three enemy;
robots and saving the lives of Klikiss fighters, but the insect creatures were fixated entirely on
the robots and took no notice. Though hundreds of Klikiss warriors were destroyed in the
battle, they fought with wild abandon.
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Within an hour, all of the remaining black robots had been eradicated.

The Adar summoned Yazra'h's ground team back to the warliners. Fifty Ildiran soldiers had
perished in the process of destroying nearly ten times that many black robots. Before
reboarding the troop cutters, Yazrah glanced at the smouldering ruins of Secda, the smashed
and dripping exoskeletons of the Klikiss, the black debris of their robots. Remember this,
Anton Colicos. Remember the details, that you may tell the story in all of its grandeur.’

They flew back to the warliners in orbit. As soon as they returned to the command nucleus,
sweaty and grimy, Anton sensed the tension there aboard the ship. Adar Zan'nh faced the
screen on which a large Klikiss warrior spoke through a translation protocol. All seven Ildiran
warliners faced off against the clusters of interlocking Klikiss ships that reassembled like
pieces of a mosaic into a large, formless swarmship.

'We reclaim our worlds,' the Klikiss representative said. 'We come to destroy our robots. We
travel through transportals to inhabit worlds abandoned in our last Swarming.'

'We fight the black robots as well.' Zan'nh kept his voice firm but calm. "You saw that here.’

The Klikiss was not impressed. 'Sharing an enemy does not mean shared goals. We will have
our worlds back. All of them.'

'Maratha was never a Klikiss planet. Maratha was part of the Ildiran Empire. We have
assisted you in eradicating the robot infestation here. We are grateful for your efforts in the
fight, but this planet is not yours to reclaim.’

The Klikiss remained silent. Zan'nh stared at the screen without flinching.

Anton thought of something new that made him shudder. If the Klikiss were still alive and
reclaiming their old planets, where had they come from? Rheindic Co was an abandoned
Klikiss world. His father had been killed there and his mother had vanished, perhaps through
the transportal. Had she blundered into the reawakening Klikiss race? He wished he knew
what had happened to her. He wished he knew what was going to happen to him.

Finally the Klikiss on the screen spoke again. 'We have other planets. This world was not a
Klikiss world.' The rest of the interlocking insect ships returned from the surface and joined
the huge cluster vessel. Without sending another transmission, the alien swarmship departed.

Anton let out a long sigh of relief. He still could not read all Ildiran emotions, but everyone
here seemed rattled.

'An unexpected turn of events,' Rememberer Vao'sh said.

Anton nodded. 'Or, as we say in an Earth story, the plot thickens.'

Thirty-nine



Kolker

In front of the Prism Palace, seven streams of water came together and poured in a cascade
down a wide gullet, gushing into chambers beneath the Prism Palace, from which they were
piped back out into canals.

Kolker found Osira'’h and her siblings there near the edge of the flow. At the gurgling
convergence, Muree'n, the youngest though not smallest of the children, fearlessly leaned
over the wide, watery mouth, dropped stones in, and watched them disappear into the misty
depths.

Osira'h chatted with her brothers and sisters. 'These streams make seven underground
waterfalls. Underneath the Palace, you can walk around the pool, even follow, the streams as
they flow out through the bottom of the hill.'

As a green priest, Kolker had been fascinated by the potential in these five halfbreed children.
He knew they shared a bond that few others could comprehend, stronger than either Ildirans
and their thism or green priests and their telink. Did that give them a key to what he wanted

to know?

Several days earlier, he had gone to the rooftop greenhouse, surprised to find the five of them,
led by Osira'h, playing around the single treeling. Since these children did not have access to
telink, Kolker could think of no reason for them to hover around the small worldtree.

But as he surreptitiously observed them, it became clear that these children were not playing.
They were attempting something, joining hands, concentrating, almost praying. So, Kolker
had watched and was excited to see them make some kind of progress, a connection beyond
telink.

Since the lens kithmen had given him no help, he wondered if these children could offer
insight. They had to know he was watching.

Now in spite of the background roar of the water, Osira'’h sensed Kolker's approach. 'You're a
green priest. We're going to the treeling. Would you like to come?'

Kolker couldn't have asked for more. Twould like to understand. 1 came to talk with you
because no one else can answer my questions - not the green priests, nor the worldtrees, nor
your lens kithmen.' He held up the crystalline medallion that Tery'1 had given him. Tve been
using this to search for the Lightsource, but I haven't found it yet. I'm trying to do what the
lens kithmen can do, but I'm missing something.' The spray from the gurgling water created
a refreshing mist that lingered around the circular well. Rainbows reflected from the droplets.
Thave no place else to turn.’

'But we're just children,' said Tamo'l in a small voice. Uninterested in the discussion, Mureen
dropped more stones into the rushing water.

"What does he need to know?' said Gale'nh, as if Kolker weren't there.



The man wasn't sure how to explain himself. "You are both human and Ildiran, the children of
a green priest and also connected to the thism.thism I have telink, but I sense something more
among Ildirans, especially in you.'

Osira'h grinned. "You noticed. We aren't like the others.'

"You communicated with the hydrogues, tapped into that alien mind. You also linked with
your mother to share memories. But I don't understand how it all fits together.'

"You will understand, because you want to. The lens kithmen don't want to. Even my mother
- our mother - is scarred in her mind. One day we'll show her.' Osira’h's small hand reached
out and took his. 'Come with us.'

'We get stronger each time we do it,' Rod'h added.

On the open rooftop, Osira’h looked at Kolker with her large, round eyes, and her downy hair
fluttered in the breeze. 'Don't just watch. Try to feel what happens.' She and the other children
bent down next to the treeling. 'Now, just like we did it yesterday and the day before.' Her
brothers and sisters joined hands, and their expressions synchronized, as if they were sharing
the same thoughts.

With one hand Osira'h touched the treeling. Now you, Kolker. Open yourself through telink
and see if you can find us.’

He stroked the fronds while holding Tery'l's medallion. Kolker stared at the dazzling light
with his eyes and touched the world-forest with his mind. Unexpectedly, he found a new
presence there: Osira'h, but more than Osira'h - a different set of thoughts, along with echoes
of , he was sure.

In a sense, the treeling was as much a symbol as the medallion was. The real connection was
between thism and telink, soul-threads and worldforest. The very similarity was a pattern laid
down throughout the universe. He had never seen how every person, animal, dust mote and
galaxy was connected.

Osira'h, using her special bridging abilities on him in the same way she had when joining
with the hydrogue minds, opened the way for Kolker, made him different. The lens medallion
in his hands seemed to grow warm. The light burned brightly, both in his mind and in his
eyes.

Finally, in a way he could not verbalize, he comprehended. It all made sense to him, as if a
switch had been thrown. The universe snapped into perfectly sharp focus. He had never
imagined such colour or such clarity. It was stunning!

Better yet, he knew how to share it with others.

Forty



Sarein

She arrived too late. The shooting was already over by the time she got to Estarra's
conservatory. When she saw the green priest, Sarein screamed.

Red blood mixed with spilled potting soil on the floor of the greenhouse, and bright splashes
of it stood out on Nahton's emerald skin. His face still wore an expression of profound
disbelief. With his last dying gesture, the green priest had reached out and managed to clutch
a frond from the splintered tree. Was it for solace, to send a frantic message, or just reflex?
She couldn't tell if Nahton had succeeded in what he had wanted to do.

Livid, McCammon shouted at the guards, but they didn't acknowledge their captain's
reprimand. 'Ttold you to stop. I gave you direct and explicit orders--'

Basil came in, cool and analytical. He glanced around and nodded. I see no problem here,
Captain. These guards attempted to intervene, per their instructions.' He stepped closer to
Nahton's fallen body, not looking the slightest bit disturbed.

McCammon paled, as if recognizing that something vital had been stripped from him.

Sarein was shaking. She knew that Basil was to blame for this, but in her heart she felt the
fault was her own. She had talked McCammon into this childish ploy to get Nahton to send a
warning. If they were caught, she had expected a reprimand or, worse, a cold shoulder from
Basil. But not outright murder. 'Basil, Nahton was a green priest. He was a Theron citizen, an
ambassador just like me.'

'He was an enemy of the Terran Hanseatic League. His presence here confirms that. He was
caught in the act. What these men did was for the benefit of everyone in the Spiral Arm.’

'For the benefit of the Hansa, you mean.

'They are one and the same - and if you think otherwise, my dear Sarein, then I have greatly
misjudged you.' Basil addressed the guards who still held their weapons. 'Please tell me you
got here in time.'

The men looked away sheepishly. 'Sorry, sir. The green priest was holding the treeling before
we arrived. We don't know what report he made.’

A thunderstorm crossed Basil's face. 'So King Peter and the Therons have been warned.' The
news buoyed Sarein only slightly.

Basil gave all of them a withering glare, then gazed down at Nahton's body, as if the slain
green priest had also disappointed him. T despise it when simple instructions are not
followed.' He tapped his fingers together, composed himself with a visible effort. 'We can
recover from this debacle. Admiral Willis's Mantas are ready to depart in less than a week.
There's nothing Peter can possibly do in time - except write an eloquent surrender speech.
And he's going to need one.'



Sarein could no longer control herself. Basil, this isn't 7ight and you know it! He was a green
priest.' But she knew nothing would change. 'Do you realize that we're completely blind?
Earth has no way to communicate. Nahton could always have changed his mind, but now
you've removed the possibility entirely. You've cut yourself oft.’

He whirled on her and said icily, 'We were already cut off, and now so is everyone else.’

A cleanup detail arrived, and orderlies moved to pick up the dead green priest. Sarein could
only stare at the stain on the floor as the limp man was carried off. In normal times, Nahton
should have been returned to Theroc for burial under a worldtree. In normal times, an aging
green priest would allow himself to fall into the verdani mind and surrender his flesh as
fertilizer for the forest. In normal times ...

Without saying another word, Basil motioned for the cleanup crew to carry on. Through
narrowed eyes, McCammon studied his intractable men, who appeared satisfied with their
actions. Sarein worried for him. If push came to shove, the Chairman could easily strip
McCammon of his rank and replace him. Or simply make him disappear.

In normal times... Sarein shook her head as she left the devastated conservatory. There was
nothing left for her here. Nothing at all.

Forty-one

Queen Estarra

Sitting on the curved roof of the fungus-reef with her sister reminded Estarra of younger,
carefree days. She missed those times. A sapphire-winged condorfiy buzzed past her face,
startling Estarra and almost knocking her off balance. Celli caught her arm with swift and
easy reflexes, just before a scarlet condorfiy swept after the blue one, and the two pirouetted
away, either in aerial combat or in a mating dance.

Scars across the fungus-reef showed where Theron children had cut swatches of the rubbery
outer membrane. They would wear spikes on their shoes and climb around the outside to fill
sacks with the soft fungus. Now that she was greatly pregnant, Estarra no longer had the
agility or balance to brave the uncertain surface, so she sat close to the tree trunk.

She and her sister sat next to each other in comfortable silence. Finally, Celli said, 'It's good to
have you back home. I missed you when you were on Earth.' She gave a teasing grin.
'Nobody to pick on.'

"You used to be such a brat, Celli.'
Celli chuckled. "You used to treat me like a little child.'
"You were a little child.’

Her sister lounged back against the gold-barked trunk. 'And now look at us. You're married,



you're pregnant - and oh, yes, you're the Queen of the Confederation as well as Mother of
Theroc':

'Some would consider that quite a triumph, although to be honest I was happier when I was
just a girl scrambling up trees.' Though she had finally escaped from the Hansa Chairman,
and the human race had survived the hydrogues, Estarra still felt a deep and abiding ache for
all that had happened to her family - Reynald killed, Sarein trapped on Earth, Beneto
destroyed by the hydrogues and then returned as an avatar of the worldforest.

Celli picked up on her mood. "You look so sad.’

Estarra manufactured a smile, surprised that she could do it so quickly and gracefully. As
Queen, she had learned how to hide her emotions in order to avoid the Chairman's
displeasure. Tve managed to make something of myself, but what about you, little sister?
Have you decided what you're going to do with your life?'

Celli grinned, crossing her tomboy arms over her small breasts. "You're the first one I wanted
to tell. I've made up my mind to become a green priest - like Solimar and Beneto.'

Estarra was delighted. 'Aren't you a little old to become an acolyte, though? Most of them
start as children.’

Tm smart. I'm a fast learner. And Solimar says that with all my prior knowledge and the
treedancing I've done, the worldforest already knows who I am.’

'Probably. But I think Solimar would tell you anything you wanted to hear. He wants to
please you.'

'And is there something wrong with that?'
'Not at all. Peter's the same way.'

As if he had heard them talking about him, Solimar climbed out onto the upper level of the
fungus-reef. A deep frown creased his face, despite his obvious pleasure at seeing Celli. 'A
message from Nahton! Bad news - very bad news.'

"Tell me,' the Queen commanded.

"The Earth Defence Forces are planning to attack Theroc. Chairman Wenceslas is sending his
battleships. A whole invasion force.'

Estarra felt cold. She knew the Chairman would never have allowed the green priest to pass
such a message.

'Nahton was being kept from his treeling--that's why we haven't heard from him in so long -
but he escaped. He managed to send the information, and then he said that guards were
coming. They had guns.' Solimar's voice hitched. 'Then telink broke off. We think the treeling
was either taken from him - or destroyed.’ Celli hurried to him, and he easily folded her in his



arms.

Estarra pressed her lips together, expecting the worst. Chairman Wenceslas did not tolerate
defiance in any form. She guessed Nahton was probably dead.

The Hansa might be trying to make us worried, hoping we'll change our minds," Celli said.
"They want us to panic. This could be a bluft.'

Tt's no bluff. He'll do it.'

R EE

The green priests flashed the alarm through telink, and soon every member of the
Confederation knew of the impending emergency. At the Osquivel shipyards, under the
rushed and determined supervision of Tasia Tamblyn and Robb Brindle, Roamers retooled
and armed any serviceable vessel they could find. Dozens of fresh ships raced to Theroc,
arriving within two days.

Estarra stayed at Peter's side, giving him any advice and assistance he might need. The King
and Queen greeted each new ship, thanking the pilots for joining in the defence of the
Confederation. Though she said nothing, Estarra knew in her heart that the numbers would
never be sufficient; reading Peter's carefully masked expression, she could tell he was thinking
the same thing. Theroc would have only a shadow of a 'navy' in place before the EDF arrived.

Yet they would do their best.

Flushed and indignant Roamer captains paraded into the throne room, offering mismatched
ships to stand as a cordon in orbit. One long-haired man crossed muscular arms over his
chest. 'Do you think the Eddy battleships are simply going to open fire on us? Are they that
inhuman?'

'Some of them are,' Peter said.

Estarra reached out from her ornate chair and took her husband's hand. '"And many of them
have friends and loved ones on Earth. The Chairman could easily threaten retribution if
anyone baulks.'

'And Rlinda just went there!" said Branson Roberts, looking heartbroken. 'She has no idea
what she might be blundering into. Sure, she's not going to admit she's anything other than
an independent trader, but if they find out she's acting as the Confederation's Trade Minister,
she's cooked!' Rlinda had taken the Voracious Curiosity on an exploratory trade mission to
Earth. Tshould have gone with her, no matter what she said.' He shook his head, bemoaning
the fact that he still had an arrest warrant hanging over him there. 'She should have at least
taken a green priest. We have no way of warning her.’

'She had only to ask,' Yarrod said. 'We would have considered it legitimate.'

'She doesn't like to ask. It's her damned independent streak.'



'Captain Kett can't solve our problem,' Peter said. 'We need some other way to defend Theroc'

Thinking of green priests, Estarra looked at Celli, and both sisters seemed to have the same
idea simultaneously. 'Beneto!' Estarra turned to Peter and spoke in a rush. "The verdani
battleships! Could we call Beneto back?'

When he and the other treeships departed, Beneto had said he would not see her again. But
they needed him so much now!

'The verdani seedships are travelling among the stars,' Yarrod said dubiously. "The fused
green priest pilots have a new mission now, continuing the work to spread the verdani across
the cosmos. They are no longer concerned with humans.'

Tdon't believe that!' Celli said. "They were sons and daughters of Theroc. They can't ignore a
threat to their people, their planet. Beneto will understand. The green priests will understand.’

'They must already know what happened to Nahton,' Estarra added. 'They heard the same
telink message.' Perhaps they were already on their way back?

Tt is worth asking them,' said Solimar, nodding grimly. 'It is even worth begging.'
'We promise nothing.' Yarrod went to a treeling beside Queen Estarra's ornate chair.

‘We can promise to try our best.' Solimar, unmoved by the older green priest's scepticism,
went to another treeling.

Both of them sent their plea, communicating not just to the worldforest, but questing for the
specific green priest minds connected to the thorny battleships. Celli leaned close to Solimar,
holding onto his arm. Though she couldn't connect through telink yet, she hoped her need
would somehow be communicated through him to the trees.

Long minutes later, the two green priests blinked simultaneously and released the treelings.
'Nine of them have agreed to come back.' Yarrod sounded surprised. 'They, too, heard
Nahton's message, and they know what the Hansa is doing. They will be here soon.'

'They will be here in time,” Solimar added. 'And Beneto will be with them.'

Forty-two

General Kurt Lanyan

General Lanyan gathered four hundred of his men for the first deployment through the
reactivated transportal. In preparation for passage, the peacekeeper soldiers crowded the
Klikiss tunnels, their weapons shouldered and their buttons polished. They would march
through to Pym in formation, double-time, and scare the absolute piss out of the colonists.
According to survey records, Pym was a chalky place with shallow lakes of tepid, briny water
and tufa towers built out of salt and sand. The landscape was relentlessly flat, mostly alkaline



desert with a few oases of pure water where cane grasses and tamarisk-equivalents grew in
profusion.

Lanyan couldn't imagine colonists so desperate they would actually want to move there, but
given ingenuity and a modicum of hard work, the settlers could make a profitable business
out of extracting the wealth of chemicals in the salt flats. He was only there to make sure that
the people on Pym continued to walk the straight-and-narrow and did not slip out of the
Hansa's grasp. Once those people had their fear of the EDF thoroughly reaffirmed, he would
graciously set up a guardian force to remind them of all the unknown hazards still abroad in
the Spiral Arm. Such hazards, of course, included the sedition of King Peter and his
ill-advised rebellion.

In the Rheindic Co tunnels, Lanyan stood at the head of his troops like a cavalry leader about
to sound a charge. He briefly wished he had brought a ceremonial sword, just to wave as they
came crashing through. The sooner we get these colonists in line, the sooner we all go home.'
He nodded to the administrators at the transportal controls, who activated the trapezoidal
wall and selected the appropriate coordinate tile for Pym. Head held high, Lanyan boldly
stepped through, and all of his soldiers followed.

Instantly, the dimness of the cave grotto changed to the bright glare of sun blazing down on
the salt flats. Squinting, he kept going forward to avoid being trampled by the soldiers
marching through behind him.

Even before his vision cleared, though, the General could tell something was wrong. He heard
a humming in the air, a chittering, and the rustle of what seemed like thousands of bodies
moving. His own soldiers began to shout as they came through the transportal, adjusting
goggles and visors on their helmets.

Now Lanyan saw monsters--a numberless swarm of them.

Instead of a Hansa colony with a few hundred settlers, he and his men found thousands of
giant bugs that looked vaguely like Klikiss robots. But they were alive, organic. It was all he
could do to bite back a scream. Some of his soldiers yelled.

The bugs noticed them.

As Lanyan staggered forward, shouting for his soldiers to ready their weapons, he spotted a
group of haggard people in makeshift corrals. Only twenty or thirty scarecrowish prisoners
were left alive. He saw butchered human bodies strewn about, many of them floating in the
brackish pools. New towers built of salt, sand, and white borax shone like stalagmites rising
out of the alkaline pools.

The surviving Pym colonists let out a chorus of shouts and pleas for the EDF to rescue them.
Lanyan instantly reacted. He was commander of the Earth Defence Forces, and these were
Hansa colonists in danger.

The insect monsters raised scythelike forelimbs, hissing and whistling and clicking. They



began marching toward the transportal and the oncoming EDF soldiers. Unaware of what
they were about to face, uniformed men kept pouring through from Rheindic Co.

'Open fire! Defend yourselves!' Lanyan ran ahead, blasting with a pulse rifle that was no
longer merely ceremonial. The insect monsters made eerie, nerve-jarring sounds as they
swarmed forward. The EDF soldiers, still emerging from the transportal by the hundreds,
launched their attack.

Forty-three

Rlinda Kett

Her first mission as Trade Minister seemed awfully lonely without BeBob. At one time Rlinda
Kett had been content to be the only person aboard the Voracious Curiosity, but recently
she'd grown fond of having her favourite ex-husband along. She enjoyed his sense of
humour, his conversation (such as it was), and most especially the sex.

But now that she was returning to the Hansa under uncertain political circumstances, she
didn't dare bring BeBob along. He already had a death sentence for 'desertion’, and she
intended to keep him safe. She could do this little meet-and-greet herself - f, that was, she
found anybody receptive to what she had to say. This scouting expedition was official
business (though the Chairman would probably call it 'spying'), but nobody else needed to
know why she was here. She would play the part of a simple trader with run-of-the-mill
goods.

Approaching Earth, Rlinda requested permission to land. The standard orbital traffic lanes
were a scrapheap of empty hulks not yet towed out to a safe holding zone. She could see
crews working among the derelicts, dismantling them for parts. Some chunks slowly spiralled
down and burned up in the atmosphere. The nightly meteor showers must have been
something to see.

A small piece of debris - apparently a loose spacesuit glove -caromed off the Curiosity’s hull.
Dodging larger pieces of space junk, Rlinda contacted the space traffic substation on the
ground. How the hell do you expect to receive any trade ships with this demolition derby in
your own back yard? Can somebody give me a safe path through this obstacle course so I
can get to the Palace District?"

'We're still working on the situation, Curiosity. We have recommended routes, but we do not
guarantee their accuracy. Please state your business in the Palace District.'

Tneed to set up a meeting with Ambassador Sarein to discuss commercial transactions.’
Rlinda was sure the Theron ambassador would be a sympathetic listener and, she hoped,
more rational than Chairman Wenceslas. After escaping with BeBob, no doubt she had
burned her bridges with the Chairman, she hoped there wasn't an arrest warrant out for her
as well. If so, the Curiosity’s souped-up engines could outrun any patrol ships in the vicinity.



'Be advised that increased tariffs have been imposed on all new trading.'

'Of course they have. Somebody's got to pay for all this reconstruction.’ Sooner or later,
though, Earth's importance would dwindle as the Confederation grew. Once the Chairman
got his head out of his butt, this kind of nonsense could be over.

As she started her final approach to the Palace District, Rlinda sent a message to Sarein, and
after about fifteen minutes a familiar voice came over the comm system. 'Captain Kett, I
would be pleased to meet with you.' The ambassador didn't sound pleased so much as
uncertain, even shaken. Not at all the confident young woman who had represented Theroc
to the Hansa. 'Security measures are much tighter than you're accustomed to. Just stay with
your ship. I'll... T'll come there in person.’

'Whatever you say, Ambassador. I'll be here waiting.' She went into her galley and prepared
a special feast of Theron treats that she was sure Sarein missed. The young woman had often
complained about her backwater home planet, but Rlinda knew that Sarein had a kind heart,
despite her hard exterior.

After brusquely instructing her uniformed escort to stay outside the ship, the young woman
came aboard. Rlinda immediately saw the changes in Sarein. She had lost an unhealthy
amount of weight, her face seemed pallid, and lines of concern showed around her mouth
and eyes. 'Captain Kett, it has been a long time,' she said formally. Suddenly her expression
melted. T'm so glad to see you.' She spotted the Theron delicacies and flashed a genuine smile.
'Are those for me? I haven't had any of this for so long!'

'Be my guest. Put some colour back into your cheeks. I've got some messages for you, too.'
Rlinda bustled about, bringing out two hand-written notes and a small message player with a
chip already loaded in it. "Your parents each wrote you a letter. I didn't read them, of course,
but I can guess that they want you to know how much they miss you. Your little sister Celli
recorded a message, and so did Estarra.'

Sarein's expression wavered, and Rlinda could only imagine the emotions flowing through
her. She clutched the notes and the message player as if they were lifelines. 'Even Estarra?’

'She’'s still your sister. If you ask me, you'd be better off on Theroc than here. Are you sure it
makes sense for you to stay on Earth? What do you hope to accomplish?'

Tdon't know, Captain Kett. I really don't know. I just keep hoping to influence Basil, convince
him to make good decisions.’

Rlinda snorted. 'Or fewer bad ones.'

Sarein wavered, then strengthened herself again. 'The Chairman wants all citizens to pull
together, to work hard and make sacrifices - but they're growing restless. The Hansa still
hasn't even publicly explained what happened to the King and Queen, so the rumours are
running wild. Basil is going about it in the wrong way, antagonizing the citizens rather than
earning their loyalty.'



Rlinda blew out a long breath. 'If you all just join the Confederation, then everybody benefits.
Didn't Chairman Wenceslas always say we should look at the big picture? After only a
month, the Confederation has a hell of a lot more people and planets than the Hansa does.'

Sarein looked at her blankly. 'He's... he's making his own plans.' With a frown, she pushed
her plate away, thought better of it, then continued picking at the familiar treats. How do
you know so much about all this, Rlinda? Have you been spending time on Theroc?'

Rlinda considered, then took a chance. More than that, Ambassador. I've been appointed the
Confederation's new Trade Minister.'

Sarein reacted with alarm, and Rlinda sensed she was hiding something. "Then I... I shouldn't
be talking with you.'

'Why not? You're the ambassador from Theroc. I brought two more treelings with me that
you can place in the Whisper Palace, even though the green priests have cut off
communication with the Hansa. Nobody can get through to Nahton anymore. I'm hoping

that means he's been separated from his treeling and nothing more ominous than that.
Right?'

Sarein looked sad and lost. '‘Basil had him killed. He's killed a green priest!'

Rlinda was shocked. Did anyone on Theroc even know? Sarein seemed to grow more anxious.
Was the Hansa up to something at this very moment? 'Tell me the truth, Sarein - am I'in
danger? Right now?'

'Not you... not yet. But Basil watches me closely. He'll want to know why I was talking to
someone aboard a ship, and he's sure to recognize the name of your vessel. Too many
questions will come to his mind.'

‘Wonderful. Just wonderful.'

Sarein looked mournfully down at the remainder of the small meal. T can't talk to you
anymore. [ really can't.’

'How long is the Chairman going to keep acting like an ass?'

"To the very end." Sarein gave Rlinda a quick hug and hurried to the hatch. Tsuggest you
leave as soon as possible, before the Hansa makes up some excuse to keep you here.’

Forty-four

Sarein

In times of peace, colourfully costumed docents had escorted tour groups through parts of the
Whisper Palace, and the portrait gallery was always one of the popular stops. The docents
told stories about each of the Great Kings: Ben, George, Christopher, Jack, Bartholomew,



Frederick - and Peter.

Due to increased security measures, however, the portrait gallery had been declared off-limits.
Now Chairman Wenceslas had shut down the tours altogether, declaring the whole Palace
district a security zone. 'We have better things to do than cater to tourists. There is urgent
work to complete, and loyal citizens shouldn't be squandering precious time on vacations.'

The crackdown, however, gave Sarein the perfect place to meet in private with Deputy Eldred
Cain. Both of them knew they needed to discuss the question that Sarein had not yet dared to
voice aloud: What to do about Basil?

After the murder of Nahton, she lived in fear, sure that Basil would discover how she had
secretly encouraged the green priest to send his warning to Theroc. Since the royal guard had
either committed a terrible blunder or an intentionally treasonous act in letting the green
priest out, suspicion fell directly on Captain McCammon.

Fortunately, Deputy Cain had acted even more swiftly than Basil could follow the trail of
suspicion. Duty rosters were doctored, changing the name of the guard assigned to that post.
Cain let the records indicate tampering, leaving the impression that an imposter had slipped
into the Whisper Palace for the sole purpose of freeing Nahton. It played directly into Basil's
paranoia. The Chairman sent teams to search the labyrinthine halls of the Palace for shadowy
infiltrators. Not surprisingly, the wild-goose chase uncovered nothing.

But Sarein knew the problem would only get worse.

After Rlinda Kett left, the pale deputy waited for Sarein in the portrait hall. He stood with his
hands clasped behind his back, looking at the features of plump George, old bearded
Frederick, red-haired Jack, and the others. 'A rather incomplete display, don't you think?"

Sarein looked at the prominent blank spot on the wall. The portrait of King Peter had hung
there for only a few years before the Chairman ordered it torn down. 'Does he think he can
erase King Peter and my sister by taking down a painting?'

"The Chairman believes that perceptions drive reality. If he spins his stories, colours his
reports, and chooses the right words, then people will believe his version of events. He might
even convince himself that his well-crafted fiction is actual history.'

Cain walked around the gallery. The original architects had left plenty of wall space,
assuming there would be a long succession of Great Kings. Notice that he never placed
Daniel's portrait either. He had the royal painter rush through his work, only to store itin a
vault. I doubt it'1l ever hang here.'

Sarein frowned. 'Daniel would have made a terrible King.'

"The Chairman's choices have not always proved to be wise ones. You'll notice here,' he
pointed just to the side of Old King Frederick's portrait, 'there's no sign of Prince Adam,
either. He's vanished without a trace, both from the face of the Earth and from the historical



records.’

'Prince Adam?' Sarein had never heard of him.
The candidate before Peter was selected.'

'And Basil... got rid of him?'

The Chairman wanted to do the same to Peter, which is why he was so careful not to
announce Prince Daniel until he was forced to do it. Chairman Wenceslas likes to keep his
options open.’

'Basil's training someone else, but he won't tell me a thing." And we used to be so close! The
Chairman no longer wanted sex, no longer wanted her companionship, no longer wanted her
advice.

Tknow nothing about the candidate either. Presumably, he will be crowned King without
even being introduced as a Prince. One would expect the Deputy Chairman to have some

input--or at least be kept aware of such an important matter. But the Chairman hasn't tipped
his hand.’

Sarein's heart skipped a beat. The Basil Wenceslas she had admired so much, the man she
had come to love, was no longer the same person. She looked at the portraits, recalling the
legends of the various Kings taught to schoolchildren. Basil had once taken her on his own
private tour of the portrait gallery, giving his own impressions, explaining each King's
numerous flaws and mistakes. He so easily saw the weaknesses in others.

Through another door (a stop that had never been on the popular Whisper Palace tour) a
crowded boardroom held portraits of the seventeen Hansa Chairmen that had served over the
past two centuries. Basil had been equally quick to offer complaints and criticisms about
those men and women.

'Did you know that I have a collection of my own paintings? I especially like the works of the
Spanish painter Velasquez.'

She wondered why the Deputy would mention his own paintings when such heavy and
dangerous decisions lay before them. Would they have to overthrow Chairman Wenceslas?
Could they? The Hansa was in desperate straits.

'At one time I had a companion - a beautiful person, but emotionally demanding. Kelly,' Cain
mused. 'My job is important, affecting the lives of many people, but in those rare hours when
I'm not dealing with some crisis, I just want to relax and enjoy my art. I like to study my
paintings in silence, contemplate the brushstrokes, and imagine what Velasquez himself
might have been thinking as he created such masterpieces.

'Kelly claimed to understand that. The people I've occasionally chosen as partners always say
that, initially... and then they always want to talk, share their feelings, and spend time close



to me.' He let out a long-suffering sigh. 'All I asked for was a few moments of contemplation
and peace, but Kelly grew distraught, even hysterical, insisted I was emotionally distant when
I wouldn't give an “appropriate amount” of attention.' He shrugged. 'Tam currently alone,
still unsettled from my recent break-up.'

Sarein remembered a strange security alarm about six months ago, an odd report of someone
'going berserk' in Cain's apartments. Tnever pegged you as a fool with a broken heart, Mr
Cain.'

'Oh, not that. I'm simply shocked at how volatile emotions can be. To this day, I don't know
precisely what triggered the screaming fit. In a pathetic bid to get my attention, Kelly tried to
wreck my paintings. My paintings! Naturally I triggered my active security codes. It was an
ugly scene, but necessary.' Sarein could well imagine how swiftly an army of Hansa guards
must have swarmed in to neutralize the threat'.

Tissued instructions that Kelly was to be moved to a different continent, and then I sat down
to stare at the paintings just to calm myself. It took the rest of the night, but it was all for the
best.'

As she listened to the story, it occurred to Sarein that the subtle Cain had never really
changed the subject. He was still talking about Basil. She felt a cold shiver down her spine, as
if someone was watching her. She turned, instantly feeling guilty when she saw the
Chairman standing in the doorway, a frown deeply etched on his face. She wondered how
long he had been watching them. She quailed as she tried to remember: Had the two of them
said anything dangerous or incriminating?

Tasked Captain McCammon to find you two. He said he didn't know where you were.' Basil
made a disgusted noise. T grow less and less impressed with that man's competence every
day.' He looked at the portraits, scowling at each of the Kings in turn. 'What are you doing
here? Why are you two talking together?"

Sarein felt as if they were caught. The suspicious Chairman would assume they were
scheming against him, plotting a coup. She held her breath to keep from blurting
lame-sounding excuses.

Cain, though, remained cool and unruffled. Apparently, he had known the Chairman was
listening, which was why he had switched his conversation so smoothly. 'We were discussing
the past Kings and possible future ones, and I told Sarein of my private Velasquez collection.'

'And that is all you talked about? Are you certain?' Basil's tone held an edge of accusation.

'Mr Chairman, you are the leader of the Terran Hanseatic League. Surely you have better
things to do than to micromanage two of your remaining loyal advisers?' Basil continued to
wrestle with obvious doubts, but Cain had chosen one of the few topics the Chairman could
never ignore. The deputy continued to look at him patiently. 'Was there something you
needed from us, sir?'



Tjust wanted to know where you were.'

‘Would you like me to join you for dinner tonight, Basil?' Sarein said, a brief hope rising
within her. Perhaps a last chance...

'No. I've got work to do.'
Forty-five
Mage-Imperator Jora'h

Adar Zan'nh's flagship returned from its unnerving victory at Maratha. Yazra'h was ecstatic.
Her skin flushed, her eyes bright, she couldn't stop talking about their exploits.

With Nira beside him, along with Osira’h and her siblings, Jora'h listened to Rememberer
Vao'sh tell the exciting story. Anton Colicos frequently interrupted the tale, adding details and
breathless comments. It was obvious that both men had been terrified at the time, but now
they could barely contain their exhilaration.

Among the audience members close to the skysphere dais, Ko'sh, chief scribe of the
rememberer kith, diligently took notes to add to the full written reports Anton and Vao'sh
would provide. The stern and dedicated scribe was already shaping precisely how these
events would be incorporated into the official version of the Saga of Seven Suns.

The Solar Navy septa had strengthened the Empire by reclaiming the lost Ildiran world from
the black robots. The Adar had left the other six warliners at Maratha along with work crews
to re-establish the splinter colony there. And they had also discovered that the Klikiss were
still alive.

Though the story was engaging, Jora'’h found himself preoccupied with unsettling questions.
Adar Zan'nh had acquitted himself well, but the encounter had resolved one question only to
pose a greater one. The Klikiss - after ten thousand years! What did it mean? As
Mage-Imperator, how should he deal with this new invasion? Was it even relevant to the
Ildiran Empire? Was the insect race a threat to them? What if the Klikiss found out about the
secret pact an ancient Mage-Imperator had made with the black robots, helping them to
vanish into hibernation for thousands of years? Yes, the danger could be considerable.

Prime Designate Daro'h also attended the telling of the story. From now on, Jora’h wanted the
young man at his side during all important meetings. The Prime Designate still suffered from
his severe burn as ragged ribbons of skin peeled from his face, though the best medical
kithmen had used their finest salves and lotions.

Daro'h's fearful revelation about mad Designate Rusa'h and his bizarre union with the faeros
had unsettled Jora’h as much as the news about the Klikiss. Could the Ildiran Empire
withstand both enemies? Could they survive either? He just did not know.

Finished with their tale, Anton Colicos and Vao'sh bowed. Zan'nh stepped forward. 'If our



ancient translation programs were accurate, the Klikiss said they would reclaim all their old
worlds.'

Wearing a grave expression, Nira raised an entirely different concern, one that had not
occurred to him. 'What about the human colonies established on abandoned worlds, Jora'h? If
the Klikiss are coming - what will happen to all those people?"

Another wave of consequences and difficult decisions rose before him. My primary
responsibility is to the Ildiran Empire.'

From beside her mother, Osira'’h spoke up. 'lldirans may be the only ones who can do
something fast enough, Father. We may be the only ones who know the Klikiss have
returned. Are we not obligated to help, if we know of a need?"

Rod'h added, 'Would we not ask the humans to help, if the situation were reversed?'

Pointedly, Zan'nh said, 'The situation would never be reversed, because Ildirans would never
sweep into empty Klikiss worlds. Ildirans would never assume that just because a planet was
empty, we could simply take it."

Rememberer Ko'sh stood poised with his scriber, waiting to see how the Mage-Imperator
would respond. Prime Designate Daro'h also looked at his father with keen interest.

Tmust contemplate this.' Jora’h stood from the chrysalis chair. 'The answer is not obvious
when taken in the context of the entire lldiran Empire.'

R

During the still-bright sleeping period, Jora'h lay in his cool chambers holding Nira close. The
two had first become lovers when he was the dashing Prime Designate and she a young
green priest, come to study the Saga. Though so much had changed since then, they were still
close, perhaps closer now than ever before. Their love forged a bond that could not be broken
- not by Jora'h's ascension to Mage-Imperator, not by Nira's suffering in the breeding camps.

He held her in silence and stroked her arm, trying to forget - just for a moment - the difficult
decisions that dogged him. Her soft, emerald skin was a vibrant counterpoint to the
coppery-olive sheen of his own. Resting, the Mage-Imperator had unbound his long symbolic
braid so that the loose strands drifted like feathers charged with static electricity. Several
tickled Nira's shoulder, and she stirred in her sleep, smiling, then lifted a hand to caress him.
With her hairless head on his chest, she seemed to melt against him.

Although they slept together, their relationship was no longer sexual. That was impossible for
him and no longer desirable to her. As it was, they held each other with a closeness that a
Mage-Imperator was not supposed to have and one that Nira had never thought she'd accept
again.

Without opening her eyes, she spoke. 'What will you do to rescue the human colonists, Jora'h?



They're alone.'

Tlove you, Nira. I have no resentment against your people, but I am the Mage-Imperator.
Ildirans are vulnerable, in danger, facing an unknown threat from whatever my brother
Rusa'h has become. I do not wish to provoke the Klikiss, especially now. My Solar Navy is
decimated, and the Ildiran Empire can ill afford new enemies.'

Nira opened her eyes. 'Neither can the Confederation. That's not an excuse to ignore everyone
else in need.'

'Use your treeling to warn other green priests. They will find a way to mount a rescue
operation.’

"Yes, I'll do that. But the other human colonies, the Confederation, Theroc, even the Hansa -
they're in no position to come to the rescue.' Her voice was firm. 'This is your chance, Jorah.
You know you have much to atone for after Dobro. You can't just brush aside the pain the
Ildirans have caused.'

He drew a deep breath, knowing she was right. Though the news had spread through the
telink network, the Mage-Imperator had not yet spoken directly with the human
government, had not addressed the lies, the breeding, programme, the crimes his
predecessors had perpetrated. Even Adar Zan'nh's sacrifice of so many warliners to save
Earth was not sufficient to heal the gaping wound.

"You should do this, Jora'h. Those humans on the Klikiss worlds have no way of getting to
safety. You can help.'

She sat up in bed, and his heart felt a pang. Jora'h had promised himself not to disappoint or
hurt her again. Because of his love for her, he would make different decisions. Jora'h sat up, as
well. "'You have become my conscience, Nira. No Mage-Imperator was ever meant to feel like
this." He leaned over to kiss her cheek. 'You guide me in the right direction. It is not the Ildiran
way, but I will do anything for you.'

'Then you'll talk to Adar Zan'nh about my request?'
Twill do more than talk. I will send him right away.'

% ok % % X

The hovering observation platform was draped with brocaded hangings and piled high
around the edges with soft cushions. Floating above the spires of Mijistra, the
Mage-Imperator and his party had the best seats for observing the skyparade. Jorah sat in
the centre of the platform with Prime Designate Daro'’h prominent beside him.

'Look, there's the first one.' Nira pointed to the sky.

One of Tabitha Huck's newly constructed warliners descended gracefully like an immense
silver whale bedecked with pennants and ribbons, its solar sails and ornamental wings fully



extended. Forty-nine streamers streaked around and in front of the warliner, interweaving
their flight paths, dancing across the air to show their pilots' prowess.

Through the thism, Jorah could feel a swell of joy as spectators watched this affirmation of
the great Solar Navy. They took it as a sign that everything could be fixed, that all damage
could be repaired, that the Ildiran Empire would be strong again.

A wash of emotions came from the crowd below as a second warliner descended, followed
closely by a third. The pleasure in the thism nearly diluted the brooding uneasiness that he
still sensed across the rest of his Empire. Since the beginning of his reign, Jorah had felt so
many terrible and distant events, he was not sure how a genuine peace would feel to him.

The hovering platform continued to drift above Mijistra so that all Ildirans could see their
Mage-Imperator. Streamers from each new warliner intersected with other squadrons in
manoeuvres carefully choreographed by Zan'nh himself. Before he departed on his rescue
mission, the Adar seemed intent on proving that his Solar Navy was still as adept as any ever
recorded in the Saga.

These ships were the first of the newly commissioned vessels. Tabitha Huck and her engineers
had cemented the Ildiran construction crews, making the best use of the unlimited labour and
materials to build warliners. Tabitha had twenty more ships under construction and another
ten in the initial phases. At this rate, within a decade the Solar Navy would be restored to its
previous glory.

The skyparade proved only a temporary distraction, however, Jora’h could not drive back the
uneasiness, the blank cold in the thism web that was spreading across his Empire again.
Though she was happy that these warliners were going off to help colonists trapped by the
Klikiss, Nira noted the change in his mood. She didn't need thism to read him so clearly.
'What is it? Has something happened?’

It has been happening for a long while. I feel a dark stain, as if I am going blind in certain
portions of my vision. Not pain, just an indefinable loss.'

Daro'h stiffened, as if he knew exactly what his father meant. "You are losing parts of the - or
they are being taken from you.'

"Yes, it must be. I feel I have entirely lost Dzelluria and several other worlds in the Horizon
Cluster - not entirely unlike when Rusa'h formed his own thism web and took all those people
away from me. But this seems more complete. It is as if whole parts of my Empire simply are
not there.’

'Like I felt when I didn't have a tree,' Nira said, and he could hear the pain in her voice.

Five warliners roared overhead, and the people cheered, but Jora'h did not take his gaze from
Nira's beautiful face. 'Yes. Like that.’

The Prime Designate turned to Jora'h, his healing face full of conviction. The faeros are the



cause of this. Rusa’h warned that he was coming for us.'
Forty-six
Faeros Incarnate Rusa'h

Resplendent in vivifying flames, Rusa'h returned to Hyrillka, thismthe heart of his domain.
His fireball ship was alive with attendant faeros, shooting toward the planet he intended
either to reclaim or incinerate in the process.

Back in his human incarnation, he had done holy work all around the Horizon Cluster.
Starting with Dzelluria, he had kindled a fire of epic proportions, burning corruption from
the Ildiran psyche and establishing his own thism web. Rusa'h had saved part of the Ildiran
race by giving them the true soul-threads and untangling their knotted misunderstandings.

And all of that had been stolen from him by Jora'h, his own brother. thism thism

He had thought he'd lost everything, until he plunged into a living manifestation of the
Lightsource. Baptised in the flames and then reforged, he had been transformed into this new
persona of elemental energy.

And he had come back. Recently, he had felt the exhilaration of liberating the soulfires of
every Ildiran on Dzelluria. The battle-weakened faeros had drawn vitally needed new energy
from consuming those people, their bodies, their minds, their lives. Because Rusa’h had
already laid down his pathways of thism there, he had found it easy to cut Dzelluria off from
the false Mage-Imperator. When he reopened the thism web, the Dzelluria populace became

combustible fuel, seeds for new faeros, to help the fiery beings recover from the near-genocide
the hydrogues had inflicted.

Rusa'h had left Dzelluria a smouldering ember, its surface scorched and lifeless. He had done
the same at Alturas. Then Shonor. And Garoa. Finally, he had arrived back at Hyrillka.
Home.

His fireball and ten others swept down like a shower of blazing meteors. Rusa’h wanted to
appear in all his coronal glory before his people. He would reawaken their reconfigured thism
and pour revelations through them like lava. The faeros would reap a great harvest of
soulfires here, and they would be strengthened again. Both Rusa’h and the flaming entities
would benefit.

But he found Hyrillka empty, abandoned. The world felt silent to him. The flaming ship
around him brightened as his thoughts churned and the faeros picked up on his unexpected
anger. Through the eyes and thoughts of the faeros, who had not understood what they were
seeing, he rTemembered' great numbers of warliners evacuating, a flurry of Ildiran traffic that
had taken place during the titanic battle of faeros and hydrogues in Hyrillka's primary sun.

Now Rusa'h understood. The Ildirans would have been concerned that Hyrillka's sun would



die, just like Crenna or Durris-B. The Solar Navy had used those warliners to whisk everyone
away. His people were gone. All of them!

But the faeros had defeated the hydrogues after all, saved their sun--and still Hyrillka
remained empty.

Feeling angry fire in his reconstructed body, Rusa'h soared down to the surface, creating a
wake of heat vapours. He cruised over the beloved city around which he had planted vast
fields of nialia vines. All were destroyed, the soil blackened. Many city buildings had been
partially rebuilt, but they were all empty again.

At last Rusa’h noticed a small inhabited encampment of newly erected huts and sheds - a
research station. He sensed a handful of scientists and engineers, climate specialists and
meteorologists, the bare minimum for a splinter. They must be studying Hyrillka to see if it
was once again habitable. The near-death of the sun had no doubt frightened them greatly.

But Rusa'’h would frighten them even more.

From inside the fireball, he extended his mind, pushed his powers forth, and connected with
the faeros, which made his thism stronger than ever before, and different. He cut off this
small number of Ildirans from the rest of the thism network, isolating them.

Bereft and confused, scientists emerged from their structures and stared at the faeros
crackling in the sky, as if the stars themselves had fallen. Rusa'h parted the curtains of flames
and walked out in his incandescent body.

The faeros began to burn the whole camp, setting the temporary structures afire. The
researchers ran about frantically, but they could not flee fast enough. Some begged for
mercy, and Rusa'h would show them mercy: he would grant them a wondrous gift by
converting their soulfires into faeros energy. The scientists and engineers screamed as their
very bones ignited, and they disappeared in a flash of bright flame and greasy smoke.

Now that he was back home, Rusa’h walked the empty streets, remembering how Hyrillka
had been.

After climbing the hill, he strode through his empty citadel palace. His very touch was fire,
and he set everything alight, incinerating the thick hanging vines, liquefying even the stone
and crystal support structures. When the whole citadel palace was burning, he sat back in his
melting throne and revelled in the blaze.

Forty-seven

Cesca Peroni

Though she loved Jess as much as ever, Cesca couldn't ignore her responsibilities to the
Roamers, who still considered her Speaker and looked to her for guidance.



T feel as if I need to do something for our people. Jay Okiah selected me to be her successor.
The Roamers are still recovering from this devastating war, and I'm alone with you on an
entire planet, happier than I've ever been in my life. Shouldn't I be helping the clans?'

'Can you still lead the Roamers? Really?' Jess lifted his hand and looked at it. Runnels of
silvery water glided down his wrist and into the swaying waves. 'Is it fair to them to have a
Speaker who is no longer like they are?'

Her expression was troubled. Water plastered her dark hair against her head. T don't know.
Would it be best for the Roamers if I turned over the reins of leadership? And soon?'

'"Maybe we should ask them what they think.'
"Then let's go find them.’

After leaving Charybdis, she and Jess first visited the ruins of Rendezvous, then the bustling
commercial hub of Yreka, before travelling to the centre of the new government at Theroc.

Tm pleased to see that the clans have found allies and protectors,’ Cesca said to Jess, as their
ship descended towards the vast forest.' We were so alone before.'

'Impossible enemies brought us together in ways we couldn't imagine.'

'As long as they brought the factions of humanity together, Jess. Husband.” She smiled. 'Now
we represent the wentals as well as ourselves.'

Through the shimmering walls of the bubble, the couple peered down at the thick worldtrees
and the large clearings made into landing areas for Roamer ships. With Jess's help, she had
considered what she wanted to do, and what she could do. What was her new Guiding Star?
What was her plan?

Like a giant raindrop, their wental-formed ship descended to a meadow near a small
diamond sphere--an empty hydrogue derelict? As traders and green priests hurried forward
to greet them, the pair stepped through the pliable membrane. Holding hands, she and Jess
stood in the Theron sunlight, sparkling with droplets of moisture. The wental energy
permeating their bodies gave them a faint, crackling aura.

The last time Cesca had come here, she had helped the Roamers clear debris and assist the
Therons after the hydrogue attack. And before that, she had visited with an entourage of
clans to celebrate her impending marriage to Reynald.

Now her father hurried forward, practically running. The grin on Denn Peroni's face warmed
her heart. Since joining with the wentals, Cesca had seen him once on Yreka to explain what
had happened to her, and to enlist his aid in recruiting Roamer ships for the final battle
against the hydrogues.

Knowing that he couldn't touch her, Denn stopped a few steps away. 'Well, I'm glad the
Speaker has come back to resume her role among the Roamer clans again. We were



beginning to wonder!'

The fact that she couldn't allow anyone close enough to touch her only reinforced Cesca's
decision. Her father's expression was so innocent and hopeful, as if he expected her to simply
pick up her duties as before. Cesca drew a deep breath, knowing she was about to disappoint
him. 'Don't jump to conclusions. I've... I've got a new Guiding Star now, and it isn't leading
me to be the Speaker. I can't do it - not the way I am.’

His expression fell. "There's a lot you should know before you make a rash decision. The clans
need you--'

"The clans need somebody, that's for certain. When she shook her head, her damp dark hair
waved slowly, as if pregnant with electricity. ‘But it would be impossible for me to do the job.
Now that the wentals live within me, close quarters like crowded Roamer settlements are
dangerous not only for me, but for you. The slightest touch, a single mistake, would result in
someone's death.'

Cesca saw her father resist the idea for a moment before a reluctant understanding settled on
his face. She said, 'With the new government, you need more than just a Speaker. You'll need
representatives to the Confederation. And I think you would make a damned good one.’

He lifted his chin, grinning. T already am. Official liaison between the clans and Theroc. I
couldn't wait forever, you know. Jess, your sister left here not long ago. She and her boyfriend
are working at the Osquivel shipyards to build a Confederation military - frantically, I might
add. We found out that the Eddies are coming here soon to cause trouble.'

'An attack? What does the Chairman think he's doing?' Cesca already had experience with
Basil Wenceslas and knew his dangerous unpredictability.

Denn looked at their shimmering wental ship. "You couldn't have come at a better time.
Whenever those battleships show up, you'll give them a nice surprise!'

'We'll see King Peter to discuss how the wentals can help,' Jess said with a grin.
Forty-eight
Orli Covitz

With numerous buildings destroyed in the Klikiss expansion and so many families inside the
walled enclosure, the Llaro colonists crowded together in communal houses. They shared
their fears and shored up each other's hopes.

Orli had moved in with Crim and Maria Chan Tylar, and DD knew exactly where to find her.
She looked up to see the Friendly compy standing by the door. Although his polymer face
did not change, he always seemed to be smiling at her. 'Orli Covitz, Margaret has asked me
to take you to her. Please bring your music synthesizer strips.'



Curious, Orli gathered her strips and trotted after DD. Margaret had shown an interest in her
playing, often sitting and listening with other colonists when the girl gave a performance.
During those times, Margaret's expression showed a contentment that seemed very
unfamiliar to her. 'Does she want to hear some of my music?' she asked brightly. 'The breedex
does.’

A stab of cold pierced her heart, and her knees felt weak as she stepped outside. The breedex?
DD led her to one of the barred gaps in the thick stockade wall. Showing no reaction
whatsoever, the Klikiss guards let the compy pass with Orli in tow.

Margaret was waiting outside the wall, her face full of concern. Tam very sorry, but this is for
your own good. It might give you a chance - I can't think of anything better to do.' She
looked down at the music strips rolled up under Orli's arm. T want you to play today - and
promise me you'll play as you have never done before.'

T've learned the song “Greensleeves,” the one from your music box.' Margaret had even
taught her the words.

The older woman jerked in alarm. 'Not “Greensleeves”. They've already heard that song.
Concentrate on your own compositions.'

Orli forced optimism into her voice. 'Okay, I have plenty. I can do that.’

DD strutted happily beside them. Massive Klikiss warriors stood by the dark entrance of the
smooth-walled, freeform building that looked like a squat beehive, a veritable fortress in the
centre of the insect city. There was only one entrance, an arching passageway tall enough to
allow the domates to enter. Following Margaret into the darkness, Orli felt very small.

The smell inside was more potent than the normal sandy musk the Klikiss gave off. Orli
wrinkled her nose at the oily, chemical stench.'Sure stinks."

"These pheromones are part of the Klikiss language, too,' Margaret said.

The light was dim, mere patterns of sunshine trickling through ventilation holes drilled in the
resin-concrete walls. Greenish phosphorescence lined the curved passageways in thick,
irregular lines that made Orli think of smeared insect spit (probably exactly what it was).

Dozens of spiny warriors had massed protectively in the corridors leading to the heart of the
breedex hive. Two huge domates stepped aside for them at the arched entrance into the main
chamber.

Margaret paused just outside the vaulted room and whispered, 'Remember to play your own
music. Play your best.’

Inside, Orli caught her breath and stared at the massive object - creature - that filled the
chamber. The breedex was a huge, shifting assemblage of components, like the facets of a
fly's compound eye. She saw iridescent carapaces, thick spikes of chitin, squirming grubs. All



around Orli, a buzzing made the hive mind itself seem to be a self-contained swarm of
creatures.

The breedex was ensconced in a chaotic nest of bones and Klikiss shells pasted together with
translucent, hardened slime. The peculiar and disgusting throne seemed to be a sculpture
made from the breedex's prior victims. Orli even saw the flat, angular heads of destroyed
robots, along with mechanical arms and adornments of ripped-out circuitry.

Orli felt very frightened as the bulk of the breedex realigned itself, raising something that she
thought was its head. Through the numerous facets, she could sense eyes watching her. The
humming grew louder.

Margaret stepped forward and held up her small music box. Using her thumb and forefinger,
she wound the key and let the tinkling tune fill the air. She did not speak until the spring
wound down and the little song was finished. Then she whispered to Orli, ' Now play your
melodies. This is important.’

Swallowing hard, Orli unrolled her music strips and tried to recall her father's favourite tunes.
For a frightening moment, nervousness made her forget how to play, but she forced herself to
concentrate. If she failed, if she made a mistake, the breedex might just kill her.

Forcing those thoughts aside, the girl sat down and played her music.

The breedex shifted and rose up in a mass. Orli's fingers flew across the keys, tracing
melodies, adding counterpoints, playing so hard and so intensely that she almost forgot
where she was. She imagined herself playing for Crim and Maria instead, she thought of her
tather's dreams and promises of how she would be a famous professional musician someday.

She noted with her peripheral vision that the Klikiss workers at the edge of the chamber, the
warriors, even the domates had frozen in place, seemingly turned to statues as the music
lilted, swirled, rose and then fell. Orli realized that she had engaged the attention of the entire
hive mind, focusing the breedex so completely that none of the myriad insects could think or
move for themselves. She caught her breath, wondering if all of the Klikiss on Llaro had also
frozen in place.

Her fingers faltered on the keyboard, and as the atonal notes rang out, the breedex seemed
disturbed. The domates shifted, and Orli sensed the change in their attention as soon as she
made her blunder. A thrill of fear shot down her spine, but she recovered quickly, launching
into a new melody, and soon had hypnotized the hive mind again.

She played another song, then another, and she seemed to have an inexhaustible repertoire.
After she finished one particularly complicated melody, Orli played some of the common folk
tunes and songs she had known as a child. The breedex didn't seem to notice any difference.

When exhaustion finally forced Orli to stop, she blinked, dazed, and remembered where she
was. A wave of fear washed over her.



The silence startled Margaret out of her own trance. When the breedex began to thrum, the
older woman's shoulders slumped with relief.

Out in the corridor, the domates started to move and chitter again. Orli felt the pounding
thoughts of the great breedex mind still resonating with the music, like invisible fingers
pressing against her skull. From the look on Margaret's face, the girl could tell that she would
survive, for today at least. And, she hoped, so would the rest of the people in the settlement.

Forty-nine

General Kurt Lanyan

Unaware of what they were stepping into, the EDF peacekeepers paraded through the
transportal to Pym. When they blundered into the giant bugs, Lanyan did not need to
encourage his men to start blasting away.

The insect creatures chittered, whistled, and hummed--and attacked the EDF troops with an
eerie synchronization. Some were more monstrous than others, with forelimbs as sharp as the
Grim Reaper's scythe. Standard projectiles blasted open their hard exoskeletons, showering
out globs of slime and ooze. Nevertheless, the bugs swept forward with startling speed.

The colonists in their fenced-in prison near the alkaline pools were horrified when they saw
the first soldiers torn to pieces. At the fringe of the battlefield, like a symphonic
accompaniment to the clash, geysers shot pillars of steam into the air along with a foul
sulphurous smell.

The General bellowed over the din of the ensuing engagement. ‘Mission parameters have
changed. We are the Earth Defence Forces - so start defending. Let's rescue those colonists,
then haul-ass out of here.' Having anticipated little resistance from the colonists, Lanyan's
EDF peacekeepers carried primarily ceremonial weapons. Right now, he wished he'd brought
along a full-bore jazer cannon or shaped-projectile launcher.

A gratifying blast from his own gun splattered the head-crest of a huge insect warrior that
reared up in front of him. A second projectile blasted its thorax, and the armoured head
tumbled into the alkaline water. The body's multiple limbs kept twitching.

Against Lanyan's original orders - thank God! - someone had brought small fusion grenades.
A soldier launched two grenades toward the alien monoliths in the middle of the grey lake.
The resulting explosion broke the brittle structures into flying white chunks.

A third fusion grenade detonated on the far side of the prison fence, spraying tainted water in
every direction. The high-energy blast opened a sinkhole beneath the alkaline crust, and the
ground began to collapse as water gurgled down, sweeping many of the swarming creatures
away in the flood.

Bitter white powder in the air stung Lanyan's eyes and burned his throat. Coughing, he killed



several bugs that had taken down five of his soldiers. Lanyan led a charge toward the chalky
towers, seeing red as he splashed through shin-deep grey water. The big bugs were all around
the pen for the haggard colonists, but the insects here seemed to be a different breed, not as
aggressive. Lanyan and his men blasted six of the creatures without even pausing and ran
toward the human survivors. 'We'll get you out of here!'

Tt's the Klikiss!" a woman yelled hoarsely from her prison. 'The Klikiss have returned. They've
been killing us.'

The General was so focused on the battle going on around him that he couldn't ask the right
questions or put all the pieces together. Klikiss? One of his soldiers planted a small
demolitions charge, and the burst of fire knocked down the cementlike wall. The skeletal Pym
settlers lurched through the break, stumbling forward to freedom, sobbing and screaming.
They looked as if they hadn't been fed in days.

Finally EDF troops stopped coming through from Rheindic Co; and now could turn around
and head back through the transportal. Lanyan bellowed at the top of his lungs. 'Full retreat!
Get these people out of here. Back to base.'

The soldiers did not need to be told twice. One man managed to reactivate the coordinate tile
on the stone wall. Transportal is open!'

As the colonists staggered forward, soldiers took them by the arms and hustled them to the
gateway. Lanyan planted his feet squarely apart and formed a rearguard, shooting his
sidearms until he had to reload. Both weapons were growing hot in his hands. 'Through the
damned gate! Get your asses moving.'

Grim-faced soldiers grabbed the bodies of their fallen comrades, both the injured and the
dead. The Klikiss moved with the speed of gigantic cockroaches under a bright light, racing
forward to attack. Colonists and soldiers escaped one group at a time back to Rheindic Co.
Lanyan spotted four Klikiss warriors circling around to the side, trying to cut off access to the
transportal. He bellowed orders, and a flurry of weapons fire took down the bugs. But more
and more of the creatures were closing in.

By the time the surviving Pym settlers had been evacuated, the General had run out of
ammunition. He dropped both of his weapons and looked around for any available sidearm.
Slaughtered insects lay piled all over the ground, yet more of them surged out of the
still-intact alien towers.

When Lanyan saw that most of his soldiers were successfully, evacuated, he raced to the
transportal wall. Hurry up, dammit!

His last few men plunged with him through the shimmering trapezoidal window.

Suddenly, Lanyan found himself back in the crowded caves on Rheindic Co on the other side
of the transportal. He was dripping with alkaline water, perspiration, blood, and Klikiss ichor.



A cold shiver ran up his back as he realized they were not safe, after all. Not by a long shot.
Now that they had riled up the bugs, the Klikiss could simply flood through after them.

Fifty
Sirix

The return of the Klikiss changed all of Sirix's plans. After fleeing Wollamor, it was time for
him to gather his remaining robots and the war vessels they had constructed at the new
complex on Maratha. They would become the destructive force that he had imagined for
millennia.

Sirix and his robots must eradicate the hated creators. Again. The subhive swarming through
the Wollamor transportal could not be an isolated event. If the Klikiss were returning to their
old worlds, they would reappear everywhere - intent on revenge. There would be many
breedexes.

He needed to expand his military force greatly.

Sirix guided his battle group to Maratha in Ildiran space, where the largest enclave of robots
had built their ambitious base. Ages ago, Sirix had used the half-hot, half-cold world to stage
a great battle against the Klikiss. Recently, he had been appalled to learn that the Ildirans had
made the place into a resort for themselves.

Had they distorted their own history so much that they had forgotten? The black robots had
taken back the planet without much trouble. The Ildirans would not dare return there. By
now, Sirix's fellows should have turned Maratha into an impregnable stronghold.

But he found only wreckage.

Both of the Ildiran-built cities, Prime and Secda, had been sliced and deconstructed, cratered
by explosions. The machine battleships had been destroyed on the ground, along with
hundreds of his vital comrades.

Sirix reeled, unable to calculate the extent of the loss. Nearly a third of his robots had
gathered here! He recalibrated the Juggernaut's sensors, searching for an error, or at least an
explanation. There should be robots digging tunnels, reconstructing and reinforcing the
ancient base. And they were all gone!

QT moved closer to the bridge's viewscreen. 'It appears that a full-blown battle took place
here.'

Sirix's ships scanned the blasted landscape, trying to determine what could have caused so
much destruction. '‘Our robots should have been able to defend themselves. They had enough
time to prepare, to erect bastions against any attackers.’

'Did they know what they were preparing against?' PD asked. He stepped up next to his



fellow compy, and both peered with great interest at the images of devastation.

Ilkot swivelled from his station and announced, 'I detect characteristic signatures from Solar
Navy armaments. Ildiran weaponry caused this.',.

Sirix had already decided to add the Ildirans to his list of intended victims, but now an intense
reaction burned through his circuits, distorting logical thought. The Ildirans were warned to
stay away from Maratha millennia ago. Now they have provoked us.'

Ilkot continued scanning. There are also unidentifiable weapons and debris - similar to those
we encountered on Wollamor.'

'On Wollamor?'

'Tpostulate that the Klikiss are also to blame.'

QT drew the obvious conclusion. 'Are the Klikiss allied with the Ildirans?'
'How would the Klikiss get here?' Sirix said. 'Maratha has no transportal.’

"That is one of many questions,' PD said. 'How have the Klikiss survived at all? They were
extinct, according to data you provided.'

'‘Blanket the ground with our signals. I want to know if any robots remain functional. Every
one of them is precious to us.' Sirix transmitted his own image, searching for a response. He
could not believe that all of their ships and gathered weapons had been so woefully
insufficient.

'We could also send scavenging teams to the site,' [Ikot suggested. 'Some of the memory cores
could be intact. We could extract those cores to determine what occurred here--and salvage
their memories. Otherwise our ancient and unique comrades are entirely lost.’

Suddenly, the hull of the Juggernaut rang with a loud reverberation. The deck and walls
shuddered. Moving like a pack of predators, six Solar Navy warliners skimmed the edge of
Maratha's atmosphere, racing over the curve of the planet toward Sirix's battle group. Their
solar sails were extended, weapons powered in an intimidating posture.

Another dull impact struck them. We are in EDF ships. They should believe we are the Earth
military.' He turned to the vacant communications console as Ilkot scuttled toward the
controls. Transmit one of our recorded images of Admiral Wu-Lin to deceive them.’

PD asked, 'Are the Ildirans at war with the humans now?'

In a maddeningly cheerful voice, QT said, 'Sirix, you already transmitted your own image to
search for surviving robots. The Ildirans know who we are.'

The warliners raced forward, commencing a barrage with their most powerful weapons.
Sirix's Juggernaut reeled; sparks flew from control panels. Warning indicators signalled



fourteen hull breaches and explosive loss of atmosphere.

'Return fire." EDF weapons lanced out, grazing the Ildiran vessels, ripping apart one of the
mostly decorative solar sails.

Tt is understandable that the Ildirans are upset with Klikiss robots,' QT pointed out. 'The
robots did not ask permission to establish a base here on a sovereign Ildiran world, and they
caused great damage.'

'But Ildirans should not be here at all,' Sirix replied, amplifying his voice.
'Perhaps they believe the robots should not have been here.'
"This is completely different.’

The Soldier compies on the accompanying Mantas continued to shoot, damaging two of the
patrol warliners, while enduring powerful blows in return. In the frantic battle, Sirix watched
the inventory of projectiles and jazer batteries and realized that he was wasting firepower that
he had intended to use against humans - and the Klikiss. He had not intended to fight the
Ildiran Empire as well, especially not with this small battle group, without the reinforcements
he had expected to find on Maratha.

The Ildiran warliners continued to bombard them. Sirix swiftly calculated whether or not to
continue the engagement. Comparing the weapons capabilities aboard the Solar Navy
warliners to his own defences, he determined that while his EDF ships might be victorious, it
would cost him much of his battle group. Those were losses he could not afford.

‘Withdraw. Do not continue firing.' Sirix altered the transmission burst, directing it toward
the Ildirans. 'We will remove ourselves from this system. There is no need for you to persist in
your attack.'

The Solar Navy apparently disagreed. They continued to pursue Sirix and his battle group,
still firing, even as the robots accelerated away from Maratha. Already, he knew that the
repairs would take a great deal of time.

Sirix revised his plans. Again. This was not how events had been meant to unfold! He had
imagined a magnificent victory over the humans, conquering all their worlds, recapturing the
prize of every abandoned Klikiss planet.

Unless he could reunite with the few other robot enclaves already on Klikiss worlds - a
fraction of what he had expected to rally on Maratha - then these ships were all he had. His
deadly was reduced to no more than a cloud of gnats!

He was angry and disconcerted, and he needed a target. A new set of tactics suggested itself
to him. The returning Klikiss were the primary threat. The most despised enemy. And he
could destroy them.

He knew their old worlds, knew where they would go. Sirix decided to take these ships from



planet to planet and destroy each transportal. That would effectively cut them off, strand the
Klikiss on the far side of the galaxy, or wherever they had been hiding for all these millennia.
Then he would exterminate whatever remnants he found.

These EDF ships could easily accomplish that goal. One world at a time.
Fifty-one
Anton Colicos

Now that they were back from Maratha, Anton had another story to tell. Even Rememberer
Vao'sh was barely able to contain his eagerness to write down his experiences with the Solar
Navy, the black robots, and the returned Klikiss. He would document everything and submit
it to the Hall of Rememberers. Vao'sh had never expected to be so much of an actual
participant in the events of the Saga.

'Sometimes when I read over the things I've done since coming here, I can hardly believe my
own experiences," Anton said. Thave to remind myself that it was actually me and not some
square-jawed hero!' He chuckled over the pages of notes in his personal datapad.

In the rememberer's bright office in the Prism Palace, Anton was at last getting back to the
work that had initially brought him to Ildira, translating parts of the seminal alien epic so that
he could bring it home to Earth. He tried to imagine what would happen when he returned to
his old university position - would he still have a job there after so long? He supposed it didn't
matter. With his experiences and his unique knowledge, Anton could find a high-paying
tenured position at the university of his choice. He could go on the lecture circuit. Instead of
publishing papers in obscure journals, he could draw on the most exciting portions of the

Saga to write bestsellers, even write his autobiography. He would receive considerable
attention. If only his parents could have seen it.

Out in the hallway, servant kithmen scurried around, sweeping and polishing. Anton glanced
up at the commotion and saw Yazra'h stride through the door with her three Isix cats stalking
after her. 'My father has come to see you.'

Looking both impressed and embarrassed, Vao'sh stood. "The Mage-Imperator had only to
summon us. We would have come to the sky sphere.’

Jora'’h entered and approached the rememberers. 'T wished to see the two of you in person and
watch you at work.' His long hair was neatly braided behind his head, his colourful robes
were adorned with reflective strips and spangled with gem chips. 'And I would prefer that no
one overhear the request I am about to make.' He smiled wryly. Tt will be interesting to see
how well Ildirans deal with major change.'

The Mage-Imperator surveyed their tables strewn with diamondfilm records covered with
dense text that comprised only a small percentage of the Saga. Jora'h picked up a sheet, but
didn't seem interested in the words etched there. 'A long time ago, I visited two green priests



in this very chamber, Nira and old Ambassador Otema. They came here to read the Saga
aloud for the worldforest.' Jora'’h paused, lost in a reverie, then straightened. "Ten thousand
years ago in our history, Ildira faced a crossroads similar to our current one. At that time, the
Mage-Imperator began a... horrendous cover-up.'

'Ah, the Lost Times,' Vao'sh said, his voice heavy. All rememberers were killed in order to
conceal the actual events of the first hydrogue war.'

The Mage-Imperator lowered his eyes. 'At that time our Saga of Seven Suns was rewritten and
censored so that no one would know the truth. But I am Mage-Imperator now, and I will not
permit such corruption. The story of this war must be told honestly in every detail. We will
record only the truth in our sacred Saga, and let our descendants judge us by it.' He looked
intently at Anton and Vao'sh. Task you to accept a great responsibility: tell the truth. Work
together to remove the stain of lies from our history. And write the next portion of our great
epic

Anton couldn't believe what he was hearing. '‘But, Your Majesty, I'm just a scholar, not even
an Ildiran--

"Your perspective is necessary. You are both rememberers in your own way, and you will
have my full support. Revise the Saga to include the shameful revelations of the Dobro
breeding programme and our involvement with the hydrogues. Reveal the schemes that my
father and his predecessors - and yes, even I -participated in. It is only the first of many
wrongs that I must atone for. I have spoken at great length with Nira about it. Do you accept
this noble task I entrust to you?'

Vao'sh was confused. This simply was not done! 'Liege, does that mean you wish for us to
include the apocrypha - all the unofficial documents that we recently studied?'

"Yes. Others tried before you, but they were unsuccessful. You may recall a rememberer
named Dio'sh.’

The old rememberer nodded. 'He was a friend of mine. He survived Crenna's blindness
plague and came back here years ago. I heard that he died.'

'He did not simply die. He was killed. My father murdered him.'

Vao'sh gasped. 'The Mage-Imperator? He cannot - would not - do such a thing.' But Jora’h
explained how Dio'sh discovered the truth about the Lost Times and went to Mage-Imperator
Cyroch with his findings, whereupon the corpulent leader strangled the poor man with his
long, living braid.

"You will include that story when you rewrite the Saga as well.' The Mage-Imperator's words
were sharp, as if he had to force himself to say them.

Vao'sh would never defy the command of his Mage-Imperator, but he was greatly unsettled.
'Liege, you are asking us to alter the unalterable. The Saga of Seven Suns is revered as a



perfect record.’
"Yet you know that is not true. You have known it for some time."
The rememberer's voice grew smaller. 'But it is... tradition.’

Is it a worthy tradition that serves only to perpetuate lies? You will tell the truth. That is my
command. The Ildiran people must learn to accept change. That in itself is an important
change I will bring about.'

Fifty-two
Kolker

Thanks to Osira'h, Kolker understood now. He understood everything, and it was marvellous!
Breathtaking.

His hopes had been correct. Now that his mind was open to the connections in the cosmos, he
saw all aspects of the power struggles, the shifting tides from one Spiral Arm to the next.
From the grand elemental beings, to the humans and Ildirans, to the tiniest insects and
single-celled organisms, everything was woven together by passageways, bridges, networks,
and webs that he had never comprehended. It was as if he'd been standing too close to a
mosaic and now, after taking a few steps away from it, could discern how all the discrete
fragments fit together to form a vast and complex pattern.

Kolker sat in the bright sunlight, drinking in everything he held in his mind, everything he
had begun to share. A group of lens kithmen still sat staring into the plasma-bubble fountain,
meditating, but Kolker no longer yearned to join them. He already understood more than
they could see and think. They were limited by their thism, and he was not.

His place in the overall scheme had not changed, but all of a sudden he knew he had a place.
He sensed a million embracing arms of thism from the Ildirans around him, and when he
touched the lone treeling, he could soar across the connections of telink. After his long, lonely
misery he had never imagined feeling so incredibly wonderful.

He knew he had to open the minds of his friends to this glorious reality - not just green
priests, but normal humans as well. This was not meant to be a private revelation. It could
raise them all to a higher consciousness.

First, he would start with the Hansa cloud harvesters working under Tabitha Huck. He
needed to share.

% % % X ¥

Because of the construction activities, a constant stream of supply shuttles went up to orbit.
Kolker boarded the next ship that had room for him. No Ildiran had challenged the green
priest when he took the treeling from the Palace.



As the shuttle ascended, Kolker, wearing the reflective medallion that Tery'1 had given him,
supported the heavy pot in his lap. He held the thin trunk with one hand and rubbed the
prismatic medallion with his other, engrossed in the vast universe inside his head. Already he
had begun to describe some of his revelations to the verdani, and the trees seemed to know
nothing of the possibilities.

He reached a new space station assembled from modular components and scraps of damaged
warliners. The Hansa workers were experienced in using manoeuvring units and flexible
space-suits, but what the Ildiran labour crews most desperately needed to learn from the
humans was organization, initiative, and innovation. Now that the initial breathless wonder
had passed, Kolker found that he could function better than before. His work and interactions
were more efficient - almost perfect, in fact. These humans should be able to do the same.

Kolker walked gracefully into the central hub, where transparent viewing panes looked out
upon the manufacturing units and orbiting assembly docks. Now that he was so much more
attuned, he felt every touch of recycled air on his skin, saw the vivid details of the metal walls
and floor, and the spangle of stars out in infinite space. He was aware of every person around
him, though he couldn't sense specifics about them. Not yet.

In control of all of the stations and line managers, Tabitha looked as satisfied as a cat with a
fresh bowl of cream. She had only to snap a command, and an Ildiran worker fulfilled her
wishes. Such power might have gone to her head, but she looked focused rather than
haughty. Five Hansa engineers also in the chamber were pleased and surprised to see the
familiar green priest join them.

A broad tablescreen displayed status reports, wire-frame diagrams, and real-time images of
partially constructed warliners that drifted in the expansive assembly yards. Tabitha shifted
her attention from one pane to the next. When she looked up and saw him, her face registered
surprise. 'Kolker! I thought a green priest would stay landbound.'

Thave something important.' He set the treeling down on her deskscreen, accidentally
covering up columns of glowing numbers. T need to show you. And Sullivan.'

She was distracted. 'Sullivan's inspecting the ring docks right now. He'll be back in half an
hour.'

Kolker gave her a calm and beatific smile. 'What if I could share something with you that
would sharpen your senses, let you make decisions faster, understand more? Would you be
interested?'

She laughed. That would help.' Tabitha glanced at the tablescreen as an indicator light began
to blink, and she snapped a couple of orders to keep the production moving. 'All right, but I
don't.have all day. Make it fast.' She called to one of her helpers. '‘Barry, check on that
alignment girder! It looks off-kilter to me.’

Kolker touched the treeling and held his lens medallion, concentrating on the facets and on



the flow of telink. 'Tt'1l only take a second.'
'Is it some green priest thing?"

'More than that.' He turned his hand sideways to brush the outer edge of his palm against
Tabitha's forehead. He felt the worldforest mind, felt the soul-threads, and then rode on a
wave of thism into the latent potential that was within Tabitha, within all humans. It was a
simple matter for him now. He tweaked. Mental gateways opened, and the universe flooded
in.

Tabitha gasped. Her eyes widened in amazement. Kolker withdrew his touch, and she stared
around the administrative hub. T don't believe this! It's incredible.’

T told you it would be.’

'All the colours are brighter. I've never heard sounds like this before. So sharp, so clear, and I
know what everything is.' She blinked, visibly integrating the new details rushing into her.
'It's like someone twisted a knob and brought the universe into better focus.' She yelled to the
five Hansa engineers, 'Come here! Kolker's done something. I don't even know what the hell it
was.' Seeing her excitement and enthusiasm, the others approached with curiosity. '‘Barry, let
him show you this. Touch him, Kolker. He's got to see.’

'What is it? What do I have to do?'
'Tust let me touch you. One second is all it takes.' Kolker smiled. 'But only if you want to.'

Barry took one look at Tabitha's obvious joy and excitement. Do whatever you have to do.’
Kolker touched him and tweaked and then Barry was gasping in wonder as well. 'It's like you
blew my mind!' He turned to face Tabitha. 'Is that you? I can sense you... not reading your
mind, but you.’

Tabitha nodded vigorously. 'And Kolker, too. We're here.’

Not wanting to be left out, three more of the human engineers insisted on trying it for
themselves, and Kolker happily obliged. One man remained sceptical, though. 'Pretty much
like brainwashing, isn't it? That's how it looks to me.’

'Nothing like that at all, T.].' Barry's eyes were shining. 'I feel like Kolker just increased my IQ
by about a million points. Imagine an old, sputtering fusion drive that suddenly got an
overhaul and a major upgrade.' He laughed aloud. 'That's me.'

Though content, Kolker tried to reassure T.J. "This is not a trick. And if you change your
mind, I can always reverse it.'

'Not on your life.' Tabitha was already poring over her wide tablescreen, her fingers flying as
she adjusted the assignments of work crews and fiddled with small details in the process flow.
Within moments, she straightened, very satisfied. Hmm, I never saw those bottlenecks
before.’



Sullivan Gold returned to all the excited chatter and saw the breathless expressions, the wide
eyes. 'What's going on here?'

'Kolker just showed us a genuine revelation! He can do something with his treeling, or with
that medallion.'

Tabitha barely took her attention away from the work parameters. 'T can't describe it,
Sullivan. Try it!'

The green priest extended a hand. Twanted to show you first. Allow me--'
But Sullivan stepped back. 'Wait just a minute.’
T.J. drew strength from the manager's reluctance. "You're not going to force us, are you?'

'Of course not. This is only for those who wish it. But it's wonderful, Sullivan. It's essential.
You'll think more clearly, you'll understand all the interconnections, you'll see things in every
one of us that you never saw before. Trust me.'

T do trust you, Kolker, but it kinda sounds to me like you're converting people to a new
religion.’

Kolker had not considered that aspect. 'It is like that in a way... but not like that at all.’

Sullivan kept holding his hands up. T've got my own religion, thank you. I can't imagine
what Lydia would say if she'd heard I went chasing after some sort of cosmic head rush.’

Kolker could feel the older manager's reluctance, so he decided to give him time. T'm always
here if you change your mind. Talk with Tabitha and the others. Watch them, and see what
this has done for them.' He picked up his treeling.

"This is the most important thing ever,' Barry said.

Though wonder shone clearly on her face, Tabitha maintained her sense of purpose. 'All right,
let's put this to work. We've still got a lot of ships to rebuild out there. Ha! With this new
mindset we'll be a thousand times more efficient than before. We can tap into the Ildirans and
communicate with each other. We can see... everything.” She couldn't stop grinning, and the
changed crewmembers seemed to be sharing her thoughts, communicating with only the
slightest flicker of expression.

Kolker felt deeply satisfied as he went to find a shuttle to take him back to Ildira. The
possibilities seemed as endless as the universe he now viewed.

Fifty-three

Patrick Fitzpatrick III

After his long search, Patrick arrived at Golgen, a gas giant with canary skies, endless



atmospheric storms, and clan Kellum's massive ekti-harvesting operations. As he flew in, he
listened to the chatter on various bands, trying to find the right place, looking for a familiar
clan symbol on the dozens of factory complexes floating in the sky. He knew Zhett was here
somewhere.

He circled Golgen before landing at one of the larger skymines, a facility managed by a man
named Boris Goff, who tried to hire Patrick as a courier. "Your ship is small, but it could still
carry a profitable haul,' Goff said. Each of the cloud facilities was looking for independent
transport ships to carry ekti to market; apparently, distribution was their main bottleneck.
But Patrick had a different goal for now.

T'm looking for clan Kellum.' When he stepped away from the landed Gypsy, the winds were
cold and carried a bitter smell. The tight knot in his stomach was due half to anticipation of
seeing Zhett again and half to terror over how she might react. He clung to love and hope,
determined to make amends, to make her see who he really was and how he had changed.
He wanted to show her that he was sorry, that he would accept whatever punishment he
deserved and somehow prove himself worthy of her.

Goff frowned. 'What do you need Kellum for? I can beat any offer they'd make.'
You can’t offer someone like Zhett, Patrick thought. T've worked for Del Kellum previously.'

'And that's a good thing?' Goff gave up and pointed toward a distant drifting facility. "That's
his, over there.'

That was all Patrick needed. He practically jumped back into his ship, his pulse racing, and
flew directly to the other skymine. Dozens of scenarios played in his imagination, and he
rehearsed his words - his apology, his confession, his plea for forgiveness.

He landed on one of the skydecks, transmitting only the new name of his ship and
volunteering no further information. He didn't want to forewarn Zhett. As far as he knew, she
might try to shoot him.

Stepping out of his craft in his nondescript uniform, he surveyed the eager Roamers who
came to greet him. Thankfully, he recognized none of them from his days as a prisoner. 'Is
Zhett Kellum here?'

"This is Kellum's skymine, isn't it?'

Two people emerged from the command deck of the giant skymine. He could never forget
Del's barrel chest and his grey-streaked dark beard. Mostly though, he was riveted by Zhett.
She had never looked more beautiful, as far as he was concerned. He felt butterflies take flight
in his stomach.

Kellum froze, gazing at him. 'By damn!'

Patrick could see from her expression that Zhett knew very well who he was. He wanted to



say he was sorry, to overwhelm her with apologies of all variety and colours, to soothe any
hurt feelings and erase the distance between them. There were so many words clamouring to
get out of his mouth that for a moment they tangled together, and he couldn't say anything
at all. He raised his hand. T've been looking for you. I'm sorry. There's so much to explain--'

"You've got a lot of nerve!'

Patrick did not cringe in the face of her disdain. He had been prepared for this. 'Go ahead. I
deserve every awful thing you want to say.'

"Yes, you do. But I wouldn't bother with the effort.' Zhett stormed back to the control deck,
not looking back.

'Wait - give me a chance! Please?' But she didn't turn around. Patrick stood near the Gypsy,
teeling helpless. The tentative hope inside him sputtered like a fire doused with water. He
hadn't actually thought beyond this point, and his heart contracted painfully as he watched
Zhett walk away. He stared after her, recalling every conversation they had ever had.

Not exactly the way he had imagined the events would play out, but Patrick vowed to stay,
hoping that Zhett would eventually change her mind.

Fifty-four

Admiral Sheila Willis

At the Chairman's orders, ten well-armed Manta cruisers flew toward Theroc, spoiling for a
fight. The crew, full of cocky bravado, were eager to make their mark. Willis could sense it.
The soldiers had been trounced by hydrogues, defied by colonists, and tricked by their own
Soldier compies, not to mention upstaged by the Ildiran Solar Navy and a bunch of verdani
treeships. No wonder they were ready to take out their frustrations on a bunch of primitives,
an exiled King and Queen, and a handful of traders.

Willis saw it as an example of 'kick the dog' syndrome. The Earth Defence Forces had severe
issues of inadequacy. 'Like buying a souped-up space yacht to make up for a penis
deficiency,' she muttered to herself on the command bridge. Thaven't got a good feeling
about this whole mission, Lieutenant Commander Brindle.' She looked over at her newly
assigned executive officer. Not a good feeling at all.'

Conrad Brindle stood at attention. Because of his lifetime in the military, he always seemed to
be at attention, even when standing at ease. She suspected that his pyjamas had straight
creases and that he polished his exercise shoes. The man also looked as if he carried additional
burdens since the end of the hydrogue war. His own son was a hero who had served with
Willis herself, but she sensed there was friction between Robb and his father since the brave
kid's rescue. Willis didn't ask about it. She was not a woman to meddle in personal problems
unless it affected performance.



'We have nothing to worry about, Admiral.' Even in conversation Conrad sounded as if he
were issuing a report. These ten Mantas are more than sufficient to stand against the defences
I'saw at Theroc. King Peter proved he was a coward by leaving Earth when he did, and now
he's gathering other misfits around him. Our soldiers, on the other hand, are eager to make
the Hansa strong again.'

Right. And if we click our heels together and wish three times..." Willis said sarcastically. 'Mr
Brindle, maybe you can explain to me how we're going to make the Hansa strong by
attacking an unarmed planet whose independence has been acknowledged by the Chairman
himself? Exactly which part of the law, or which terms of the Hansa Charter, does that
follow?'

A dark cloud passed across Brindle's face. 'We cannot ignore an outside group that poses a
threat to the Terran Hanseatic League.'

'Oh, I know all the on-paper reasons. That still doesn't mean they pass the smell test.' She saw
the disturbed expression on Brindle's face. 'Don't you worry about me, Lieutenant
Commander. I've got my orders and I intend to follow them. We'll squash that rebellion
before they know what hit them. I'm just saying that I don't understand the politics here, or
what went on behind the scenes in that pissing contest between King Peter and Chairman
Wenceslas.'

She sat back and stared at the starry field ahead of them. Willis missed her own Juggernaut,
and hoped that General Lanyan didn't end up damaging it. Since getting a bug up his butt
about 'dealing harshly' with any antagonist, Lanyan had been even more gung-ho than the
soldiers aboard these ten Mantas. Unfortunately, her 'temporary transfer' away from the
Jupiter might well end up becoming permanent. When he was done with his mission, Lanyan
wasn't likely to relinquish her ship.

Willis didn't agree with a lot of the things that had happened recently. While fighting the
hydrogues, the enemy had been clear and indisputable. Humans had been battling for their
very survival, and there was no possibility of a diplomatic solution. Here, though, she didn't
know what response was truly warranted against King Peter.

Many times, Willis had studied her command manuals, any advisory memos released before
this situation cropped up, and the official chain of command, trying to figure out the
Chairman's defined place. She wasn't so naive as to believe that King Peter had really been in
charge of everything, as the public was supposed to think; the Chairman and his cronies
pulled the strings of government. However, in official documents, the King was listed right
there in black and white as the EDF's commander-in-chief. Legally speaking, the Chairman
had no role with respect to the Earth Defence Forces, yet Basil Wenceslas had assumed
control and was issuing orders right and left.

Very troubling.

And now Willis found herself acting like one of those lockstep numbskulls who followed



orders without questioning. The very idea made her squirm. Wenceslas had bent over
backward to make the King his front man, his visible symbol, and sometimes his patsy, so
that made it awfully tricky for the Chairman to brush Peter aside and discredit him.

'How much longer until we reach the Theroc system? she said.
The navigator consulted a diagnostic panel. Four hours, thirty-six minutes.’

T'm retiring to my ready-room. Please have the kitchen send me up a sandwich. They know
what kind I'like - ham and cheese, hot mustard, dark bread, a pickle. And an iced tea, sweet
tea this time. Don't make it that bitter powdered stuff.' The lunch was her standard order, and
not surprisingly, the meal arrived within minutes as Willis sat at her table, tapping fingers on
the table-top. She wasn't hungry, but ate out of habit and a basic need for energy.

Peter and Estarra, now being painted as rebels, cowards, and traitors, had actually run away
and formed a new government. Why the hell would they do that? King Peter had everything
in the Whisper Palace: riches, servants, power. A person didn't just chuck that out the window
and run to a backward planet for no reason. Something really, really bad must have
happened. If she had a chance to split her sandwich with Peter and just chat for awhile, Willis
suspected the King would tell quite a different story from the Chairman's.

In fact, she had seen first-hand what the Hansa did to the orphaned colonies. She'd been
ordered to stomp on the unruly world of Yreka and mete out an unpleasant punishment to a
group of hardscrabble colonists who were simply trying to get by. Now that smacked of
betrayal, or at least shirking responsibility. In return for paying their taxes and contributing
as any citizen was supposed to, Earth had promised to support its Hansa colonies. But the
moment times became tough, the Chairman had jettisoned them like unwanted baggage.
Those colonists had every reason to cry foul.

The sanctions against the Roamer clans were another ugly distraction. At least she hadn't
been asked to participate in the destruction of Rendezvous or any other Roamer facility.
Chairman Wenceslas and the EDF walked all over political boundaries, and each day they
seemed to be putting on heavier boots. Willis took a bite of her sandwich, felt the burn of the
mustard, and washed it down with a deliciously syrupy mouthful of sweet tea.

On her desktop screen she reviewed the spyflyer surveillance images. She knew that Theroc
couldn't stand up to ten Mantas. Then again, she didn't believe that the King - not a stupid
man -would leave himself vulnerable during such a dangerous time. Maybe he simply hadn't
had enough time to put all his ducks in a row. With the Earth Defence Forces still reeling,
Peter might have expected a brief respite to regroup. On the other hand, they all knew the
Chairman...

Brindle contacted her ready-room. Admiral, thirty minutes until we arrive in-system. I
thought you might want to address the crew before we begin our attack.'

'Thank you, Commander. I do indeed.' She dumped the dishes into the recycler. After leaving



the ready-room and settling into her command chair again, she opened the all-ship channel.
'Listen up. We are about to arrive at Theroc under orders from Chairman Wenceslas. Our job
is to put an end to this conflict, but we are not barbarians. Whatever goes on here today,
remember that Theroc is still an independent world. We need to use a light touch.’

"That means no unnecessary casualties,' Brindle appended.

Td prefer no casualties at all. They won't stand up against our firepower, so maybe we can
wrap this up quickly and efficiently.' Personally, she doubted it. 'Approach the system at full
speed, then max decel. I want to pop out in front of their faces and use the element of surprise
for all it's worth.'

The cruisers roared into the Theron system with enough deceleration to make Willis's bones
and muscles ache. Her crew was ready. Brindle stood at attention behind her chair. All of
their weapons officers were at their stations.

But as soon as long-distance images sharpened on the broad viewing screen, panicked
outbursts flooded the bridge. Full stop!' Willis cried. 'Do not open fire! That is an order.’

Theroc was surrounded by what looked like a crown of thorns. Immense tree battleships rose
up with great spiky boughs splayed. The verdani treeships began to move toward the
incoming EDF battle group, fanning out and forming a blockade like a huge thorny hedge.

Willis hammered down on the transmit button. T repeat, for anyone who has too much wax
in their ears: do not open fire, unless you want one of those sharpened branches up your
exhaust shaft.’

Behind the verdani battleships came a flurry of vessels in every conceivable size and shape,
ships with bright markings and discoloured hullplates. All of them had very prominent
slapped-on armaments.

"Those are Roamers,' Brindle said. 'Hundreds of them.'
'With hundreds of guns,' Willis added.
"Tactical stations! Run a quick assessment of battle feasibility. Do we still outgun them?'

‘Belay that!" Willis cut him off. 'Are you totally nuts, Lieutenant Commander? Look at those
treeships!' The deadly verdani vessels moved closer, loomed larger. Tknew this was a bad idea
from the start.’

Fifty-five
General Kurt Lanyan

Even after the Pym colonists and exhausted EDF soldiers retreated through the transportal
wall, they couldn't stop running. The Hansa workers in the Rheindic Co control chamber



were taken aback by the sudden waves of scrambling soldiers with torn and bloody uniforms,
smoking weapons, and ghostly pale expressions.

A few haggard colonists fell to their knees and touched the cool, stone floor. Swift-thinking
EDF fighters grabbed them and hustled them farther along the tunnels to the exits. Keep
moving! Back to the ships.’

'Call all the personnel transports up to the city!'
'Send a signal to the Jupiter! This is an emergency situation.'

When Lanyan staggered through, he wanted to collapse, but knew it wasn't over yet. "Those
damned bugs are going to be hot on our tails!'

Contflicting orders bounced around, and the stunned troops began a disorderly but swift
exodus, sweeping the Rheindic Co scientists along with them. Sobs and alarmed shouts filled
the stone-walled chamber, along with the clatter of weapons, the pounding of booted feet.

'What is it?" said Ruvi, the administrator. 'What's going on?'

'Klikiss.' Lanyan grabbed the balding man by the shoulders and bodily turned him around.
The Klikiss came back to Pym. They killed most of the colonists, but we rescued these.'

'Klikiss? You mean the real Klikiss?'

He pointed to a bleeding gash on his arm. 'Yeah, they're pretty damned real. And they're
going to come here soon. You can bet on it. So haul ass! I'm pulling the plug on Rheindic Co.'

‘We - we'll gather our equipment, pack our things.'

You'll turn around and run like hell. Now! I'm guessing we've got only a few minutes, at
most.’

People flooded out of the chamber through the passages, reached the cliff edge, and crowded
together like lemmings. Outside, twilight was beginning to fall. Station lights marked the
personnel transports in the landing zone far outside the main base.

The Klikiss city was high up on the sheer wall, with no easy way for great numbers of
evacuees to get down. Frantic people jammed the lift platforms, trying to reach the canyon
tloor. The heavy elevators were reinforced to carry cargo but not designed for speed, and they
did not have the capacity to hold so many rescued colonists and retreating EDF troops.

Some of the soldiers helped scientists and colonists, and some had the composure to activate
their comm systems and shout for the personnel transports. 'Get up here! It's a massive
evacuation. We have to leave - immediately!

Back in the chamber, Lanyan saw the bottleneck situation rapidly growing out of control.
Drawing a deep breath that stretched his uniform tight across his chest, he counted to three,



forced calm upon himself, then issued orders in a controlled, razor-sharp bark of command.
'"Remember who you are! We fought the Soldier compies. These bugs are no worse, and they
splatter a hell of a lot easier. Now, get some fresh weapons up here!'

Outside, several troop transports took off from the landing zone and flew in the gathering
dusk toward the cliff city, manoeuvring to pick up the evacuees. One cocky pilot hovered his
ship directly against the high cliff opening and slid aside his access door. Soldiers and a few
civilians jumped across the gap. For those who had seen the Klikiss, the risk of falling seemed
far preferable to the risk of being left behind.

Lanyan grabbed a spare pulse rifle from a departing soldier, looked around the control
chamber, and picked a dozen men who looked the least shaken. Although the General didn't
ask for any other volunteers, several more soldiers chose to stay. Lanyan gave them all a grim
nod. 'When those bugs get here, we need to be ready for them. We have to hold this chamber
to buy time. Set demolitions around the transportal wall. Bring it down so we can cut them
off." Chairman Wenceslas would be livid if Lanyan cut off the main transportal hub, but the
Chairman wasn't here. Nor had he seen the horrifying bugs. ‘Blast the whole thing into dust.’

While most of the soldiers took up defensive positions, two of the men knelt to remove
polymer explosives from their packs. After slapping the wads against the trapezoidal stone
wall, tight-lipped, their foreheads covered with beads of sweat, the two began setting their
detonators. Before they could finish, though, the transportal wall shimmered, and shadows
appeared behind the opaque surface. Lanyan backed away to the line of soldiers and raised
his largest gun. 'Stand ready!'

'It's a trap, General,' said one of the men.
Tt's a trap for the Klikiss. The moment they show up, open fire.'

Two Klikiss warriors lunged through, their segmented arms already sweeping from side to
side, knocking one of the demolitions men to the floor. The second soldier threw himself at the
rigged explosives, trying to trigger them at the last instant before any other bugs could get
through. But the spiny warrior skewered him with a long forelimb and tossed him against the
stone wall. More bugs charged through, carrying strange weapons in their jagged claws.
Before the bugs could take two steps forward or their compound eyes could adjust to the
sudden dimness of the cave, Lanyan's defenders opened fire.

Four more came immediately behind them, each carrying a bell-mouthed weapon, like a
high-tech musket. Lanyan knew this was just the beginning of the wave, and they would
never blow up the transportal in time. He had seen how many bugs they had left behind on
Pym. 'Like shooting fish in a barrel! We have to give the transports time to pick everybody

up.’

As the next Klikiss warriors materialized, more gunfire knocked them back. Insect bodies
piled up on top of others. Soon the armoured corpses themselves would form a barricade that
blocked the trapezoidal wall.



At the cave mouth, transport after transport flew off, laden with evacuees. Within the stifling
chamber, Lanyan and his men continued firing, but the Klikiss pushed through by sheer
weight of numbers, faster than the men could shoot.

'Fall back!' Lanyan said. 'T think we bought enough time.'

His soldiers retreated, running through the tunnels as a new batch of Klikiss clambered over
the mounded carcasses. Lanyan's men ran to the opening in the high cliff. As twilight
darkened, a cool breeze blew in their faces, invigorating after the burned air of the transportal
chamber.

One of the overloaded lift platforms had jammed in its tracks halfway down the cliffside, but
a personnel transport had already retrieved the stranded people. Standing on the cliff edge,
the exhausted defenders waved frantically for one of the last ships.

The General slapped the comm microphone at his collar. 'Get the rest of the transports back
up to orbit and call down the Juggernaut. I want the Jupiter here with weapons ready to go.
This hasn't turned out the way we expected.’

One of his blood-streaked men turned wide eyes at him. 'That's an understatement, sir.'

Stranded high on the cliff wall, they could hear Klikiss swarming toward them through the
tunnels. They would never have time to take the slow lift platforms. '‘Come on, dammit, get a
ship up here! Our asses are on the line.' One partially loaded shuttle swooped close, side doors
open, and Lanyan felt weak-kneed with relief. 'Get aboard, all of you.'

The men leaped to the hovering transport ship, while the soldiers on board it caught them
and pulled them inside. Nobody bothered to find seats. Lanyan, the last to jump across the
gap, spun to look behind him just as angry Klikiss surged around the corner. "Take off!

The shuttle climbed away from the cliff city, leaving the bugs behind. More and more Klikiss
piled together at the edge of the drop-off, staring at the overloaded ships rising away like
drunken bumblebees. Lanyan sat in a very undignified position on the slippery deck
watching through the wide-open hatch as air whistled past.

One by one, the monstrous bugs leapt off the cliff, spread their wings, and began to fly
toward the shuttles.

'Give me a friggin' break! Seal this door and engage maximum thrust!
Tsee 'em,' the pilot called.

Three troop transports circled back and opened fire with defensive jazers, picking off the
flying Klikiss. But for every one they blasted, three more took flight. Bugs continued to boil
out of the cliff city.

'Only one way to stop this. Get me on the comm directly to the Jupiter. I want my weapons
officer.' Like a whale plunging deep in search of krill, the Juggernaut dived toward the lost



city while the troop transports continued to shoot at individual Klikiss. 'We've got to plug the
leak. Take out that transportal. Destroy the city. Demolish the whole thing.'

The Jupiter’s battleship-calibre jazers glowed orange, then white. A broad lance of blinding
energy struck the alien city. A second blast brought down the cliff face, erasing the ruins in a
landslide. The invading Klikiss inside the tunnels were wiped out, and the transportal was
gone in the blink of an eye.

The few remaining insect warriors were now cut off from the rest of their hive, and flew
about, disoriented. Lanyan regarded them as gnats to be squashed. As smoke and fire
continued to curl up from the rubble below, Lanyan directed the troop transports back to the
Juggernaut, retreating without shame.

He had to get back to the Hansa. Chairman Wenceslas wasn't going to like this one bit.
Fifty-six
Hud Steinman

Thoroughly disgusted at how the Llaro town had turned into a veritable concentration camp,
Steinman decided it was time to leave by any means possible. Many of the more naive
colonists clung to a foolish hope that nothing bad was going to happen to them, kidding
themselves that they would be safe from the Klikiss so long as they took no drastic action.
Steinman didn't buy it for a second.

Conditions were growing steadily worse inside the walls. Margaret Colicos had somehow
convinced the bugs to feed the captives, but the meal certainly wasn't very appetizing. The
bland and disgusting mixture provided basic nourishment, as long as the people ate enough
of it - if they could stand it. Steinman had the unsettling impression that the Klikiss were
trying to fatten them up. He had put up with it for as long as he could tolerate, and now he
just wanted to get out of here.

Several groups had already organized themselves and slipped away with packs of minimal
supplies and tools, rushing off to meet Davlin Lotze. They believed the man had established a
sanctuary out there somewhere. But Steinman had no intention of going as part of a group to
live in an even more crowded and miserable camp than the one he was leaving.

Enough was enough. He had always meant to spend his life as a hermit.

In the late afternoon, he pounded on the door of the dwelling Orli shared. A red-faced Crim
Tylar yanked the door open and looked at him with an unwelcoming expression. 'What do
you want? Any news?'

His wife Maria stepped close behind him. Her dark hair was beginning to be streaked with
grey, like a touch of frost on an early winter morning. 'Let him in, Crim. Don't just stand
there glaring. He's not one of the Klikiss.'



T'm here to see Orli.'

'She’s a bit jittery yet from her visit with the breedex, but she'll probably want to talk to you.'
Crim sniffed in disapproval at the unkempt and dusty old man. For whatever reason.’

Several cots had been set up in what should have been a living room. Orli had her music
strips out, just staring at them as if stunned. When she looked up, her eyes were red and
haunted. He felt a sudden stab of deep sorrow. What had those insect monsters done to her?

She brightened when she saw him. 'Mr Steinman!"

'Not quite what we expected when we came here, is it, kid? We might have been better off
staying in our own house on Corribus.'

She set her chin in her hands. 'Corribus was a Klikiss world, too, and the bugs might already
be back there. We'd be eating furry crickets, running away from low-riders - and still being
chased by Klikiss.'

After a long and awkward silence, he said, 'Tjust wanted to... I wanted to say that I'm out of
here. Tonight.'

Crim and Maria were both surprised. Is another group ready-to go? We just sent one out last
night.’

T'm going alone. This'll be no different from the solitude I intended to find on Corribus.'
"That didn't work out too well,' Orli said.

'Only because of the damned robots.'

'And because you weren't very well prepared.’

Tl manage, kid. Just you wait. The Klikiss are bone-headed when it comes to security. They
only think they've got us corralled.'

"They do,' muttered Crim.

'But once you get away... then what?' Orli looked concerned for Steinman, and his heart felt
heavy. 'Are you sure you'll be all right?"

T11 find a place out in the wilderness, set up camp, and live off the land.' He shook his head. 'T
was meant to be independent. It's about time I put that to the test and took my chances out
there.’

Orli hugged him. He remembered how much they had depended on each other until they
were rescued from Corribus. He heaved a sigh and pulled away from her. 'Tdon't like fences,
and I don't like walls. The whole flavour of this place makes me lose sleep at night.'

Part of him wanted her to ask to come along with him, and he could see the girl was tempted.



But she had resigned herself to staying here with the other colonists, no matter what
happened. He tousled her hair because he couldn't think of anything else to do. 'Just
remember that I'm out there, and I'm thinking of you, Orli. You're a good kid.'

'Tknow that. Take care of yourself, Mr Steinman. I'll miss you.'

He felt a lump in his throat and wondered if maybe he should stick it out here in town just a
little bit longer. But it was already almost sunset. The gathering shadows made the darkness
of the solid walls extend forward, swallowing up the camp.

Some of the Klikiss began a distant evening song, and Steinman listened to where they were
located. The chirping was hypnotic, a celebration of the night. At dusk he doubted many
Klikiss workers or builders would be moving about. Carrying the food, water, and supplies he
thought he could use, he took advantage of a makeshift ladder and rough bumps to scale the
stockade wall. It was the least obtrusive way for him to slip out.

After scanning the shadows for unseen dangers, he dropped over the wall, landed on his feet,
and caught his breath. He could not enjoy the exhilarating rush of supposed freedom. That
was an illusion. His friends and fellow colonists remained within the stockade, for whatever
purpose the Klikiss had in mind.

Steinman gathered his courage and walked away, heading out of camp.
Fifty-seven

King Peter

When the expected EDF ships arrived at Theroc, the Confederation was ready for them. The
ten Mantas were stopped cold in space, and now Peter waited to see what the grid admiral
would do next.

Inside the white-walled throne room, newly installed screens displayed images from the
orbital surveillance satellites Roamer captains had placed around Theroc. In the frantic days
after Nahton's warning, King Peter had asked the Roamers to install new technological
hardware, preparing the worldforest and Theron settlements against a militarily superior
force. Clan engineers had descended in a rush to make as many improvements as they could
manage in the limited time available. The fungus-reef city would have to forego aesthetics for
now. Even the green priests understood that.

The Confederation had scraped together many vessels to make a convincing stand at Theroc.
The Osquivel shipyards had responded with remarkable productivity, but Peter did not
expect a handful of vigilantes to fulfil the role of an official space navy.

Nevertheless, the show of force was quite impressive, possibly enough to make Basil think
twice.

Carrying green priests, Roamer scouts had set up a picket line around the Theron system,



scattered ships circling farther and farther out. The moment the ten threatening Mantas
appeared, the outlying picket vessels sounded an instantaneous alarm through telink, alerting
the King hours before a traditional electromagnetic signal could have arrived.

Newly armed Roamer ships positioned themselves all around the planet, ready for a fight.
The worldtree battleships moved to intercept the Mantas well before the rapidly decelerating
EDF cruisers caught their first glimpse of what was waiting for them. Even Jess Tamblyn and
Cesca Peroni took their small wental vessel into orbit, like a supercharged teardrop.

The admiral was quite surprised.

Peter and Estarra sat together before a transmitter. Because of her swollen belly, it was hard
for Estarra to sit very close to it. OX stood nearby, as if reprising his role as a formal
ambassador to the Hansa. One of the Roamer engineers opened a channel for the King using
the standard EDF command frequency. This is King Peter, the rightful leader of the
Confederation. Identify yourself. Why have you brought this unauthorized military fleet into
our space? We demand that you withdraw immediately.'

When the screen cleared to show a deceptively maternal image, Peter frowned. 'Admiral
Willis, I did not expect you, of all of my commanders, to take part in this nonsense. I'm not
surprised the Chairman would pull such a stunt, but why have you turned against your
King?'

'Not my idea, King Peter, but I have my orders.' She was struggling to maintain her
composure.

"Those orders do not come from a legitimate authority.'

'That's debatable. You've caused quite a stir back on Earth. Chairman Wenceslas has ordered
me to impose order and put an end to your illegal rebellion.'

Queen Estarra leaned toward the transmitter. 'And how exactly do you expect to do that?'

T'm still working on that part.' Willis was obviously flustered. To tell the truth, I wasn't
anticipating such an impressive show of force. You've been busy since our last surveillance
images were taken.'

'Obviously, with good reason.' Peter's voice remained hard.

Verdani battleships clustered around the ten Mantas, vastly larger and more dangerous than
the cruisers. Roamer ships circled in, more than a hundred moving targets with weapons
powerful enough to damage the Mantas.

The small wental ship drifted upward until it hovered directly in front of the flagship's bridge
observation windows. Willis looked at the bubble with Jess and Cesca visible inside it. Now
what sort of stunt are you pulling, King Peter?' She seemed more curious than alarmed.

Jess and Cesca, their expressions grave, emerged through the curved membrane and floated,



crackling with a faint nimbus of energy that surrounded their bodies. They wore no
environment suits, surviving in open space as they drifted over to the thick windows to peer in
at the EDF bridge crew. The soldiers stared back at them. The men and women were already
amazed and intimidated by the giant thorny treeships, and now they saw a pair of humans
floating in cold vacuum with no life support whatsoever.

Jess reached out with a fingertip and drew on the thick transparent screen, leaving a trail of
backward letters traced in iron-hard ice. 'EDDIES GO HOME!'

On the next window, Cesca wrote, YOU CANNOT WIN'
'What is this?' Willis demanded. 'What sort of power do these people have?"

With a wave of his hand, a sheet of crackled, frosty ice covered the bridge windows,
temporarily blinding the Admiral before her external sensors kicked in and projected clear
views again.

'We have many different allies, Admiral,' Peter said from his throne room. Tsuggest you
don't make us demonstrate all the power we can bring to bear. You're a reasonable woman.
You know you can't win here.'

Nonplussed, Willis pursed her lips. And you know the Chairman. If I return empty-handed,
he'll just send a larger battle group next time.'

'Why doesn't he ever see the real threat to the Hansa, and the human race?' Estarra said,
placing a protective hand on the curve of her belly. 'Maybe he should pay closer attention.'

Peter continued, 'Because Earth's only green priest has been killed - yes, we know all about
that - you are unaware of major new developments. Even Chairman Wenceslas doesn't know
of the new danger he's about to face. Therefore, it is your duty to turn and leave, so that you
can brief him immediately. We will share the vital information with you.'

Leaning back in her chair, Estarra made a disbelieving sound and said quietly, 'He won't
change his mind, no matter what you tell him.'

"Probably not," he whispered, but it'll give Willis the excuse she needs to do the right thing.'

'What sort of news are we discussing here, King Peter?' Willis seemed sceptical, already
imagining the browbeating Basil was going to give her.

'The original Klikiss have come back to claim their old planets. According to information
we've received from the Ildiran Empire, Klikiss have overrun planets settled in the Hansa's
Colonization Initiative.' He explained in detail what they had learned through the worldforest
from the green priest Nira.

Sitting up straight, Estarra added, 'If you still think you need to do something with those
pretty EDF ships, try helping some Hansa colonies. Most of them have no defences at all.’



Nonplussed, Willis crossed her arms over her uniform. 'General Lanyan is already in process
with his inspection and assessment.'

'Inspection and assessment?' Peter sounded dubious.
'It's a military term.’

Willis blew out a long sigh, deep in thought. Her Mantas hovered in full battle readiness, all
weapons primed and ready to fire. The verdani battleships loomed over them, while Roamer
defenders swirled about like stinging gnats just waiting to be provoked. She had to know her
ships would be torn apart if she started shooting.

'Please don't make a mess of this, Admiral,' Peter said. Take the critical information you've
just learned back to the Chairman. He seems to have trouble identifying the correct enemy.
Worry about the Klikiss, not the Confederation.’

Willis squared her shoulders. 'All right. First things first, King Peter. I'll tell the Chairman
about the Klikiss. I'm not stupid, and neither is he.'

"Yes, but will he listen?'

She didn't answer. Without firing a shot, she ordered her cruisers to turn and head back out
of the Theron system.

Fifty-eight
Sirix

After his recent setbacks, Sirix went on the offensive -and revelled in it. He had lost Wollamor,
and he had lost his long-anticipated base and fleet on the Ildiran resort world of Maratha. But
with whatever weapons he still had aboard the stolen EDF battleships, he swore he would
make up for those losses. At all costs, the black robots had to crush the Klikiss before they
gained a foothold on other planets. Anywhere. That was the necessary response.

One world at a time.

Using the grid and starmap implanted within his circuitry, Sirix guided his EDF vessels,
knowing the robots would have the upper hand against the Klikiss. His human-built ships
carried a stockpile of carbon-carbon explosives, fracture-pulse drones, and collimated jazer
banks, all of which had been designed to crack diamond-hulled warglobes. They would
smash the insect race easily enough.

Sirix expected to find another entrenched and reinforced robot base on Hifur, but when they
arrived he saw that the enclave had already been conquered. Klikiss had flooded through the
transportal and destroyed the black robots. Sirix felt anger and deep loss - seventy more
irreplaceable units destroyed, unique robots with memories that spanned many centuries.
Gone.



Showing contempt for their own creations, the insect creatures studded the exterior walls of
the resin-concrete towers with torn-apart robot components - a flat angular head, a black
wing casing, bent claw-limbs.

Judging by slight differences in their morphology, these Klikiss were an entirely different
subhive from the one that had attacked him on Wollamor. He wondered how many new
breedexes were sweeping back into the Spiral Arm, and how many had already gone hunting
for the black robots.

Sirix would have to destroy them all, and he hoped his dwindling EDF weapons would last
long enough to complete that task. As he processed the remote images from Hifur, he
wondered whose hatred was greater. From space, his ships destroyed the landbound subhive.
Utterly.

R EE

His battle group continued to wreak havoc on any world where the Klikiss might return. He
swiftly learned that the insect race was more widespread than he had expected, and Sirix's
own prospects grew bleaker day by day.

He and his battle group no longer exercised any caution whatsoever. He could not risk it. As
soon as the prowling ships arrived at a former Klikiss world, Sirix ordered massive preemptive
strikes to obliterate the long-abandoned cities and any Hansa colonies that happened to be in
the way. Constrained to travel only via transportal, the insect creatures were vulnerable to a
massive attack from space. And since each subhive was an enemy to all others, they would
not spread a warning amongst themselves.

In preparation for later battles, he decided to refine the skills of his two compies, so he
assigned PD and QT to man the weapons stations and ordered them to open fire on the
targets below. The compies did as they were told, now that their programming strictures had
been erased. Though they were not Soldier compies, PD and QT were quite proficient at their
tasks.

Sirix's battle group targeted and destroyed the transportal walls on Zed Khell, Alintan, and
Rajapar. On Xalezar, he found that humans had established a colony, but the Klikiss had
already arrived and seized the settlers. Seeing the EDF ships, the colonists screamed for help,
but Sirix had no sympathy for the humans, whom he hated just as he hated his Klikiss
creators.

Sirix wiped out the transportal wall first. Next he destroyed the new Klikiss structures. Last,
for good measure, he obliterated every remnant of the human settlement. Another planet
cauterized. It was good progress.

At Scholld, however, Sirix blundered into an unanticipated obstacle. The subhive breedex had
grown stronger, more innovative. As Sirix began his usual bombardment from the skies, the
enemy struck back in an alarming way.



Rising up from the ancient city, numerous identical components flew at them to deliver a
thousand devastating blows. Then the myriad components clustered together to form a
powerful - and ever-growing - swarmship.

The Klikiss had come through the transportals and established industrial bases quickly
enough to build their own spacecraft! How long had this been occurring? If the Klikiss could
move from planet to planet without their stone gateways, the infestation would spread faster
than the robots could hope to destroy them!

The Mantas responded by laying down a suppressing barrage to drive back the interlocking
ships, but he couldn't stand against such an overwhelming concerted attack. All robots,
withdraw.' He guided the Juggernaut into a hasty retreat. The swarmship swelled even larger
as it incorporated more of the component craft, then it came after Sirix's ships.

PD and QT waited at the weapons stations. 'Should we open fire, Sirix?'

'Defensive blasts only.' He had immediately calculated their odds, and he knew they could
not target them all. 'We cannot stand against a swarmship of that size.'

Sirix transmitted detailed commands, and the EDF battleships urgently pulled away. The
situation was worse than he could possibly imagine. As they retreated from Scholld, he said,
'Our viable options grow fewer and fewer.'

Fifty-nine
Orli Covitz

Sitting atop the wide resin-concrete wall, lonely without Mr Steinman, Orli watched the
insects continue their incomprehensible, but manic, work. She wondered if she should have
joined the few dozen colonists who had slipped away to join Davlin Lotze. She had seen the
breedex, and the experience had disturbed her greatly. She sat with her elbows on her knees,
her chin in her hands.

The Governess compy UR had brought along the seven children she guarded. Orli was much
too old to be watched over by the Governess compy, but too young to be considered one of
the adults. UR continued to gather information to instruct her wards and safeguard them, or
at least prepare for what was to happen. The children, meanwhile, amused themselves trying
to make sense out of the bugs' activities.

Workers scuttled up a large ramp that ran along the outside of the wall, dumping more of the
questionable food into the stockade. Roberto Clarin and Mayor Ruis rationed their hoarded
supplies so that the settlers weren't entirely dependent upon what

the Klikiss gave them. Even so, Orli's stomach constantly growled. Right now she would even
eat Dremen mushroom soup.

The wide wall was an excellent place for the anxious, and paradoxically bored, colonists to



gather. DD and Margaret Colicos approached the group, and DD seemed to perk up when he
saw Orli and the Governess compy. He and UR had formed their own bond of friendship.

Ttis a fine day,' DD said. 'The weather is well within pleasant norms for humans. Are you
enjoying the view, Orli Covitz?'

"The view would be better if there weren't so many Klikiss in the way.'
'Oh, dear, have I upset you?'

"Yes, DD, you probably have,' Margaret said.

Tdid not mean to.'

1It's okay, DD,' Orli said. T'm just worried. Always worried.'

'And that's before seeing what you're about to see.' Margaret gazed toward the alien city. She
seemed to have come up here on purpose.'Watch.'

A commotion occurred inside the ancient structures that held the old transportal. Warriors
rearranged themselves, and workers scuttled out of the way as the transportal hummed. Over
the past week, Orli had watched the breedex's raiding parties disappear through the stone
portal to one unknown destination or other. Diggers, engineers, constructors, and other
sub-breeds had all followed. Now some of the Klikiss were marching back home.

Many of the returning warriors looked smashed, battered, and scuffed, several had cracked
shell casings, as if from a great battle, while others showed conspicuous stumps where
segmented limbs had been snapped off or yanked from their sockets.

"The breedex discovered a black robot infestation on Scholld, one of their old planets. It sent
warriors through and captured the old city, built new industries and ships, and expanded the
subhive. And took prisoners.'

Orli spotted other ominous black insectile forms among the returning Klikiss. One of the
children by UR cried, 'Look - those are robots!"

Margaret wore an unreadable expression. 'These three are intact captives, a gift for the
breedex.'

‘What will the breedex do with them?' asked UR.
Tt will torment them, and enjoy every moment of it."
"Those robots are evil,' Orli said bitterly. "They deserve whatever's going to happen to them.’

"The robots were designed and built to react exactly the way the breedex wished them to. The
Klikiss are far more cruel than the robots. You'll see that in a minute.'

The three captive black robots seemed extraordinarily agitated. In front of the old alien



buildings, they flailed their metal limbs and swivelled their geometric heads as if gibbering in
absolute terror. Orli could see the tiny red flashes of their eye sensors. 'Why are they so
scared?'

'Because they know what is about to happen.’

UR rounded up the seven boys and girls and said in a stern voice, Perhaps the children
shouldn't see this.'

'Twant to watch!'

DD hovered close beside UR, like a bodyguard. ‘We can protect them. Can't we?' The
Governess compy didn't answer, but quickly hustled her wards out of sight.

The Klikiss warriors backed away, leaving the three robots to stand together on the packed
ground, as if it were an arena - or an execution field. Four of the monstrous striped domates
came forward, chittering, singing, fluting.

Looks like some kind of dance,’ Orli said.

It is a mockery of their reproduction ritual. I have seen this before - and hoped never to see it
again. It was an experiment. The Klikiss did not know what to do with him.' She lowered her
voice. The poor man was lost, confused, and terrified. His name was Howard Palawu. When
he saw the Klikiss domates and the breedex, he screamed and screamed.'

Orli felt a hot rock in her stomach. 'What... what happened to him?'

'When Palawu screamed, the Klikiss found his song unacceptable, unlike my music box.
However, because his song was unfamiliar, the domates incorporated his genetics. That's why
some newbreeds carry human characteristics. With each fissioning, the breedex adapts the
morphology of the sub-breeds.'

Several of the whitish Klikiss with skull-like faces and cadaver-ish multi-legged forms moved
about now, ducking from shadow to shadow as they watched the ritual. These looked more
human than the other Klikiss, with hard plates forming a facial outline like a stiff, ugly,
mannequin.

'As far as I can determine, the domates find new genetic material so the reproducing hive does
not grow stagnant or inbred. They acquire and incorporate designs from other hives,
unrelated breedexes. They devour rival Klikiss to gather their DNA, which manifests in the
domates' language, their songs!

Orli didn't entirely understand what the older woman was saying, but it sounded horrible.

Now, as domates encircled the robots, taunting them, the three black machines began to
warble shrilly, frantically. They emitted a chaotic succession of music, melodies, tones, and
screeches, none of which drove the domates back. The striped domates prodded the black
robots with long staffs that discharged blue arcs of electricity. The robots squealed, cracked



open their back armoured shells, and fluttered as if in great pain.

Margaret continued, Tt took me a long time to learn their whole story. I read their writings,
studied the scratched equations they left in their ruins. Most of the Klikiss had been
exterminated by their robots. The few survivors fought back, not only against the robots but
also the hydrogues. That was when they invented the Klikiss Torch, as a superweapon - but it
wasn't enough. One breedex survived and escaped to a distant uncharted planet by
reprogramming a transportal. For thousands of years, the race has been recovering, and
planning.

'After their near extermination, too few Klikiss remained to provide sufficient genetic
diversity. The surviving breedex found another race of primitive predators on a far-flung
world. The predators were not quite civilized, not quite intelligent, but the domates devoured
that new race, incorporated their genetic structure, and thereby created an even stronger
breed of Klikiss, before they went into their long hibernation. After centuries of fallow
recovery, the Klikiss awakened again, split into dozens of subhives, and swarmed back
through the transportal network.'

'And now they want revenge against the black robots,' Orli said.
'Oh, yes.'

At a silent signal, the domates burst forward, raising sawblade forelimbs. They crashed down
on the terrified black robots, smashing their scuffed bodies, ripping into their abdomens,
tearing out internal sensors, program modules, artificial connective tissue. One domate
twisted off a flat geometric head. There was much squealing, chirping, and jubilant singing
among the insects.

Orli wanted to look away but she could not. She remembered the completely destroyed black
robot she had found in the cliffside cave on Corribus - where the ancient Klikiss had made
their last stand against the robots and hydrogues. She knew that this ritual must have
happened before.

When the domates finished dismantling the robot prisoners, strewing smashed bits about like
wild men celebrating a bloody victory, the hive went back about its business. Several of the
distant children were crying, despite UR's efforts to comfort them. Orli stared at the mangled
robot bodies.

Sixty
Adar Zan'nh

Humans always seemed to need rescuing, and the Solar Navy was often called upon to do it.
After the successful skyparade demonstrating the prowess of his ships, Adar Zan'nh took
seven warliners on a search among known Klikiss planets that had been colonized by
humans. He had no idea what his ships might encounter out there.



Privately, he questioned whether this was a proper job for the already-strained Solar Navy. If
Prime Designate Daro'h's concerns about the faeros were accurate, then Ildirans were already
facing a new kind of threat. Zan'nh should be meeting with his officers to discuss how they
might stand against the fiery elementals. Yet here he was flying off to rescue colonists. In his
opinion, most of the humans' problems were of their own making.

Nira, however, had convinced the Mage-Imperator, and the Mage-Imperator had issued his
commands. As Adar of the Ildiran Solar Navy, Zan'nh would obey. He gave orders to his
septar, coordinates were set, and the giant warships flew off on their mission.

During the surprising encounter at Maratha, he had seen the military strength of the returned
Klikiss. He knew how difficult the insect race would be to defeat, especially with the Solar
Navy decimated. He hoped this ill-advised rescue action did not accidentally start a war with
the ancient unpredictable race.

As the warliners flew to their first destination, he stood in the command nucleus like a statue,
staring ahead. Ildirans had known about the empty Klikiss worlds for thousands of years, but
had never turned them into colonies. There was no need. The Spiral Arm was vast. But the
humans had grabbed them for their own.

Ildirans didn't have that greed - didn't try to build on something that didn't belong to them or
improve on a technology that already worked perfectly well. They had reached the perceived
pinnacle of their civilization.

On the other hand, the humans had helped Ildirans. The Solar Navy stardrives held as much
fuel as they could possibly need. There was no longer any ekti shortage, thanks to Roamer
ingenuity and ambition. Zan'nh himself had relied upon human engineers for the innovations
the Solar Navy had needed during the final conflict with the hydrogues. Sullivan Gold and
Tabitha Huck had saved thousands of Solar Navy soldiers by automating Ildiran warliners,
even though the Ildirans were holding him prisoner. Zan'nh frowned, his thoughts in turmoil.

Tabitha was even now working with her crew to rebuild warliners faster than any Ildiran
teams had thought conceivable. They had suddenly developed control techniques that went
beyond thism.thism Tabitha explained that the green priest had shown them how to work
together as a perfectly cooperative unit, increasing their productivity tenfold. Zannh didn't
understand it, but given the astonishing results he could not complain.

His navigator interrupted his thoughts. 'We are approaching Wollamor, Adar.'

'Maintain a full sensor sweep. Be cautious. We do not know what to expect. Send a signal to
inquire about the colony's status. In fact, find out if the colonists are there at all. The Klikiss
may already have arrived.' And if the humans suffered because of it, then it was their own
fault.

'No response, Adar. I pick up no transmissions or energy signatures.'

'Keep scanning. The Klikiss are not secretive. If one of those giant swarmships is here, we will



find it.

The comm officer continued to send his signal, but Wollamor remained silent. Perhaps our
records are inaccurate,' Zan'nh suggested. Perhaps the human colonization initiative did not
choose Wollamor, after all.'

'We have had verification, Adar.’

Then we will verify it with our eyes and imagers as well. Take the warliners down. Approach
the colony with weapons energized and all gunners ready to fire.'

The seven ships came in low, flying in perfect formation as if re-enacting a skyparade. But
their only audience consisted of ghosts and blackened ruins.

The Wollamor settlement was devastated, both the original Klikiss city and the new human
town. The hivelike buildings had been levelled. Hillsides, once riddled with Klikiss tunnels,
had collapsed. Several destroyed ships were strewn across what had been the colony's landing
tield. Analysis confirmed that the wreckage had once been EDF heavy cruisers.

Zan'nh was distressed by the total massacre he saw. Had the robots struck here, as they had
at Maratha Prime and Secda? Or had the returning Klikiss done this? No one had an answer
for him as his warliners passed overhead, circled, and came back. 'Send ground teams down.
We must understand what occurred here.’

Ildiran investigators spent the rest of the day combing over the wreckage before returning
with their report. They found numerous dead Klikiss bodies, a large pile of burned human
bones, destroyed black robots, and EDF Soldier compies.

Adar Zan'nh could not postulate a reasonable scenario for what had happened. But as he

looked at the grisly images, his condescending attitude and smug dismissal washed away.
Not even the most naive colonists deserved to have such a fate befall them. He felt genuine
sympathy, anger, and urgency. He had not expected this horrific and appalling genocide.

This was much too terrible to ignore.

'Recall all teams and prepare for immediate departure. We must get to the other known
human settlements. And we must hurry.'

Sixty-one
Anton Colicos

The Hall of Rememberers was closed for five days during the tumultuous change. Anton and
Vao'sh watched as burly workers used curved bars to pry loose the diamondfilm sheets on
which the Saga of- Seven Suns had been etched. The workers strained, and a brittle plate split
at a jagged angle. When the sheets were originally mounted in the Hall of Rememberers, they
were designed to be indestructible. No one dreamed they would ever be removed or changed,



that the Saga would be rewritten. The workers strained to pry off another section.

Diamondfilm sheets of shattered history fell to the floor. Though the workers did not read the
epic, all Ildirans listened to rememberer performances. Many of them knew portions of the
Saga by heart. They had been raised, as had their parents and their parents before them, to
believe that the epic was infallible. They were aghast at the idea that anything could be amiss
with the record.

Because of his academic experience back on Earth, Anton knew how much hair-pulling and
gnashing of teeth could occur when fundamental revisions were imposed upon an entire
discipline. You mean, the Earth goes around the Sun, not vice versa? In human history, such
controversy had led to the burning of more than one heretic at the stake - and humans were
accustomed to debate and revisions. Ildirans, especially rememberer kithmen, did not cope
well with change.

Some rememberers turned away from the process. Chief Scribe Ko'sh held onto a wall for
support, all the colour had drained from his facial lobes, leaving them a whitish-grey. Vao'sh
looked equally stricken, but he nodded to the workers as if giving them permission to
proceed. 'It is the Mage-Imperator's will.'

'But how could the Mage-Imperator do this?' Ko'sh said.

Anton tried to sound optimistic. 'We will have the new sheets etched and mounted very soon.
Craftsmen are working on them as we speak.’

Ko'sh, who had been in charge of perfecting each line before any new section was added,
breathed heavily, as if hyperventilating. 'We will have to learn the Saga all over again, not just
the young rememberers or the new graduates, but all of us, Vao'sh! We must discard much of
what we spent our lives learning. This is worse than the Lost Times.'

'Not discard, but correct. We are rectifying an error that has been perpetuated for far too
long.'

Anton had seen rememberer children brought into this great Hall to undergo merciless
studies, memorizing one wall panel after another. But previous Mage-Imperators had
engaged in a conspiracy of disinformation and censorship, and the Ildirans had believed
every word of it. The chief scribe had to see the fallacy.

Ko'sh could no longer watch as workers removed the next diamondfilm panel. He sank to his
knees and rubbed the lobes on his forehead. The chief scribe was younger than Vao'sh, his
eyes close-set and hard. He raised his head as if it were a great weight and turned his bitter
gaze toward Anton.

"The established Saga remained untouched for thousands of years. We were part of the story.
We lived it. We knew our place in the great tale. But ever since we began associating with
humans - since we allowed them to tangle our storylines - nothing has been the same.' He



lifted his hands, palms upward, beseeching.

'The story of the universe does not belong solely to the Ildiran race, but to all races,' said
Vao'sh. 'Even humans.'

'And now the humans pretend to be part of the thism!” Ko'sh said. 'Have you heard their
green priest?'

Anton understood their uneasiness. 'I don't necessarily like it any more than you do. Kolker
offered to open my mind to his “revelations”, but I like being myself. So don't blame me - I
haven't intruded on your thism.’

Anton had always been a loner, preferring solitude so that he could read the great epics. He
couldn't imagine what it would be like if his thoughts were totally open, his mind connected
to many people, as well as the web of Ildiran thism. What Kolker and the others described as
a wondrous sense of belonging sounded like a terrible invasion of privacy to Anton. Some
Ildirans considered the converted humans to be interlopers, even threats.

And now his own work with Vao'sh on revising the sacred 5aga was causing an even greater
shakeup. The two of them were ripping out the very foundations of history. Even with the
Mage-Imperator's blessing and support, he expected some Ildirans to view Vao'sh - and most
especially himself - as heretics, just like those ancient astronomers who were burned at the
stake.

The old rememberer placed a hand on Ko'sh's shoulder, a gesture Ildirans rarely used but one
he had learned from Anton. You will study the new history, Ko'sh. No matter how accurately
you memorized it and repeated it, some parts of what you knew were wrong. Even the stories
of the Shana Rei may have been fabrications.'

Ko'sh shook his head, not denying his comrade's words but hating to accept them. 'If the
truth can change once, then can it not change again and again?'

Sixty-two
Patrick Fitzpatrick III

Patrick had never seen anything as complicated, as jury-rigged, or as spectacular, as a
Roamer skymine. The industrial processing city was like a mammoth ocean liner in the
clouds, self-contained and almost self-sufficient. It ploughed through Golgen's atmosphere, its
great scoops churning the convoluted swirls of gas. The intakes sucked up immense tankfuls,
processed the hydrogen through ekti reactors, then spewed exhaust in a titanic vapour trail
behind them. It was a big sky, and he felt very alone.

Over the past several days Zhett had refused to speak to him. Not a word. He'd known she
was hot-blooded, but he hadn't expected to be cut off at the knees, unable even to approach
her. Zhett had deftly disarmed him in a way that would have made his grandmother proud.



Why couldn't she at least yell at him?

He had looked for her everyplace he could think of, going to the control deck, to the shipping
levels, the dining hall. The Roamers all knew who he was now, and though they didn't throw
him off the skymine (either figuratively or literally), they certainly gave him the cold
shoulder. No one seemed to know where Zhett was. Obviously, she was avoiding him, but he
refused to give up.

Patrick did find her quarters - by pure luck. Although he signalled at the metal door, she did
not answer. He waited there for an entire shift, but she never returned. He came back four
times at random hours, even in the middle of the night, but she wasn't there.

So he left her a note. When that produced no result, he decided to bring her flowers. Because
tlowers were not easy to come by on an industrial skymine, however, he sat inside his ship for
part of an afternoon, drawing a large and colourful picture of a bouquet, hoping his
exuberance would make up for his lack of talent. With an adhesive strip, he mounted it to the
door of her quarters. The next time he passed by, the picture was gone.

But still nothing.

So, feeling helpless, Patrick was left to explore the huge Kellum facility, hoping he might
bump into her. He stood out on the open balcony decks watching the slow-motion boiling of
clouds. Hydrogues had once dwelled down there. Patrick shuddered and gripped the rail,
fighting back dizziness as he remembered how the enemy warglobes had destroyed his own
Manta and left him for dead...

Turning away from the too-open skies, he climbed down from one deck to another. Men and
women with jetpacks and anti-grav belts floated outside the curved hull, adjusting fittings,
monitoring the great pumps, dangling probes hundreds of kilometres long to take
atmospheric-content samples in search of the perfect mixture of gases for creating stardrive

fuel.

Next to the ekti reactors and condensing chambers, Patrick watched teams load cylinder after
cylinder of ekti into the grasping spidery legs of a cargo escort. Every hour, another full escort
was dispatched. He estimated that the total output of Golgen's skymines was more than the
entire Hansa had produced during eight years of war and austerity.

A young, whip-thin pilot wearing a long red scarf climbed aboard the cargo escort and sealed
the hatches, heading off to a transfer depot called Barrymore's Rock. Patrick had never heard
ofit.’

A gruff voice behind him said, "You still owe me a cargo escort, by damn.' Patrick turned to
see Del Kellum looking at him with a hard expression. 'And if I wanted to be vindictive, I'd
throw in a bill for all the damage your reprogrammed Soldier compies did to my shipyards.
I'm not made of money, you know. Imagine how much work it took to rebuild and recover
from all that.’



T11 find a way to pay you back. I can get your cargo escort. I'm willing to help out here on the
skymine. I'm sorry.'

'Aren't we all.’

Patrick's mind filled with excuses and justifications, but he had not come here to have a
debate. During his time alone aboard the Gypsy, he'd wondered if he had the strength to bear
all of the blame. He had to. Maybe then Zhett would consider him worthy. T've got
something to say, and apologies to make.'

The bearded man snorted. 'We've known that since the moment you set foot here. What
makes you think we want to hear it? Zhett certainly doesn't.

"You'll want to hear it. Trust me. What would it take for you to bring the skymine chiefs
here?'

'Why should I want to?"

'Because I'm the one who twisted my grandmother's arm to let the Roamers go free when the
EDF came to Osquivel. You could have all been taken prisoner, just like the Roamers on
Hurricane Depot and Rendezvous.' He hadn't wanted to play that card, but he seemed to
have no choice. Tust let me talk to them.' His throat felt very dry. Please?"

The clan leader heaved a long-suffering sigh. T don't imagine you'll get a very good
reception.’

Patrick averted his eyes. T don't either, especially after they hear what I have to say. But it's
something I've got to do.’

EEEEE

The internal meeting chamber would have been dreary had it not been for the colourful
hangings, iridescent tapestries, and splashes of pigment on the walls that looked as if
hyperactive Roamer children had engaged in a finger-painting contest.

Now that he'd gotten up his nerve, Patrick wanted as many people to hear his confession as
possible, though Zhett was the only one who really mattered to him. For the moment,
however, this would be a private meeting. There wasn't even a green priest to disseminate the
news, Del Kellum had found Liona to be too much of a distraction for the skyminers, so he
had sent the female green priest to the Osquivel shipyards, where she would serve a more
practical purpose.

Patrick paced the room wearing his EDF dress uniform. It was risky, but after much
soul-searching, he had decided it was necessary. He was done hiding his identity and his past.
There could be no turning back. Even if Zhett didn't come to listen, he needed to do this for
himself.

'Tt's your show, Fitzpatrick.' Kellum sat down. 'Make it good.'



'Or at least entertaining,' said Boris Goff. Try dumping yourself out an airlock.' Some of the
others chuckled uneasily.

Patrick had rehearsed his words, but when he saw Zhett appear at the doorway, the
well-practised speech vanished into thin air. She looked beautiful in her Roamer jumpsuit
with her glossy dark hair draped over her shoulders. She leaned casually against the door
frame, arms crossed, and looked at him with an unreadable expression.

After an interminable silence, Bing Palmer muttered, just like the Eddies - they waste our
time and have nothing to say.'

Patrick cleared his throat. 'I... I'm responsible for it. I just wanted you to know. The clan
heads, the Roamers, it's affected everybody.' He knew he was being vague. 'My actions. I
didn't know you then, didn't think anything through. It never occurred to me--'

'We all know you're responsible, by damn. I was there, remember? When the Soldier compies
junked up my shipyards, and that Eddy battle group drove us away like birds from a roost.’

'Not that. I mean before, long before, at the root of all this. I served with General Lanyan as
his adjutant. I was with him on patrol runs across trade routes, supposedly looking for
hydrogues. But we were bored. The Hansa and the EDF were angry with the Roamer clans,
because you wouldn't agree to exclusively sell us your ekti in a time of war.’

Goff slurped his drink loudly. "Yeah, we know all this.'

'We encountered a Roamer cargo ship flown by a man named Raven Kamarov.' He watched
the reaction ripple through the room. Even Zhett stood up straight, her eyes widening.
'Kamarov was carrying stardrive fuel, quite a lot of it. After we talked with him, it was clear
he didn't intend to sell it to Earth.'

Despite Patrick's anxiety, speaking these words aloud felt somehow cleansing. "Things got out
of control. General Lanyan gave me implicit orders and left the bridge. Though I believed I
was doing what was right for the EDF and the Hansa at the time, ['m the one who turned to
the weapons officer. I gave the order to open fire.'

The room fell completely silent. Patrick stared at one of the coloured daubs on the wall, seeing
Zhett in his peripheral vision. The other skymine chiefs stared at him. 'Yes, I killed Raven
Kamarov. That's bad enough in itself, I know. But that started it all. Because of that incident,
the Roamers cut off ekti shipments to the Hansa. Then the EDF retaliated by attacking your
facilities, taking Roamers prisoner, destroying Rendezvous. The list goes on and on.' He closed
his eyes, shook his head. Taking a deep breath, he opened his eyes again and raised his chin.
Tm sorry, and I'm here to accept my punishment.'

His legs were shaking, and he felt as if he would collapse any second. In the uproar of angry
disbelief, with men surging to their feet, shouting accusations, spilling their drinks, and
cursing him, Patrick saw only Zhett staring at him. With tears sparkling in her dark eyes, she
turned and left the meeting chamber. Patrick didn't hear anything else.



Sixty-three

Chairman Basil Wenceslas

The Chairman faced the window of his office, pointedly turning his back on Admiral Willis,
who stood at attention. Now that he'd heard of her botched assault on Theroc, he did not trust
himself to look at her. Another disappointment. Another failure. Was she so weak? So poor a
choice for admiral?

Deputy Cain sat at his desk in a corner, watching. Basil didn't mind that the deputy spoke
less and less during meetings, but he was worried that no one had his clarity of vision
anymore.

Still staring out at the Palace District's skyline, he finally said, "You overestimated the Therons
and the Roamers. I know what they're made of. The lines would have crumbled. Your jazer
firepower could have chopped those verdani treeships into kindling.'

Willis didn't bother to sound cowed. 'Mr Chairman, I've had more than enough experience
with politicians second-guessing command decisions after the fact. In my professional
opinion, the battle was not winnable. Period. After the disasters that have befallen the EDF, I
stand by my decision not to lose ten Manta cruisers in a futile exercise.'

He turned to face her, but she didn't back down. T don't like your insubordinate tone,
Admiral.' Again.

Willis brushed aside his comment. "The most important thing, Mr Chairman, is the alarming
news King Peter reported. If the Klikiss race has returned to reclaim their worlds, that could
be a substantial threat.'

'And you believe that fairy tale? Without proof? The Klikiss have been extinct for ten
thousand years. It was a defence strategy -just Peter creating more imaginary monsters.'

'More? Like the “imaginary” threat of Klikiss robots and Soldier compies, you mean?'

Deputy Cain's tone was deceptively mild. '‘General Lanyan is still at Rheindic Co. There have
been no reports about a Klikiss invasion on any of the worlds he went to inspect.’

Willis was obviously flustered. 'Exactly how is he supposed to make a report? He's got no
green priests. Have you received any word from him at all?'

Texpect the General back soon. He will deliver a full report when he returns.’
Willis waited in her formal stance, she seemed bulletproof. 'Will that be all, Mr Chairman?'

Finally Basil sat down. 'Unfortunately not, Admiral. Since we did not achieve our goals at
Theroc, you now force me to pursue Plan B.

Cain had a perplexed expression on his face. Plan B? We've not discussed our next move.'



Tdidn't require your input, Mr Cain. The objective is clear enough.' He turned to regard
Willis. 'Even though I'm not impressed with your combat decisions during the Theron
debacle, I cannot afford to lose one of my seasoned commanders. Nor can let your ten
Mantas sit here idle while more of the Hansa slips through my fingers. I've run an assessment
of our breakaway colony worlds to see which ones have the weakest defences and the most
strategic importance. I'm sending my grid admirals to these carefully selected “softer
targets”, to plant the Hansa flag and bring them back into line--by any means necessary.'

"You mean invade and occupy?'
"That's exactly what I mean, though I would choose different words.'

Td like my Juggernaut back if you're going to send me into combat, sir. The battle picture at
Theroc would have changed dramatically if I'd had my Jupiter as well as the Mantas.'

'Request denied. General Lanyan will retain command of the Juggernaut for the time being,
but perhaps after a successful operation, you'll earn back the right. For now, make do with
your ten cruisers.'

He touched his deskscreen, illuminating a star system, then called up images of green-blue
oceans, reefs, and small settlements built out of giant shells, as well as large refineries,
pumping stacks, and condensing facilities. T'm assigning you Rhejak, an ocean world with an
ocean-based economy. The people have been comfortable for a long time. They won't be
much of a problem - even for you, Admiral.' He laced his fingers behind his steel-grey hair.

Willis frowned at the images. "You want me to conquer a vacation postcard? For what
purpose - just to bolster the Hansa's ego?"

"To acquire Rhejak's materials. The oceans and reefs there are a good source of rare metals
and minerals, which the Hansa needs. One of their kelp extracts is a valuable supplement for
pharmaceuticals, including anti-aging treatments. Knuckling down on a few islanders and
tishermen shouldn't be beyond even your abilities.'

Willis was clearly annoyed. Tve got decades of experience, Mr Chairman, and dozens of
victories under my belt. I'm not accustomed to being addressed this way by a... a civilian.'

Tam your commander-in-chief, Admiral.’

'Thave some concerns about that particular point. I've reviewed all available EDF
documentation. The chain of military command is fairly clear - and the Chairman is nowhere
onit.

From his chair on the other side of the room, Deputy Cain said, 'She's technically correct, Mr
Chairman. According to protocol and Hansa law, you have no direct authority to command
the Earth Defence Forces.'

Basil clenched his teeth and forced calm upon himself. T can see that the Hansa Charter and



the EDF's defining documents need to be clarified, so that other officers don't experience the
same confusion.'

Admiral Willis left without being dismissed, Basil watched her departing figure, glanced at
Cain, and considered (not for the first time) simply scrapping all of his upper-level advisers
and military officers and starting from scratch. Unfortunately, he had no better alternatives.
He needed to keep a firm hold on the ones he had.

Sixty-four

Sarein

For a long time Sarein had been growing increasingly concerned about Basil. Because of their
past and all that he had done for her, she still cared for the Chairman, but lately another
emotion had begun to work its way into her feelings for him: fear.

When Basil sent her an unexpected invitation to join him for a private meal, she was at first
excited, then puzzled. The note was brief, hinting at no tenderness, nor was it brusque. It
seemed to have been written almost as an afterthought.

Sarein accepted, of course, hoping for the best.

Basil had carefully specified the time she was to join him. His private quarters had a sterile
cleanliness that suggested how little time he spent there. 'Good of you to come here. It's been
too long.'

She tried to interpret the smile he offered. 'Yes, it has, Basil.'

'But you understand, don't you? With the hydrogue war and Peter's blatant insurrection, I
haven't had much time for personal matters.'

The meal was already set out and waiting for them (so as not to waste time, she supposed,
even with her the Chairman was on a tight schedule). Two filet mignons, identical servings of
scalloped mushrooms, and a green-and-yellow vegetable she did not recognize. Each place
had a glass of iced tea. He gestured for her to sit and politely pushed her chair in like a
gentleman.

'We need more times like this, Basil,' she said. 'A bit of relaxation would increase your
effectiveness and productivity.'

"Yes, so my advisers suggest.' He took the seat across from her and motioned toward her
plate. Thope the food is to your liking, but the company is what matters.’

She cut into her steak, found it done perfectly. Though Sarein smiled and held up her end of
the pleasant conversation, at the back of her mind she wondered what the Chairman was
doing. So often in the past year he had given her the cold shoulder, demonstrating that he
didn't need her, or Deputy Cain, or anyone who failed to share his convictions.



But as circumstances in the Hansa mushroomed out of control, she had watched Basil slide
down an ever-steepening spiral. He walled himself off from the input of even his closest
advisers, and was blind to how emotions swayed his judgement. But Sarein was sure she
could still save him if she used this private time to help the Chairman reconsider his stance
against the Confederation, help him see choices that would benefit all of humanity rather
than just add points to his personal scorecard.

Tknow you very well, Sarein. I have never doubted you, but I realize that we've grown more
distant from each other. I hope this evening will reassure you. I need to know that I can count
on you when so much else has grown dark around me.’

'Of course you can, Basil." Her answer was automatic, but she felt a chill. She had hoped to
soften him during their time together, yet now she suspected his intention was to manipulate
her.

T checked the records of your official meetings. I noticed that you visited a trading ship, the
Voracious Curiosity, belonging to Captain Rlinda Kett.

She froze, clamping down on her reaction so Basil wouldn't notice. 'Yes, I knew Captain Kett
from Theroc. She had a load of trade goods - nothing particularly remarkable - but I'm one of
the only people she still knows on Earth. We had a brief chat, and then she left.'

"You're aware that there's an arrest warrant out for her and her partner?'

'No, she didn't mention it. And I'm not in charge of spaceport security, Basil.' She saw a
chance to turn the conversation. Tmight have known, however, if you'd keep me in the loop.
I feel you're shutting me out. I don't know half the things you're planning. You have another
Prince candidate, for instance.'

'A King candidate.’

She set down her knife and fork. You see what I mean? I don't know anything about this. I
don't know who he is. Neither, apparently, does your own deputy.'

Basil's expression hardened. That's confidential information.'

'But shouldn't we be in this together? We are your supporters, your advisers, and I'm your
lover. At least, I think I still am.' Sometimes she needed to remind herself of that.

He seemed to find that amusing. "You think I've found someone else?'
'No, never that, Basil. I just wonder whether you need me - or anyone.'
Tneed people who are loyal to me.'

After their meal, instead of coffee they had a hot beverage called clee made from ground
worldtree seeds, a drink that Sarein had often consumed on Theroc. She knew that Basil had
served it intentionally, to prove he was thinking of her. That was how he scored points.



Instead of warming her heart, though, the clee (wWhich was not easy to obtain, especially now)
only raised more questions.

Afterward they made love, and for a short time Sarein let herself be reassured, let herself be
fooled. Basil knew exactly what she liked, so he had not forgotten her entirely. But
throughout she had the nagging feeling that the Chairman was simply accomplishing a task,
checking off an item on a list of things he needed to do. When they were finished, she
snuggled against him, remembering when she had first come to his bed and all the incredible,
impossible changes - his changes - that had happened since then.

He wrapped his arm around her, holding her. Tneed to keep you close, Sarein.'

Tm here, Basil.' But she swallowed hard as she remembered an old cliche of leadership that
Basil loved to quote. Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.

For the first time Sarein wondered, really wondered, what would happen if she asked him for
permission to go back to Theroc, to go home. What would happen if she tried to escape?

Am I a hostage here?
Sixty-five
Queen Estarra

Although the EDF's would-be invasion fleet had left Theroc alone, the ring of thorny treeships
still hung in orbit like spiny guard dogs. The thought of Beneto and the other verdani
battleships up there, watching over the worldforest, made Estarra feel safe.

She had always felt she could count on him. After being destroyed by hydrogues and
resurrected by the worldtrees, Beneto had already been more than human, yet he had never
stopped being her brother. Even as a sentient pilot fused with a wental-verdani hybrid, he
had responded to Theroc's need and come to defend it.

But Estarra missed him very much. Needing to see her brother, she announced that she
would visit Beneto in orbit. Peter -apprehensive at the idea of his very pregnant wife leaving
the planet, however briefly - could not dissuade her, so he asked OX to be her pilot. The King
came to see her off as brightening dawn light shone through gaps in the worldforest canopy.

The small hydrogue derelict sat like a pearl in the lush Theron meadow where it had landed,
looking beautiful rather than ominous. The alien ship still functioned, but only the Teacher
compy was competent to operate its systems. T am pleased to offer my assistance, Queen
Estarra,' said OX. Bits of damp grass and weeds clung to his polymer feet from his march
across the dewy meadow.'Where exactly do you wish to go?'

Was that a different tone she heard in his voice - less formality and more complexity than
before? Estarra hoped so. Each day, she and Peter diligently helped the Teacher compy
rebuild his knowledge base of hard facts, nuances of statecraft, and memories of time they



had spent together. Estarra also taught the compy Theron protocol, steeping him in
traditions, celebrations, and cultural quirks, sharing anecdotes from her childhood. She told
him stories about her parents her grandparents. .. her brother Reynald, who had been killed
in the first hydrogue attack. And Beneto.

'T'd like to go up to orbit to see my brother and the treeships.'

'Keep her safe, OX,' Peter said. T'm counting on you.' She had asked Yarrod to join them as
well, and the green priest arrived carrying a small treeling. Through telink, her uncle would
help her communicate with Beneto. Peter kissed the Queen goodbye, and the three of them
climbed into the small diamond-hulled ship.

After Yarrod found a place to sit and Estarra sealed the hatch, OX turned his attention to the
alien controls. With a silent boost from invisible, noiseless engines, the derelict rose up from
the meadow, leaving an indentation of smashed flowers and grasses. It climbed like a smooth
elevator past the tall trunks of the gathered worldtrees, and burst out into the open, bright
sky.

Only a few days earlier, Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni had also flown away, saying
goodbyes to their Roamer friends and to the King and Queen. By showing the solidarity of
the wentals with the worldforest, and hinting at the incomprehensible power the water
elementals could bring to bear, they had given the EDF a lot to think about. But now that she
had formally resigned as the Speaker for the clans, Cesca had other work to pursue for the
wentals, work that Estarra didn't entirely understand. Or maybe Cesca and Jess Tamblyn
should just take time for a honeymoon.

Through the clear diamond walls, she watched the wrinkled landscape of interconnected
branches and leaves recede. Then, passing the last rarefied wisps of high clouds, they reached
space. OX guided them toward the spiny treeships that circled high above Theroc.

The reinforced trunks were larger than any battleship. Huge armoured boughs stretched in
all directions to drink energy from the solar wind. Thorns, each as long as the mast of an
ancient sailing ship, speared the vacuum. Fibrous roots dangled out in space like trailing
communications antennae. One huge treeship drifted past, gradually turning its bulk to face
the bright sun.

'How do I know which one is Beneto?' Estarra said, peering through the dizzying transparent
walls.

Yarrod cradled his treeling without seeming to notice anything else around him. "You know
which one.'

Looking at the immense, thorny objects, Estarra did know. Though the silent verdani
battleships looked the same, she could sense her brother's amplified presence in a great tree
coming over the horizon. 'Take us there, OX - to that one.’

Beneto's treeship gently turned, as if he could see them approach through the eyes of a



thousand leaves. Its branches seemed to rustle, and several opened to form a welcoming nest.
The diamond-hulled vessel dropped into the welcoming thorny embrace, and the armoured
vestigial fronds enclosed them like docking clamps.

Yarrod touched the small treeling in his lap, sending a message. When he looked back at
Estarra, his expression had changed somehow, as if Beneto were a part of him, speaking
through his mouth. Tam always with you.'

'Thank you for helping to protect us, Beneto,' she said in a whisper.

Yarrod closed his eyes, furrowed his green brow. The tree-ships, and all of the worldforest, are
concerned. There are still threats.'

'What concerns are left? They didn't have any trouble driving away the EDF a few days ago.
And the hydrogues are defeated, aren't they?'

Now Yarrod looked through the walls of the derelict, as if searching for new attackers coming
from deep space. His voice sounded like Beneto's. 'The Klikiss returning... the faeros growing
strong again.' ~

'But the faeros fought for Theroc.' That battle had killed Reynald ...

The faeros fought for themselves against the hydrogues. Theroc was just a convenient
battlefield.' Yarrod seemed very grave.

Estarra shuddered, no longer feeling safe even with the treeships watching over them. She
looked around, studying the enormous branches and trying to imagine the arms of Beneto
wrapped around her, rocking her to sleep. Her green priest brother had never been as
muscular as Reynald, but he had often comforted her when she was troubled.

'Imiss you, Beneto,' she said quietly.
Tknow," Yarrod replied for the treeship.

She didn't have a specific message for him. For now, as she held her stomach and felt the
baby kick, Estarra just wanted to be close to him, close to the treeship. With all the dangers in

the Spiral Arm, this felt to her like the most protected place. She told OX to let them just drift
there for a time. It was what she needed.

Sixty-six
Margaret Colicos

The Klikiss no longer responded when Margaret demanded ] answers in their clicking
language. She understood the I sighs and knew she could wait no longer. The colonists had to
prepare for their last stand.



Countless members of the Llaro subhive had been damaged or killed in major attacks against
black robot infestations, and with rival breedexes expanding across ancient worlds and
preparing for a new set of swarm wars, the Llaro breedex needed to produce many more
Klikiss. More fighters. Very soon, Margaret knew, the subhive would undergo its fissioning
and expansion. And the human settlers in the stockade would pay the price.

Margaret felt an ache for the upcoming tragedy. She liked these people. For a long time, she
considered whether it might be best if she just hid the truth from them, let them have peace
for a last few days. But they deserved to know, whether or not there was anything they could
do about it. Even if it was a lost cause, shouldn't they have the choice to fight? Perhaps in the
short time they had left, a few more people could surreptitiously get away. Margaret had to
tell someone.

Faithful DD marched with her to the stockade. Resilient and intelligent, the Friendly compy
adapted to nearly any new situation. Dozens of colonists had already quietly escaped,
presumably taking shelter in the hideout that Davlin Lotze had promised to establish. But the
rest of these...

More than a week earlier, at Margaret's insistence, the Klikiss had run a pipe from an
agricultural well through the stockade wall. It was the only source of water inside, and the
flow had sprayed across the ground in a muddy mess until Crim Tylar jury-rigged a trough
and holding tank. The people filling jugs and buckets today stared at Margaret and the grim
expression on her face.

Lupe Ruis and Roberto Clarin met her at the gushing water pump. Thave news, but you may
want to hear it in private.’

DD said, 'If we have a meeting, I would be happy to prepare some beverages. Do you have

”

lemon concentrate? A popular old proverb says, “If life gives you lemons, make lemonade.

For a moment Clarin got a faraway look on his face. T miss lemonade. Back on Hurricane
Depot, we sometimes got shipments of real lemons from the Chan greenhouses.' He sighed
and reluctantly met Margaret's gaze. 'So, you're about to drop a giant lemon on us?'

Margaret didn't try to hide it. T'm afraid so.'
'We've been through seven hells and back already. What do the Klikiss want from us?'

'What have we ever done to them?' Ruis added. "You said that they're after the black robots. I
can't believe they'd want to hurt us.'

'The breedex sees you as a resource to help it meet its goals. It needs to reproduce, increase its
numbers to fight other subhives. And for that it needs you. All of you.'

They entered a sheltered building with striped fabric overhangs, once a produce shop, it had
been shut down since the arrival of the Klikiss. Clarin seemed resigned, as if he hadn't
expected good news for months now. DD stood watch at the door under the bright awnings,



though he would probably chat with visitors rather than turn them away.

Tve observed the preparations in the breedex hive. The domates are mature and ready to start
assimilating new genetic material to improve this subhive's abilities. They will take what they
can from human DNA, using all the colonists.'

Only a handful of the interesting hybrids that included poor Howard Palawu's genetics
remained, but they had demonstrated the potential of human genes. The new Klikiss hybrids
would be stronger, smarter, more powerful. By retaining the best human attributes, they
would conquer everything. The Llaro breedex intended to use that as an advantage over the
other subhives.

'‘Use us?' Ruis looked around. 'What does that mean?'
Clarin stated the obvious. They're going to eat us. That's what you're saying, isn't it?'
"Yes. That's what I'm saying.'

Margaret's eyes blurred as her concentration drifted. The fissioning emptied the breedex,
turned the great hive mind into a mountain of gorging larvae, which then became a
multitude of new Klikiss. That was why the Klikiss had harvested every edible scrap from the
agricultural fields, why they fished and hunted and scavenged every bit of biomass to build a
huge stockpile. Within the breedex hive, the larvae would eat, grow, and finally emerge.

Standing at the doorway, DD waved at two red-eyed passers by, but the pair couldn't
summon the cheer to respond.

Clarin's face was stormy. Roamers don't go down without a fight. By the Guiding Star, we'll
find a way to show them just how unappetizing humans can be.'

Sixty-seven

Hud Steinman

Leaving the stockade was the smartest thing he'd ever done. Even after hiding from the bugs
all day and searching for food and shelter during the night, Steinman was glad to have taken
matters into his own hands. Why had he waited so long? He knew the answer, of course.
Damn, he hated to leave Orli Covitz, and he'd even made some friends among the colonists.
He had a gut-level ominous feeling about what might happen to everyone. Margaret Colicos
was a strange woman, and he found her hard to read. He was convinced she knew
something--something bad.

Steinman had slept that first day in the shade of a ravine, sheltered from view. For the past
several days he had survived by eating a few lizards he killed, which didn't bother him any,
they tasted better than the furry crickets on Corribus. Klikiss aircraft buzzed across the sky.
He doubted the bugs were looking for him, since they didn't seem to keep track of how many
prisoners were in the stockade, and he hadn't been the first to escape. He certainly hoped he



wasn't the last.

Setting off again at twilight, he spotted a distant line of sandstone bluffs mottled with
distinctive shadows, maybe even caves. He swished through the dry grasses on his way
toward the cliffs, trying to keep a low profile on the open prairie. There were probably some
local predators, but given what he'd already been through, facing Llaro's version of
rattlesnakes or wildcats didn't worry him unduly.

Steinman walked into the night, revelling in the freedom, the independence. He had his
solitude at last. So why did he feel such a terrible loneliness inside? He hummed absently as
he crossed the uneven ground, feeling his way. He had fashioned a long walking stick for
himself, and he poked it into any suspicious shadows. Walking past large mounds of rock
and dirt, he hummed more loudly. Llaro's night was too silent.

As he continued the tune, he realized with a pang that he was repeating one of the melodies
Orli often played. The two of them had done well together on Corribus. Steinman froze in
place as he heard a hum and chirp - another song in response to his own. He cursed himself.
He should have been quiet! Klikiss were abroad.

The chirp came again, a whistling abrasive sound, not at all like the song he had been
humming. With a glint of starlight on a black carapace, a Klikiss warrior emerged from
behind one of the sheltering rock mounds. It darted toward him, its spiny joints and crest
casting a sharp shadow against the dark.

'Oh, crap.' His throat was suddenly dry.

Steinman jabbed his walking stick at the creature's angular face as it lunged. The Klikiss
crab-walked to one side and came forward again. Steinman swung his stick and cracked it
against the hard chitin, but the blow did no damage. The warrior clipped the stick in half, as
if it were thin as a toothpick. It squealed and clacked its jaws, raising four sharp limbs.
Steinman backed away, tripped on a rock, and fell backward. He yelled.

The Klikiss exploded. A high-powered shot cracked across the quiet night, and a crater
appeared in the creature's abdomen. It flailed its limbs, staggered, and collapsed. One
twitching, segmented arm tried to lift the body up. Slick ooze poured from the wound.

Steinman rolled out of the way, scrambled backward, and got to his feet. Now he saw the
dark man standing by himself, holding a large weapon from the EDF stockpiles.

Davlin Lotze said, 'We should get out of here. They often hunt in pairs.'
'Couldn't agree more.' Steinman followed the man. "You have good timing.'

'And you have unbelievable luck. They wouldn't even have left any bones for me to find by
morning.' Davlin shouldered his weapon. The rest of the escapees set up a decent camp back
in those sandstone bluffs.' He set off without looking back. '‘Come on. Now that I killed that
warrior, the breedex knows we're out here.'



Sixty-eight
Celli

Since making her decision to become a green priest, Celli had noticed more of the
worldforest's grandeur - towering trees, colourful underbrush, sweet-smelling epiphytes,
jewel-winged condorflies. She began to hear differences among the insect songs that filled the
forest, instead of an unvarying blur in her ears. She wished she had made up her mind to do
this years ago.

Celli stood in a spacious glade surrounded by waving grasses tipped with feathery seedstalks.
She looked up - and up and up -to the canopy and the splash of open sky. Solimar watched
her proudly, as excited as she was. Queen Estarra, heavy with child, stood next to her parents
for the ceremony.

As the senior green priest, Yarrod was silent and imposing. Normally he performed this ritual
with children, his demeanour designed to impress upon the new acolytes the gravity of their
choice. He dipped his forefinger into a pot full of pasty dye. "You will become an acolyte,
Celli. You will serve the worldforest and act as a part of the verdani mind. Today you become
less of an individual and more of the great tapestry. As all worldtrees are connected, so are all
green priests, and all of humanity. Once you learn to open yourself to the worldforest, the
trees will accept you as a green priest. Do you vow to undergo this training, to offer yourself
as both servant and companion to the forest, to provide aid and information to the trees?'

T've already been doing it for years now.'
'A simple yes or no, please.’

"Yes.' She shot a quick glance and a smile to Solimar. When he looked back at her, she could
sense the depth of his feelings toward her. Had they changed, or was she just noticing them
more clearly? She felt a frisson of excitement, followed by a quaver of intimidation, as she
wondered how inseparable and intertwined their thoughts and hearts could be once they
became green priests together. Celli wanted that, more than anything.

With dye dripping from his finger, Yarrod drew a straight vertical line down the centre of
Celli's forehead. The colouring tingled, then began to burn as it changed the pigmentation of
her skin. "You are now marked as an acolyte. Green priests will help you. And before long,
the worldforest will accept you.'

Tam ready.' Celli made her voice sound formal, but her heart was pounding with eagerness.
'When will I start?'

"You have already started.' Finally, Yarrod dropped the serious demeanour and opened his
arms to hug her. T'm so glad you decided to join us.'

'Sorry I took so long to make up my mind.'



Solimar took her hand, and she felt the thrill of his touch like an electrical shock. 'Come on, I'll
show you what to do.' At the edge of the glade they found a wide-boled worldtree. Using bare
feet and fingers, they climbed the bark scales like steps, scrambling higher and higher. From
below, Estarra waved, her wistful expression showing that she wished she could still do the
same.

Celli was barely sweating by the time they reached the canopy, pushing aside the interlaced
green roof of fronds. The sun was dazzling - the same as always - yet now it seemed sharper,
clearer. She caught her breath, then laughed out loud. Solimar began laughing with her.

All around them, condorflies buzzed in circles, and orange and pink epiphytes spread their
petals to drink in the light. She heard droning voices, some of them young and high-pitched,
others deeper. An older green priest was reading from a datapad, surrounded by acolytes, all
many years younger than Celli.

"The worldforest wants to hear everything: stories, histories, even technical manuals. Would
you like to read some technical manuals?' Solimar sounded hopeful, since he was most
interested in those.

She teased him. 'Earth folktales sound more interesting.'
He shrugged. 'As you wish.'

They made their way toward the old instructor and his wards. The interlocked fronds seemed
to hold fast - intentionally? -making their passage easier. Soon she would sense the whole
forest, just as Solimar did. She couldn't wait for that to happen. Kissing her quickly, Solimar
left.

Celli folded her slender legs and made herself comfortable among the branches and leaves.
Soon her own voice filled the air, overlapping with the other readers. Paragraph by
paragraph, page by page, she increased the worldforest's knowledge and understanding.

Sixty-nine
Kolker

He had never been part of something quite so big, quite so exciting, even when the worldtrees
had first accepted him as a green priest. Kolker had never imagined anything better than
when his heart and mind had opened to the interconnected thoughts of the verdani.

But this was better, and he felt a need to share it, to show others what they had been missing.

Kolker went back to the decorated platform in the Prism Palace that held the treeling. The
worldforest itself hungered for new information and experiences, and this was certainly
unique. His enthusiasm and eagerness were too great to contain. He had never felt such an
overwhelming sense of mission and purpose. Other green priests would welcome what he had
to offer, but the nature of the change was personal, not something a green priest could simply



access via the verdani mind.

He stood in the bright sunshine that angled through the crystal panes, ready to make a
journey with his mind. Kolker had spent so much of his life travelling to distant places, seeing
new worlds and describing them to the worldtrees. He always felt a sense of wonder and
mystery that was just beyond his reach, in spite of the marvellous things he had already seen.
That wanderlust had set him apart from his friend Yarrod, who was not sure why any green
priest would want to range so far from home. Kolker, though, maintained that 'home' was
with his treeling.

Now he summoned his thoughts and his energy. Yarrod deserved to feel this way, and his
friend would finally be able to understand him, and so much more, through the /telink
connection. Kolker smiled at the very thought. Yarrod would be receptive. He knew it.

Kolker touched the fronds and stared down into the light reflected in Tery1's medallion. He
travelled out through telink and became part of the verdani mind, which seemed so much
like the thism that joined the Ildirans. Kolker could make his proclamation, show anyone who
was listening. ..

He found Yarrod standing alone below the great tree that held the fungus-reef city. It was late
afternoon on Theroc. 'My friend, I bring you something very important.' Kolker moved his
lips, and the words came instantaneously through the tree on Theroc.

'Kolker! You've been so often silent lately. Once you regained a treeling, I thought we'd never
hear the end of you.'

T felt lost, unsure of myself, of my place as a green priest. But now I have a discovery -
something even the worldtrees never suspected! You are my closest friend. Will you listen?
Will you be open to my news?' ,

Yarrod's voice came clear and sharp in his head. Now you have me intrigued. What is it?'

Kolker had never tried to do the 'opening' process at such a distance. He had always been
close enough to touch, to see the expression on his new convert's face, but he wanted to try
this. He had a tight bond with this man, who was already open to telink. Kolker stretched out
the fingers of his mind and discovered the invisible change he had to make in Yarrod's--the
tweak, like throwing an invisible switch. 'Here. See what I've found.'

It was as if light poured down through the lines of telink, mingled with new soul-threads that
blazed with an afterglow of the Ildiran Lightsource. Even from across the parsecs, Kolker
could hear Yarrod's gasp, could imagine his face shining with wonder. This is...
unprecedented. It is unbelievable!'

‘Believe it. Share it. All green priests can be part of this. All humans can experience it.’

Kolker could almost feel his friend's pulse quickening, his breaths deepening. T will share it.
I'll tell the other green priests. Thank you, Kolker. Thank you!'



Seventy
General Kurt Lanyan

The Jupiter returned to Earth, but not to a victory parade. Chairman Wenceslas was not
going to be pleased. Not at all.

General Lanyan had never been afraid of a good stand-up fight. He had faced impossible
odds against hydrogues, Soldier compies, and black Klikiss robots. But this was different.
Instead of securing a few small colonies for the Hansa, he'd blundered into a new war against
a race he had never seen before. If the bugs swarmed to Hansa worlds, then the EDF had to
be prepared.

Carrying its battered crew of soldiers and rescued colonists, the Juggernaut stopped off at the
Mars EDF base for processing and debriefing, while he commandeered a fast in-system
Remora to race back to Hansa HQ. It bought him some time. Lanyan knew there was no
way he could keep the debacle under wraps. With the numerous witnesses, not to mention
the casualties, people would find out sooner or later.

He used his command overrides to get through the layers of security and landed his ship
directly in front of the Hansa pyramid. He bulldozed his way through the halls, pushing
aside moat dragons, protocol attendants, and calendar specialists who frantically sent
messages up the line. Once he reached the higher levels, Deputy Cain took one look at him,
decided to run interference, and scheduled an immediate meeting with Chairman Wenceslas.

The Chairman came out into the hall to meet them before they could reach his office. T do not
like to have my carefully ordered day interrupted, General.' Basil stood straight-backed in the
middle of the grey-carpeted corridor. The General felt a thick knot of fear in his stomach - a
different kind of fear than he experienced in battle.

Many of the office doors were open, and Hansa administrators, ambassadors, and
upper-echelon staff peered out at the commotion. Basil glared at them. 'A little privacy
please.' Up and down the hall, the workers ducked back into their offices and the doors shut
In a staccato succession.

'Since you've returned well ahead of schedule and are in a great rush to give your report, I
can only assume I'm not going to like what you have to say.' He crossed his arms. 'Or maybe
you'll surprise me. I'd like that for a change. Do you have good news? Did you complete your
mission?'

'No, Mr Chairman.' Lanyan cleared his throat to begin his grim summary, but Basil lifted a
hand.

T thought not. So tell me, exactly how many of our colony worlds did you consolidate before
you decided to return? Ten? Fifteen?'



'None. We went only to Pym, where we encountered--'

'None’? Of nearly two dozen worlds on your list, you went only to Pym? Did you at least
manage to leave a force on Rheindic Co, which was already ours to begin with?'

'No, sir. We destroyed the base and the transportal on
Rheindic Co. It was necessary to keep everyone safe.’

"You destroyed our main hub to all the transportal worlds?' Basil rubbed his temples, he
seemed to be wilfully missing Lanyan's point. 'So another failure, just like Admiral Willis. I
give my EDF simple missions and sufficient manpower and weaponry. Why must I--

The General raised his voice. 'Mr Chairman! We have a severe problem.' Before Basil could
interrupt again, Lanyan explained about the Klikiss invading Pym and how he had caused as
much harm as possible to the insect enemy.

T've already been informed about the Klikiss by Admiral Willis. King Peter said his green
priests had reported that nonsense.'

"Then are you making defensive plans? What are we going to do about it?' Lanyan looked at
a hovering Deputy Cain, who seemed just as troubled. 'If these Klikiss are as great a threat as
I fear, and they decide to expand beyond their worlds--'

Tbelieve they're only interested in a few formerly abandoned places.' Basil gave a dismissive
wave as Lanyan stiffened. 'General, you're not focusing on the things that matter the most. I
had hoped to secure those Colonization Initiative worlds, but now we'll have to change our
priorities. Not long ago the Hansa consisted of nearly a hundred unified planets. Now I can
only be certain of a few worlds, and Earth. If the Klikiss do become a threat, then the Hansa
has to be strong. We need our planets back. We need our people all under the same banner.
My banner.'

Seventy-one

Roberto Clarin

While Mayor Ruis worried that Margaret's terrifying revelation would spark panic and
confusion among the trapped colonists, Clarin didn't care. 'By the Guiding Star, I'm not going
to just bare my throat and let those damned bugs have lunch. We're Roamers, colonists,
pioneers. With all our brainpower, we've got to be able to figure out something.'

Twish Davlin were here,' Ruis said. 'He saved us from the hydrogues, and from freezing on
Crenna. He'd have a good idea now.'

'Since he's 10t here,’ Clarin said pointedly, T've got a few ideas of my own, and somebody else
might have a brainstorm, too. Let's pull everyone together and come up with a way to protect
the rest of us.'



So they called a town meeting of the jittery colonists. Orli Covitz stood by Crim and Maria
Chan Tylar, and DD brought Margaret to join them. The Governess compy stood with the
seven children she watched.

Waving his hands and raising his voice, Clarin climbed onto the bed of an engineless
harvesting wagon that had been left inside the stockade. Men and women milled about, all
wanting to know what was to become of them. None of them expected to hear good news.

Twon't kid you. This is bad, real bad. That doesn't mean we can't fight. We've got to do
something before the Klikiss kill all of us.' Pushing his words through the rising swell of
dismay, Clarin called on Margaret to explain what she expected the Klikiss to do. The
xeno-archaeologist's words were raw and unforgiving. She laid out the facts, and some of the
listeners collapsed, weeping, others clenched their fists and began looking for weapons. Clarin
took hope from that. He could rally them.

'Before he left us, Davlin buried caches of explosives and fuel and weapons outside the wall.
We need to retrieve them, but we've got to be unobtrusive about it. The Klikiss don't pay
much attention to us, but who can tell?' He shook his head. No matter what happens, we can
still make a difference. We're going to show that breedex thing that humans aren't going to
sit around waiting for the dinner bell to ring. We're damn well going to fight back with
everything we've got.'

'We didn't ask for this,' Ruis said. 'We didn't try to make the Klikiss our enemies. I admit, I
didn't believe they'd turn against us. It doesn't make sense.’

From the crowd, Crim Tylar shouted, 'Shizz, Roamers are used to being picked on for no
reason!'

With a grim smile, Clarin added, 'We're also used to surviving impossible situations.'

R

The Klikiss had cannibalized components from the Llaro structures and equipment, but
shoved some items aside, leaving piles of cast-offs. Fortunately, perhaps because it was unlike
their open-framework flying machines, the Klikiss had discarded the second Remora like so
much junk. Though the EDF ship was partially disassembled, Clarin and three Roamer
engineers slipped out at night, working with small handlights to surreptitiously repair the
small craft. EDF equipment was paradoxically complicated and inefficient, but he and his
team managed to reinstall the engines and run as many operational tests as possible without
raising too much racket or drawing the attention of Klikiss scouts.

Most importantly, they fixed the short-range comm system. In the shadows of the cockpit, his
tace lit by green and amber control lights, Clarin transmitted his signal. 'Davlin. Davlin
Lotze. Can you respond? Mayor Ruis seems to think you can do anything. I heard you're a
former silver beret. If that's the case - shizz, even if it isn't - help us if you can.'

He didn't actually expect the man to be sitting in the cockpit of the Remora he had taken,



waiting for a signal to come in. However, the ship had a comm log. Somebody in his hidden
settlement of escapees should be able to get the message.

Clarin set the message on automatic repeat for every half hour and, before the Klikiss noticed
the activity outside the stockade walls, he and his fellow workers slipped back in to prepare
for their last stand.

Seventy-two
Sirix

The robot fleet used its' remaining EDF weaponry to I continue attacking former Klikiss
worlds, one at a time. I Each time Sirix found a subhive, he eradicated it. He struck without
warning, crushing them when he could, retreating when he could not. Better to leave the
ancient worlds in smoking rubble than to let the creators have them back.

But in spite of his victories, Sirix felt he was losing ground. The scenario reminded him too
much of ancient days, when the black robots lost the original war and were enslaved by the
primary breedex. Although he dared not let that happen again, he would not admit he was
afraid. Not yet.

Sirix lumbered about on the bridge of his Juggernaut. His two well-trained Friendly compies
accompanied him like loyal puppies. 'Are we almost to our next destination?' PD asked.

"You will have something to shoot at soon enough.'

With ekti supplies alarmingly low and their stockpiles of explosives being depleted, however,
he would have to make his depredations more efficient. He could not afford to waste fuel and
weapons investigating every single planet formerly inhabited by Klikiss. Most of them were
still empty. Sirix needed to be selective, and accurate. He would have to engage in some fights
directly, personally, using his robots, Soldier compies, and smaller weapons from the
shipboard armouries. Though it would not be as swift as a major orbital bombardment, he
looked forward to the clash - face to face and claw to claw, just as in the original wars. The
Klikiss would never forget it... no matter who survived the cataclysm.

But first he had to find a main breedex.

Landing on an unoccupied Klikiss planet, his robots surrounded a silent transportal wall. Sirix
directed three Soldier compies one at a time to select coordinate tiles that led to known worlds
his robots had not yet investigated. Each of the compy scouts dutifully marched through the
murky stone gateway to conduct reconnaissance.

PD and QT watched the Soldier compies disappear to distant planets, searching for a major
infestation. 'What will they see when they arrive?' QT asked.

'They will see if the Klikiss are there.'



'And then what will they do?'

They will either be destroyed, or they will report back to us that the planet is empty. That is
the best way to choose our next target without wasting fuel.'

Two of the scouts returned quickly, supplying spy images they had obtained. The first world
was completely empty, while the second had another small (and uninvited) settlement of
humans. The humans had rushed toward the Soldier compy with questions, but the compy
gave no answers and simply returned through the gateway. While Sirix would have loved to
wipe out the unwelcome settlement, he had greater priorities.

The trapezoidal sheet of stone blurred as another gateway opened. He expected the third
compy scout to return. Instead of the smooth humanoid form of the military robot, however,
Klikiss warriors with multiple limbs filled the transportal frame, pressing forward.

His Soldier compies blasted the first Klikiss before they could emerge. More ominous
silhouettes appeared in the transportal, and the warriors pushed through, ready to attack.

Sirix was ready for them. As a precaution, he had already implanted EDF demolitions around
the base. 'Destroy this side of the transportal.’

A quick explosion, and the trapezoidal sheet cracked and collapsed, shutting down the
gateway and blocking off the Klikiss swarm. He swivelled his head toward PD and QT and
all the black robots.

'Now we know the location, of another Klikiss infestation we must destroy. A planet called
Llaro.'

Seventy-three

Tasia Tamblyn

After Admiral Willis had been sent packing from Theroc with her tail between her legs, more
and more Roamer vessels stopped in at the Osquivel shipyards, requesting modifications and
armaments. Many traders, preparing for any future attack, formed a well-armed vigilante
force in the hope that they could not be taken advantage of again.

Nikko Chan Tylar's hybrid vessel caused quite a stir when it arrived at the shipyards. After
being shot down by Klikiss robots on Jonah 12, Nikko's Aquarius had been absorbed by Jess
Tamblyn's water-and-pearl vessel, and the wentals had regrown its components. The young
man brought his exotic ship into one of the docking circles, carrying a 1o?d of much-needed
tflame-resistant gaskets, filtration mats, and durable fabrics from Constantine III.

As the Confederation's 'military’ representatives, Tasia and Robb met Nikko in the small
crowded cafeteria on the admin station. Tasia ran her fingers across the metal tabletop,
smearing a layer of brown dust. When workers came through here at the end of every shift
from the asteroid crushers and metal smelters, they brought residue with them.



Denn Peroni joined them, scanning down the Aquarius’s manifest and mumbling
appreciatively. 'We can use all of this. Vital components for starship engine cores. Good haul,
Nikko. Your parents would be quite pleased.’

Nikko slurped from a bowl of noodles, added some hot oil, then slurped again. 'My parents
are missing.'

Denn nodded sympathetically. 'Everything's been a mess since the Eddies wrecked
Rendezvous. We're trying to compile a database, though. Now that we've got access to green
priests on various colonies, we can document who's missing and try to track them down, but
it's a brain-bender.’

T already know what happened to them,' Nikko blurted. 'The damned Eddies attacked the
Chan greenhouse asteroids, took them prisoner, then destroyed a lot of the domes. I barely
escaped, myself.’

Denn shook his head. ‘But nobody knows where the Roamer detainees were taken. There's
probably hundreds from Hurricane Depot and Rendezvous, in addition to your greenhouse
asteroids.’

Tbet they have a horrific slave camp somewhere.'

Tasia leaned back in her chair. Relax, Nikko. It's not as bad as all that. They're on a very nice
colony world - an abandoned Klikiss planet called Llaro.'

Nikko's almond eyes widened. 'How do you know this?'

'One of my duties with the EDF was to shuttle the detainees there. It's not a hell-hole prison
planet. I should have thought about it before, but so many crazy things have been going on.
There's no green priest on Llaro, and we didn't have the time or the ships to send an
expedition.’

Nikko leapt to his feet, sloshing some of the spicy broth from his noodle bowl. Then I'll go! I'll
take the Aquarius. Can you help me find Llaro?'

'Hang on a minute - it's not that simple,' Tasia said. 'There are hundreds of Roamer detainees
on Llaro, and I'm sure they all want to go home. You'd cause a riot if you tried to take just
your parents.'

'At least I can see them!'

'About that? There's another big catch. An EDF contingent is stationed there to watch the
detainees. Who knows what's gone on since the end of the Hansa?'

"They might not even know about the big change,' Robb said.

'Well, we can't just leave them there!' Denn said. Tmagine what wonderful PR this would be:
Instead of Nikko's Aquarius, we outfit a larger ship and send an expedition to liberate all the



kidnapped Roamers on Llaro.' Denn grinned, as if already imagining the applause and
rewards he would get for staging such an operation. Tasia wondered if he did indeed have
aspirations of becoming the new Speaker, following in his daughter's footsteps.

T11 fly the ship,' she said. Tknow the layout of the Llaro colony well enough. We'll bring the
detainees home to their clans.'

'Even if we think it's just a handful of bored soldiers stationed there, we'll pretty much be
going in blind,' Robb said. I'd rather not try this without top-of-the-line weaponry. There's too
much that can go wrong.'

Denn considered carefully. 'After all you two have done for us around here, just figure out
what you need. I'll make it happen.'

Seventy-four

Rlinda Kett

With Rhejak's tropical sun warming her skin and moist salty air filling her lungs, Rlinda
lounged back in her comfortable chair. T sure like my job as Trade Minister. This is the kind
of business meeting I could attend every day of the week, and I like this place a lot better than
Earth. Quite a bit more welcoming.'

Beside her, BeBob gave a non-committal yawn. She nudged him awake. "You do have to pay
a modicum of attention. This is work, you know.'

Tm paying attention.' But he still didn't open his eyes.

Hakim Allahu, brown-skinned spokesman for the handful of independent businesses on the
former Hansa colony world, sat next to them. 'Sometimes I forget how nice we have it.' He
went over the manifest of goods on the datapad propped on his knees, marking what had
already been loaded aboard the Voracious Curiosity.

T'd expect you'd have colonists standing in line from here all the way to the next Spiral Arm.
How have you kept this place a secret?' Rlinda watched dark-winged gulls swooping down to
gobble up jumpers that splashed out of the waves. Dark reefs formed a labyrinth in the
shallow seas.

'It's no accident that we don't have a tourism board. We let everybody think we're a rugged
planet with a lot of water and not much land.’

My lips are sealed,' Rlinda said.

BeBob rubbed his eyes. "You forgot to mention the sea monsters. Images of those things
would scare away any casual tourists.'

"Those medusas are as gentle as clams... and about as intelligent," Allahu said. "Think of them



as giant snails.'
'A snail with tentacles, and a shell as big as a house.'

'Literally,' Rlinda added. Most of the dwellings on Rhejak were composed of empty medusa
shells. Each giant shell was enough to house a single person, families grouped empty shells
together and drilled holes from one chamber to the next to make larger conglomerate
dwellings.

The enormous creatures drifted in the calm waters between the sinuous reefs, making a low
moaning sound as they swam in slow, endless feeding patterns. Grey-blue tentacles extended
from the mouth of a huge curlicue shell. The things had two pairs of eyes, one set above the
waterline for seeing in the air, the other beneath the surface for spotting fish. Dressed only in
shorts, young boys rode on top of the great ridged shells, herding the medusas. /

"Their meat certainly is tasty, I'll grant you that.’ Since landing on Rhejak two days ago,
Rlinda had eaten the delicacy prepared five different ways. Medusa meat commanded an
extremely high price in the Spiral Arm, but here it was as common as beans.

Rhejak and Constantine III were business partners, 'sister planets'. Allahu and his associates
funded some of the commercial activities on Constantine III, in exchange for fresh seafood,
which Roamers did not often get to eat. But Rhejak had much to offer beyond the obvious
marine foods. From an adjacent reef rose the tall, skeletal towers of the Company Works.
Huge pumps filtered the mineral-rich seawater, pulling out rare metals and distilling
chemical precursors not found anywhere else in the Spiral Arm.

The reefs themselves, painstakingly built up by numerous small coral-like creatures, yielded a
wealth of exotic crystalline structures, industrial abrasives, and calcium-rich compounds that
had gained notoriety in certain health circles. Rare reef-pearls, spherical inclusions of perfectly
clear crystal, were famed throughout the Hansa. Large, automated grinders and digesters
crunched down reef outcroppings and sifted the resulting material. Even the rich seaweed
beds offered more than edible biomass, they also produced an exceedingly potent substance
akin to chlorophyll, used in a host of Hansa medical applications, including life-extension
treatments.

Tdon't know why the Hansa didn't manage you more effectively,' Rlinda said, but if we do
things right, we'll be pouring wealth onto Rhejak faster than you can find places to store it.’

Allahu looked up from the Curiosity’s manifest. 'Look around you, Captain Kett. This is
already paradise. What more could we ask for?' Not far away, two medusas faced off in the
water, batting playfully at each other with their tentacles. Shirtless adolescent riders stood
precariously on each shell, shouting challenges back and forth, as if it were some sort of a
game.

Isn't it about time for us fo go?' BeBob asked.

Rlinda let out a long breath. 'We're off to the Ildiran Empire next to do more Trade Minister



stuff, and I can't think of any more excuses to stay here. We've got deadlines to meet, delivery
schedules to adhere to. Thank you, Mr Allahu.' She worked herself out of the comfortable
chair and extended a hand. This has been wonderful, like a second honeymoon.'

'Or a tenth,' BeBob said out of the corner of his mouth.

'Stop counting my ex-husbands.' She reasserted her businesslike expression. T1l make sure
Rhejak is part of my normal trade run from now on. I'm sure we can find something you'd be
interested in.'

'We'd welcome the chance to have you back,' Allahu said.

The negotiations had been exceedingly smooth. Rhejak, with its connections to the Roamers
on Constantine III, had been among the first of the breakaway colonies to join the new
Confederation. Everyone had agreed to switch loyalties - from the operators of the Company
Works, to the medusa herders, kelp harvesters, reef grinders, and fishery homesteaders.

After loading a few more boxes of personal items and delicacies Rlinda had selected, she and
BeBob climbed aboard the Curiosity and took off. She took a last, longing glance at the ocean
and its mosaic of islands below them. Once they reached orbit, Rlinda called up nav charts to
plot the best course to Ildira - a beautiful place, but not as pleasant as Rhejak.

She nearly jumped out of her skin when BeBob yelled, then scrambled for the copilot's
controls. 'What the hell?'

She jerked her head up to see ten Manta cruisers in battle formation heading in their
direction. The Curiosity had nearly run headlong into them. She changed course
immediately, swerving out of the way. "You can bet those aren't tourists.' Down in the hold,
several cargo containers broke loose of their lashings and crashed noisily to the deck.

She hammered the transmitter. 'This is Voracious Curiosity calling Rhejak! You've got ten
EDF Mantas showing up, and they don't look friendly.’

Beside her, BeBob said, Is there any way for unannounced battleships to look friendly?'

Allahu must have gotten back to his administrative hut. Fully armed Mantas? How can we
tight against them?'

How the hell should I know? Just... just be ready however you can.'

BeBob swung the controls and punched the manoeuvring engines. 'Hang on, they're ready to
open fire on us!'

"Then get out of here!'

With its Roamer-modified engines, the Curiosity streaked past the incoming battleships,
pulled up in a curve, and raced out of the system.



Seventy-five

Admiral Sheila Willis

Willis's weapons officer stared at his targeting screens, his brown eyes wide and anxious.
'Admiral, should I open fire? That ship's getting away.'

'Of course not. It's just a trader. Doesn't even look like a Roamer ship.’
But... but Admiral, it's seen us.'
'So what?'

‘But - but then everyone will know we've come to Rhejak. They might sound an alarm, spread
the word.'

'Everyone's got to know sooner or later. I thought that was the whole idea - to get the rest of
the colonies quaking in their boots. We came here to impose order and reassert Hansa
control. That's what I intend to do. I'm not going off on a wild goose-chase after one ship.
Whoever's aboard probably already wet their pants when they saw us.'

"Yes, Admiral,' the weapons officer said sheepishly.

Conrad Brindle stepped over to the comm station, brisk and all business. 'Did that ship send
any transmissions before they left?'

"Yes, sir - a message down to the surface. A warning about us.’

Willis stood from her command chair and stretched. "Then prepare our dropships. We'd better
move quickly or this'll be a mess.' As before, when she'd guided her ten Mantas to Theroc, she
felt uneasy about the mission. 'Those folks down there are already used to the EDF. We'll just
remind them they re still well-loved members of our one, big, happy family.'

Brindle lowered his voice. '‘Don't you think that's somewhat naive, Admiral?"

"Yes, I do. But I prefer to call it optimism until it's proven otherwise.' General Lanyan would
have gone in with guns blazing to intimidate the poor inhabitants, but in these situations she
followed a policy of non-aggression unless it was warranted.

Leaving her exec in command, she went to her quarters to change into a formal uniform,
white with dark blue. She quickly ate another ham-and-cheese sandwich that was waiting for
her thism (just in case the Rhejak islanders did not throw a welcome feast). After touching up
her hair and checking the cuffs and pleats on her uniform, she was ready to join the initial
wave of dropships.

Soldiers scrambled to their stations. Belowdecks, teams rushed to the landing bay, gathering
the weapons and supplies needed for a full occupation force. Willis climbed aboard one of the
twenty-seven dropships and gave orders to launch.



Though the ride down was bumpy, she kept her cool and stared directly into the transmission
screen as she introduced herself. The fleeing trader had already blown their element of
surprise. 'Since Rhejak has always been a Hansa colony, we have come to offer our assistance.
By placing you under the supervision of the Earth Defence Forces, we will help you distribute
your products to the Hansa, where they are most desperately needed.' She ended with what
she thought was a charming smile. She knew it was pure bullshit.

The explosion of insults and angry retorts across numerous channels told her that her
optimism was misplaced. She sighed and decided to confront the issue head-on. 'All right, I
can see you're not happy about this. Tell my ships where we can go, and I'll talk it out with
you face-to-face.'

'We'll tell you damned Eddy bastards where to go--'

Another voice cut the complainer off. 'My name is Hakim Allahu, the Trade Spokesman for
Rhejak. I must remind you that we are an independent world. We have publicly discarded
the Hansa Charter. The EDF has no jurisdiction here.' His defiant tone changed to
resignation. 'On the other hand, we are not foolish enough to believe that we could defeat
your heavily armed military force. We have no choice but to surrender to your illegal
invasion.'

'‘Mr Allahu, who said anything about an invasion?'

"How would you define it, Admiral? You bring ten battleships to forcibly place an
independent planet under - what did you call it? - EDF supervision?'

Willis knew the people would never accept this forced occupation, but she hoped to ease the
pain as much as possible. She had her orders. T'm sorry, sir, but we've got ajob to do.'

As the dropships approached the cluster of reefs and islands, she admired the beautiful
blue-green sea, white beds of coral, and limestone sand. Huge tentacled things drifted about.
The dropship pilots scanned the areas of dry land, and the sensor operators were in a
quandary. Admiral, we can't land more than two dropships in any one spot. They don't have
a spaceport facility.'

‘Bring this ship and an escort down for my initial meeting with Mr Allahu. The rest of you
circle overhead and stand ready until we figure this out.’

'In a threatening posture, Admiral?' the pilot said. 'Should we have our weapons extended as
we fly above them?'

She rolled her eyes. T don't think they're blind, and I don't think they're stupid. Let's try for a
little restraint and subtlety, all right?'

Her dropship settled on a landing pad made from a flattened section of reef. Willis emerged,
forcing a smile for Allahu and his handful of Rhejak representatives. She hoped she could
negotiate a peaceful resolution. 'I don't suppose you'd like to shake hands and have a



conversation over a drink? I'll even provide the booze if that's your preference.'

'It's not my preference,’ Allahu said. Overhead, ship after ship streaked past with an ominous
drone. 'No part of this is. We're a small colony. We don't have squadrons of bureaucrats and
attorneys, but I do know that what you're doing is patently illegal.’

'Depends on which set of laws you're looking at, Mr Allahu, and I don't intend to debate the
matter. It's out of my hands. Rhejak produces many vital exports, and the Hansa Chairman
said that you followed improper procedures in declaring your independence. Now that the
hydrogue war is over, we'll just have to coexist until the Hansa is back on its feet again.'

"You mean the Confederation, Admiral. The Hansa isn't much of anything anymore.'

'The Hansa issues my paychecks, and so I'm here.' Out in the water she saw giant shelled
creatures, rafts anchored near broad seaweed beds, and industrial elemental-separation
towers that gleaned metals out of the water. She was frankly amazed at how beautiful Rhejak
was. Her standard briefing had talked only about the list of local assets the Hansa considered
desirable. She would have to station her own people in the major facilities to ensure continued
production. 'We'll stay out of your hair as much as possible, I promise you.'

Allahu put his hands on his hips, sceptical. 'And how do you propose to do that? Where will
you put all these people?' He gestured toward the two dropships and the numerous vessels
still circling in the air.

T can see you don't have enough landmass for all of us, so we'll build our own pontoon rafts.
With EDF ingenuity, we can figure out how to make barracks that float.'

Seventy-six

Davlin Lotze

Sheltered by sandstone overhangs, Davlin had made a comfortable, if austere, hiding place
for fifty-three refugees who had slipped away from the Llaro settlement. Steinman's arrival
made it fifty-four. '

All Davlin had wanted was to retire and live a normal life as a normal person, but conflicts in
the Spiral Arm kept drawing him back in. Now he found himself stuck being a leader and
rescuer again.

Davlin had selected the most defensibl