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THE STORY SO FAR

The hydrogue war had ended with adevadtating find battle at Earth. Adar Zan' nh sacrificed much of the
[Idiran Solar Navy to destroy the deadly warglobes. Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni led the wentals and
the verdani to fight the hydroguesinside their gas-giant planets, the Roamer engineer Kotto Okiah
developed a new weagpon to shatter the diamond spheres. Finally, the defeated hydrogues were bottled
up within their gas planets, where they could cause no further harm.

The Earth Defense Forces, led by Genera Lanyan, had aready been crippled in arevolt by the black
robots, and thefina battle around Earth smashed many more EDF ships. Sirix and his black robots
hoped to use their stolen fleet to help the hydrogues achieve victory, but the tides of battle turned against
them, and Sirix and his comrades were forced to run for their lives.



Theturmoail of the battle gave King Peter and Queen Estarra the opportunity to escape the increasingly
irrationa Chairman Wencedas. With the aid of Edtarra s siter Sarein, Deputy Chairman Cain, and
Captain McCammon of the roya guard, they dipped away from the Whisper Palace. The Teacher
compy OX purged his precious memories to obtain the mental capacity needed to operate asmall
hydrogue derdlict, and he flew them safely to Theroc. There, Peter and Estarra declared anew unified
government for humanity, the Confederation. All green priestsrefused to serve the Hansaunless Basll
Wenced as resigned, which the Chairman would not do. Seeing few people he could trust, Basil resorted
to more reactionary tactics. As Therons, Roamer clans, and orphaned Hansa colonies joined the
Confederation, Chairman Wenced as grew more and more isolated.

On Llaro, the EDF had detained many refugeesincluding Orli Covitz, Hud Steinman, Davlin Lotze, and
many Roamer prisoners of war. While the EDF guards were waiting to be rotated home after the end of
the hydrogue war, Llaro’ stransportal walls activated and hordes of monstrous insect creatures marched
through — the ancient race of the Klikiss, long thought to be extinct. They had returned from their distant
Swarming and now wanted their colony worlds back.

Thelong-lost xeno-archaeol ogist Margaret Colicos and her compy, DD, accompanied the Klikiss.
Relying on her wits and the odd tune played by asmall music box, Margaret had found away to survive
among them for many years. Now she became an interpreter for the hapless LIaro colonigts asthe Klikiss
fenced the peopleinto their colony town.

Meanwhile, unaware that their hated creator race had returned, Sirix and his black robots attacked any
former Klikissworld on which humans had established colonies. Asreplacements for DD, whom he had
tried to reprogram, Sirix had wiped the memories of two other compies— PD and QT — and taught
them how to kill humans without remorse. Bdlieving that the former Klikiss planets belonged to them, the
robots struck mercilessly, obliterating any settlements. Sirix had resurrected thousands of black robots
over theyears, and they were all ready to form aunified robot force to destroy humanity.

Then the transportal s activated on the colony Sirix had conquered, and ahost of ravenous Klikiss
marched through, immediately attacking the robot forces. With PD and QT, Sirix barely escaped this
unexpected battle and was forced to eradicate the transportal and retreat to Maratha, an Ildiran world
where the robots were establishing a powerful base of operations.

Onlldira, the Mage-Imperator ordered Adar Zan' nh to launch afrantic program to rebuild the Solar
Navy, erecting shipyardsin orbit and diverting the resources of the Empire to the project. Zan'nh also
meade use of theinnovative skills of the humanswho had been forced to remain &t Ildira, including Sullivan
Gold and Tabitha Huck. With Gold' s adminigtrative abilities and Huck’ s engineering idess, the
manufacturing proceeded at afurious pace.

Sullivan’s companion green priest Kolker felt isolated and confused. For along time he had been cut off
from his beloved teink with other green priests, and even after he was given accessto atreding, the
sensation felt lacking to him. When he saw how the Ildirans— al 1ldirans— were linked through thism,
he wanted to understand how it worked. Lens kithmen rebuffed him, telling him that he could never grasp
the thism, but Nira sfive half-breed children were able to show him the key. AsKolker struggled to
understand, he finaly comprehended in away he had never dreamed. Incredible menta vistas opened for
him; better till, he knew how to share his discovery. He converted Tabitha Huck and many of her
coworkers at the shipyards, though Sullivan refused. Soon, with this unique synchronicity available,
Tabithaand her crew led the Ildiransin phenomenally increased productivity.

Asthe Solar Navy began to be restored, Jora h's daughter Y azra h formed a plan with Adar Zan'nh to
begin recapturing lost 11diran worlds, particularly Maratha, which had been taken over by the black
robots. Y azra h convinced the human historian Anton Colicos and Rememberer Vao' sh to accompany



the military force. Thiswas aterrifying prospect for them, since Anton and Vao' sh had nearly died there
in the robot takeover, and Vao' sh had bardly survived the isolation madness when the two of them had
flown aoneto Ildira. But they agreed to witness the eventsin order to record them in the Saga of Seven
uns.

Reaching Maratha, the Solar Navy bombarded the robot base, then went to the ground to wipe out the
last machine survivors. While they were embroiled in battle, alarge Klikiss swarmship arrived and
dispatched thousands of warriors, who also meant to destroy the black robots. After the battle was won,
atense moment followed when the Klikiss ing sted that they would reinhabit al of their own worlds, but
Zan'nh held hisground, asserting that Maratha had never been aKlikiss planet, and the swarmship
departed. Shortly afterward, Sirix and his black robot refugees arrived at what they expected to bea
thriving base on Maratha, only to find utter devastation. Once again, they fled, seeing their plansfall

apart.

The black robots and the Klikiss were not the only threats to concern the Ildiran Empire. The mad
Designate Rusa h, after suffering a severe head injury during ahydrogue attack on Hyrillka, had led a
destructive but ultimately unsuccessful revolt to overthrow the Mage-Imperator and establish hisown
thism network. Unwilling to surrender in defeat, Rusa h flew his ship directly into one of Hyrillka ssuns.
Instead of being incinerated, however, he was intercepted by the fagros, fiery entitiesthat lived within
dars.

Though the Ildiran Empire believed him dead, Rusa’ h— who had become afaerosincarnate —
continued hiswork. In their war with the hydrogues, the faeros had suffered many terrible losses, millions
of their fireballs eradicated, whole suns extinguished. But Rusa h showed them new ways of fighting, and
the faeros swiftly began to inflict great damage upon the hydrogues, weakening them before their battle
with the dlied forces around Earth.

Gathering power, Rusa h led the faerosfirst to the splinter colony of Dobro, where he confronted former
Designate Udru’ h, who had betrayed him. The ravenous faeros, needing to increase their numbers,
burned Udru’ h and stole his soulfire to create more newborn fiery entities. Jora h's eldest noble-born
son, Daro’ h, who was destined to become the new Prime Designate, faced faeros incarnate Rusal h, who
delivered awarning for the Mage-Imperator. Before departing, Rusal h declared that the wholelldiran
Empire would burn if necessary, until he removed the “false” Mage-Imperator. Daro’ h raced back to
[ldirato warn hisfather of the threst.

Meanwhile, asthe hydrogue-faeros battles had raged in Hyrillka' s sun, the young and inexperienced
Designate Ridek’ h had overseen the evacuation of Hyrillka, and al the refugees were taken to Il dira.
Ridek’ h had never expected to become a Designate responsible for an entire planet, but his mentor Tal
O'nh, an old one-eyed veteran commander of the Solar Navy, tried to teach him to become a strong
leader. Under orders from the Mage-Imperator, Ridek’ h and Tal O’ nh went to al the ravaged systemsin
the Horizon Cluster to reassure those who had suffered during the revolt.

Rusa h had dso traveled across the Horizon Clugter, his faeros burning population after population. On
his journey, he encountered Designate Ridek’ h and Tal O’ nh. Though they tried to escape, the faeros
chased them down, surrounded their warliners, and incinerated their crews. Rusa h burned Tal O’ nh,
blinding him, but he refused to kill young Ridek’ h, claiming he would face the boy again. He lft the
scorched and empty warliners drifting in space, while he and the faeros headed off to Ildira

Bas| Wencedas, seeing his Hansa crumbling, grasped at straws. Because his captive green priest,
Nahton, flatly refused to send or report any messages, he felt cut off. Basil called upon Generd Lanyan
and Admira Willisto recapture the worlds that were defecting. He dispatched Lanyan with military ships
to secure the fledgling colonies recently established on abandoned Klikiss planets. Since they had small



populations and no defenses, they were thought to be easy targets. For her part, Admira Willis received
ordersto take an EDF battle group directly to Theroc, crush King Peter’ s outlaw government, and teke
him into custody. Though she was reluctant to do this, Willis prepared to follow orders.

Sarein, Captain McCammon, and Deputy Cain came up with a plan to warn King Peter about the
impending invasion. They secretly freed Nahton, so that he could run to atredling locked in agreenhouse
and send atdink message to other green priests. While their involvement remained secret, Nahton was
caught just after transmitting his message. The damage was done. Nahton tried to surrender, but the
Hansa guards gunned him down. Basil Wencedas seemed very smug about the results.

Warned about the impending EDF assault, however, the Confederation members scrambled to find a
way to defend themsalves. Tasia Tamblyn and Robb Brindle had joined the Confederation to rebuild
their military (much to the dismay of Robb’ sfather, Conrad Brindle, who inssted on remaining loyd to
the Hansa). Under their guidance, and with the help of Kotto Okiah, new military-grade shipswere being
built, but that small fleet would not be enough to deflect an EDF battle group. Estarraand her sister Celli
recalled the gigantic verdani battleships, led by their brother Beneto, who had fused himsdlf into one of
the giant trees. When Admira Willis s ships arrived, they suddenly found themselvesfacing not only a
surprisingly vigorous Confederation military defense, but dso Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni’ swentds,
and the huge thorny treeships. Knowing she could not win, and sure that thisinvasion had been abad
ideafrom the start, Willis retrested and returned to the Hansa.

Genera Lanyan’s consolidation of the scattered colonies, meanwhile, went no better. He traveled to
Rheindic Co, the hub of the trangporta network, and marched his soldiers through to the first colony
planet on hislist, Pym. Arriving there, though, they found that the whole colony had been overrun by a
huge subhive of Klikiss. As soon as his soldiers encountered the giant insects, they opened fire. The
battle was much worse than anything Genera Lanyan had prepared for, and helost agreat many soldiers
before hefinaly called his men to withdraw to Rheindic Co. The Klikissfollowed them though the
trangportal, and the battle continued there. Lanyan barely escaped and was forced to destroy the

Hansa s main transporta nexusto prevent more of the bugs from passing through. He raced back to
Earth to inform Chairman Wenced as of this shocking new threst.

With the failure of both Admira Willisand Generd Lanyan, the Chairman was more frusirated than ever.
The Hansahad no King (though Basil had a mysterious new candidate undergoing training), and so he
put forward the religious leader, the Archfather of Unison, to build afervor among the populace,
declaring the monstrous Klikiss to be demons and cursing King Peter. Though Deputy Cain was highly
skepticd, the gullible people accepted the fanaticism.

Next, the Chairman dispatched Lanyan and the Archfather to make an example of the weak but
rebellious colony of Usk. Theleaders of Usk had torn up the Hansa Charter and sworn allegiance to the
Confederation, but they had no defenses and no red politica aspirations. When Lanyan and the
Archfather arrived, they unleashed abloody pogrom, wiping out homesteads, daughtering livestock,
burning towns, and findly crucifying the leaders who had defied the Chairman.

Since the Usk pogrom had been such a success (asfar as the Chairman was concerned), he dispatched
Admird Willisand her executive officer Conrad Brindle (Robb’ sfather) to crack down on another
upstart colony, the luxurious reef world of Rhejak. Willis set up her base despite the vehement objections
of thelocals and settled in, trying to govern the people. She used alight touch, granting them the freedom
to go about their daily lives. When some of the locals committed brash sabotage, however, shewas
forced to crack down. After meeting with the loca leaders, she reached a compromise that everyone
could live with, and she thought she was giving the Hansawhat it needed.

The Chairman, however, was not pleased. He dispatched Genera Lanyan to complete the job properly



— to unleash another pogrom on Rhejak, murder the leaders, and punish the populace. By thetime
Lanyan’s battle group arrived, Willis had become quite fond of Rhejak and its people, and she did not
want to see them massacred. Finaly, after so many grievances againg the Chairman’ s handling of the
numerous crises, she could no longer follow afundamentaly crimina government. She tricked Genera
Lanyan, stunned him, and took over his ships before he could launch his attack on Rhgjak. It was an
outright mutiny, but most of her officers and crew had smilar misgivings and they followed her. Conrad
Brindle, though, refused to break his oath to the Hansa. He and ahandful of others accompanied General
Lanyan back to Earth in disgrace.

OntheKlikiss-infested colony world of Llaro, Orli Covitz and Hud Steinman struggled to survive asthe
bugs built their hive city dl around the stockaded town. Accepted among the Klikiss, Margaret Colicos
and DD could come and go asthey liked, and Margaret explained how she had survived among the
Klikissfor so many years, showing asmal music box that her son Anton had given her. Orli hersalf was
quite praficient in playing her own synthesizer trips, and the Klikiss hive mind, the breedex, summoned
her into its great chamber to play. Frightened for Orli, Margaret hel ped the girl survive the encounter. Orli
played her music, and the hideous hive mind let her go.

Margaret findly informed the captive colonists what the Klikiss had in store for them. The Llaro breedex
was continuing its many wars with other subhives and dso finding and destroying any enclaves of black
robotsit could find. In order to increase its numbers and expand its army, the breedex needed to fission
— and for that it needed new genetic materid. The Klikisswould daughter al the colonists and use them
as catayststo create amuch larger insect force.

Hearing this, the appalled colonists began to devel op defenses and desperate plans. Davlin Lotze dipped
away from the stockade and established a secret hideout where others could be safe. Once his sheltered
cave complex was ready, smal groups of LIaro colonists began to dip away, but only afraction had
gotten to safety before the Klikiss made their move. A large force of insect warriors marched to the
stockade to kill al the humans, but the captives did not go down without afight. They used makeshift
defenses, explosives, and firearmsto kill many of the Klikiss.

Inthe midst of this, Sirix led hisblack robotsto attack the Llaro subhive. After so much damage had
been done to hisrobots, he wanted to destroy every breedex he could find. The ferocious attack by the
black robots, aswdll as the desperate fighting from the colonists, caused agreat deal of damageto the
Klikiss. In the turmoail, Orli, DD, Hud Steinman, and many others managed to get awvay. When they
findly reached Davlin’ s distant hideout, the refugees didn’t know where they could go or how they could
find sfety.

Margaret Colicos, though, had insisted on remaining behind. Back at the blasted stockade, she watched
indismay asthe victorious Klikiss devoured the human survivorsin order to acquire their memories and
genetic materid, after which the wounded breedex underwent a massive fissoning to expand its hive and
recover from itslosses.

Stinging from his defeat on Llaro, Sirix pulled hisremaining robots to safety and tried to come up with a
new plan. During his attack on the Llaro breedex, he had lost many of hisirreplaceable comrades. While
the Klikiss could recover from their casudties, black robots were unique storehouses of ancient
experiences. PD and QT suggested an unusua solution — that Sirix should seize an gppropriate
manufacturing facility and build new black robots. These replacements would not have the memories of
thelost robots, but they could become akey part of Sirix’sarmy. The black robots searched for a
suitable facility they could take over.

Many of the Llaro colonists were Roamer prisoners, and they had not been forgotten. Tasia Tamblyn,
Robb Brindle, and Nikko Chan Tylar (whose parents were both detainees on Llaro) flew arescue ship



to Llaro, expecting to see a handful of bored EDF guards and alot of surly colonists and detainees.
When they arrived, though, they ran into the Klikiss. Caught unprepared, Tasid s ship was shot down; it
crashed in aremote ravine, whereit lay damaged, needing significant repairs beforeit could fly again.
They were found by Davlin Lotze and taken back to the hideout, where they al made plansto repair the
ship and fly away to sefety, far from Llaro.

Just asthey completed fixing the ship, however, the Klikiss captured Tasia, Robb, Orli, Nikko, and
Davlin. They were brought back to the hive city and held asraw materia for the next upcoming fissoning.
Margaret Colicos and DD agreed to help free them. When another powerful subhive atacked the Llaro
breedex, the chaos of Klikissfighting Klikiss gave the prisoners the opportunity they needed. They had
only to get back to Tasid srepaired ship, load it up with the rest of the refugees, and go. Davlin remained
behind, using Orli’ s synthesizer stripsto play amusic that paralyzed the hive mind. After making it
possible for the others to escape, though, he found himsalf trapped.

Orli and her friends reached their ship, with the Klikissin hot pursuit. When Margaret tried to go with
them, anxious to be away from the insect creatures, the Klikisswarriors singled her out and refused to let
her get away. They aso crushed her music box, removing the only weapon she had. Having retrieved the
rest of the survivors, Tadgaflew off, sad a being forced to leave Davlin and Margaret behind.

Davlin amost got away from the Klikiss. He reached one of the transportals and tried to pass through,
but he was caught. Gravely injured, he was brought before the breedex, which was on the brink of
another fissoning. Thesingular larvaof the new breedex came forward to Davlin, interested in the
independent and troublesome human. Before it could subsume him, though, Davlin threw himsdlf on the
breedex larva, trying to impose himsalf upon it. The hive mind swallowed him up.

After Adar Zan' nh eradicated the black robots on Maratha and delivered his startling news about the
Klikiss, Niraurged the Mage-Imperator to send Solar Navy assstance to other besieged human
colonists on former Klikissworlds. Zan' nh was reluctant to do this, since he believed the humans had
caused their own problems by settling planetsthat did not belong to them. However, when he witnessed
how many innocent humans had been massacred on severa devastated colonies, he was deeply moved.
Arriving a another besieged world, he used an ancient trandating routine to convince the breedex to
release the captive colonigts.

After their return from Maratha, Anton Colicos and Rememberer VVao' sh were given an unexpected task
— toremovethelies and correct the errorsin the supposedly infalible Saga of Seven Suns. This caused
great distress among other rememberer kithmen, particularly the conservative Chief Scribe Ko'sh, but no
one could refuse the orders of the Mage-Imperator.

From Ildira, the green priest Kolker continued to spread histelink/thism philosophy likeanew rdigion,
even converting many green priests on Theroc. Sullivan Gold, refusing to be converted despite pressure
from Kolker and TabithaHuck, l€ft lldiraand returned to hisfamily on Earth. Meanwhile, Kolker aso
converted the Roamer trader Denn Peroni, Cesca s father, and he became an outspoken advocate of the
marvelous new philosophy.

After leaving Generd Lanyan and the EDF, and “borrowing” his grandmother’ s space yacht, Patrick
Fitzpatrick 11 searched among the Roamersfor hislost love, Zhett Kellum. Hefindly found her onthe
gas giant Golgen, where the Roamers had reestablished skymining operations. Hisreunion with Zhett did
not go as expected, however; she refused to speak to him. Trying to come clean, Patrick confessed what
he had done earlier, destroying a Roamer trading ship to diminate awitness; though Generd Lanyan was
ultimately responsible for the murder, Patrick had given the order to fire. After atrid, Patrick was
sentenced to “walk the plank” over the open cloudy skies. He bravely accepted hisfate, but at the last
minute Zhett spoke on his behalf and convinced her father to pardon him. Patrick then became astrong



supporter of the Confederation and transmitted adamning message that squarely laid the blamefor the
Hansd s problems on Genera Lanyan and Chairman Wencedas. Upon hearing this message, Basll
rebuked Patrick’ s grandmother, former Chairman Maureen Fitzpatrick, for the actions of her grandson.

King Peter and Queen Estarra continued strengthening the Confederation. Seeing the King and Queen as
potential alies againgt the Klikiss and the faeros, Mage-Imperator Jora h announced that he would travel
to Theroc and publicly proclam an dliance between the lldiran Empire and the Confederation. Nira
accompanied him, aswel as Anton Colicos and Rememberer Vao' sh. Standing together under the
worldtrees, the Mage-Imperator and the King swore afirm aliance. Thiswastruly the death knell for the
few remnants of the Hansa il loya to Chairman Wencedas.

Upon learning of Jora h's announcement, the Chairman took drastic measures. He ordered Admiral
Esteban Diente to take a powerful EDF battle group to intercept the Mage-Imperator after he departed
from Theroc. Admira Diente was appdled at the orders, but he could not refuse, because the Chairman
hed taken hisfamily hostage.

After Mage-Imperator Jora’ h made his promisesto King Peter, he felt that he had strengthened the
[Idiran Empire. However, Rusa h and the faeros had just begun their worst ravages. They tracked down
Denn Peroni and Caeb Tamblyn, who were flying awater tanker filled with wentals, and destroyed the
ship near theicy planetoid Jonah 12. Denn waskilled, but Caleb escaped in alifepod and was
marooned. The faeros aso went to the primary wental planet of Charybdis and overwhelmed theliving
seaswith their flames. Jess and Cesca could fed the agony of the dying wentals, but by the time they
arrived the oceans had been scorched, the planet burned. The faeros had declared war on the wentals.

An armadaof fireballs emerged from the dead IIdiran sun of Durris-B, reigniting the star and flooding out
like ameteor shower. When Tabitha Huck took anewly built warliner on a shakedown cruise, the faeros
were able to sense her presence because of her conversion to the telink/thism religion. They destroyed
her and the new warliner, then flew toward lldira, where they aso targeted Kolker and dl his converts
there. Mijistrabegan to go up in flames.

Prime Designate Daro’ h, left in charge of the Prism Palace, was forced to flee asthe faerosincarnate
Rusa h camefor him, demanding to know where the Mage-Imperator was. Osira h and her siblings used
their unique powersto protect the Prime Designate and Y azra h; they al escaped through water channels
benegath the Prism Palace.

Returning from his rescue of the human colonigts on Klikissworlds, Adar Zan' nh found the burned
warlinersof Ta O’ nh'ssepta. As soon as O’ nh and Designate Ridek’ h warned him about the impending
holocaust on Ildira, Zan' nh raced off with his ships. When they arrived, the Solar Navy warliners
attempted to battle the firebals, but they had no effective way to combat the living fire. The Adar did,
however, rescue Daro’ h, Y azra h, Osira h, and the other half-breed children. But they needed the
leadership of the Mage-Imperator.

On hisflagship warliner, Jora h could sense the horrific events unfolding on Ildira. Through her treding,
Nirareceived newsthat the faeros were burning Mijistra, but her contact abruptly ended when the lone
treeling in the Prism Palace turned to ash. Desperate to get back, Jora h ordered hiswarlinersto increase
gpeed — only to runinto Admira Diente' s EDF battleships. Diente fired upon the warliner, damaged its
engines, and captured the Mage-Imperator. Despite Jora h's urgent pleas about the disaster on Ildira,
Diente escorted him and al the Il diran captivesto the EDF base on Earth’s Moon. Chairman Wencedas
came to seethe prisoners, pleased at his easy victory, and told the Mage-Imperator that he must remain
a“guest” of the Hansauntil he abandoned his dliance with the Confederation and denounced King Peter.

The faeros had conquered Ildira, and Rusa h ingtdled himsdlf in the Prism Palace. Now that he had



discovered the telink/thism pathways through his other victims, the faeros incarnate was able to follow
them back to the worldforest. Suddenly, green priest converts on Theroc burst into flame. From there,
the hungry eementd fire spread to the towering worldtrees. The forest on Theroc began to burn.

1

Admird ShalaWillis

Ten Mantas and one giant Juggernaut cruised across empty space, leaving Earth behind — possibly
forever, asfar as Admird Williswas concerned. Though her ships still bore the markings of the Earth
Defense Forces, their crews no longer served the Hansa. No, not after everything they had seen.

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

There d been atime when Williswas young and naive (or perhapsjust insufficiently jaded), when she had
thought all decisionswere clear-cut, all answers black-and-white. She had believed that the good guys
were fundamentdly different from the bad guys. Well, she' d |l eft that attitude behind on Rhejak when
Generd Lanyan'sbrutality had forced her to make a previoudy unthinkable decision.

By seizing awhole battle group and turning her back on her beloved EDF, she had set whedlsin motion
— whed sthat might well run her over. After dumping Lanyan, Conrad Brindle, and a handful of
hard-line loyalists on the outskirts of Earth’ s solar system, she was taking her shipsto Theroc, tojoin
King Peter and his Confederation.

No matter how many times she tried to rationalize her decision, though, it till felt like desertion. Her brain
was smply wired that way. She scanned the people on her bridge for Sgns of uneasiness. Williswas
surprised at just how many of them had volunteered to burn their bridges and join her. Abandoning their
homes, friends, families, and possessions was not a decision to make lightly. Obvioudy, she wasn't the
only one who had smelled something rotten in the Hansa

Thelast time she had brought these particular Mantasto Theroc, Willis had been under ordersto arrest
Peter asan outlaw ruler. . ..

“ Approaching destination, Admird,” said her hdmsman.

“Make sure you announce our arrival politely. We don’'t want them to pee their pants when all these
warships show up.” Shetook afew momentsto adjust her posture, her uniform, her expression. Ready
to go meet the new boss.

As s00n as the eleven ships entered planetary orbit, however, Willis saw that something waswrong. A
flurry of mismatched Roamer ships had been launched into erratic orbits. Cargo craft, fast scouts,
lumbering barges dl lifted off from the forested continent and raced away from the planet in dl directions.
Two of thelarger Roamer ships nearly collided with each other.

Her young comm officer’ s skin turned prominently pink. “Admird, it stota pandemonium down there!
Frantic distress calls, screams— Theroc is being attacked, but | can’t see how.”

The threatening verdani treeshipsthat circled the lush forested world like a crown of thornswerein
trouble. Thrashing their enormous thorny branches, they did not even react to the oncoming EDF war
vessds. They were battling some pervasive, unseen enemy.

“Ask how we can assist them,” Willis barked. She looked around for any unexpected threet . . . perhaps
the return of the hydrogues or one of General Lanyan’ s vessals. “ Get close enough to respond as



needed. We re supposed to be the cavary here— I'd like to make a great first impression.”

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

Cruising directly in front of them, its boughs twisting and snapping asif in extremeinterna pain, one of the
thorny tree battleshipsliteraly burst into flames. Despite the cold vacuum of space, bright yellow-orange
fire cracked out of its core and spread across the branches, devouring the energized wood.

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

2

King Peter

Another worl dtree shuddered and then erupted into flames as the faeros possessed its heartwood. With
sounds like cannon shots, the mdicious fires crackled through the ddlicate fronds, striving toward the
canopy — burning, but not entirely consuming the heartwood.

High up within the fungus-reef city, King Peter shouted for the people to evacuate. The smoke and hest
intheair bit the back of histhroat. From an opening in the organic wals, he and Estarra saw the flames
race greedily up onetrunk after another, but none of the living verdani turned to ash. Not yet.

The green priests who remained insde the white-walled tree city clamped handslike vises againgt their
smooth emeradd scalps as pain surged through the worldforest mind. The followers of Y arrod and
Kolker, who werejoined in their tightly bonded thism/telink web, had dready suffered most of al.

A male green priest stuttered to a hdt, then raised hisarmsin agony. The priest bent backward and with
awordlesswail burst into flames. Other green priests stared at the smear of ash and burning coal s that
marked where the man had stood. Some wept; others collapsed to their knees.

Queen Edtarratugged her husband' s deeve asthey ran from the shuddering throne room. “Peter, we
have to get Reynad and go!” Her beaded braids clicked and bounced behind her head.

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

OX wasnot at al panicked. “Before we hurry to the lift platforms, Queen Estarra, | suggest we soak a
blanket with water. | will wrap it around the baby for protection as| carry him.” When Estarrawas
reluctant to relinquish the child, OX pointed out, “1 am physicaly stronger than either of you, and neither
thefire nor the smoke will affect me”

“He' sright,” Peter said, yanking a blanket from the bed and running to the water basin that Roamer
engineers had ingdled. “It’ shisbest chance”

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

Peter and Estarrawrapped the wet cloth around the squirming infant and secured the wailing bundle to
OX’schest with autility cord. The Teacher compy held Reyndd firmly, keeping pace with the King and



Queen asthey rushed through winding fungus-reef passages to the outer bal conies.

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

Therons crowded the small lift platforms, trying to ride the cables down to the ground. But the elevators
were equipped to carry only afew people at atime, not to accommodate such amassive evacuation.
When sixteen people crammed onto one platform, clutching the side rails and each other, the overloaded
lift groaned and gave way, spilling the passengersto their deaths. Watching in horror, Peter shouted, but
he couldn’t help them.

For just amoment the scope and suddenness of the disaster knocked the wind out of him. Even if
everyone got to the ground, how would they cross the meadow safely through growing curtains of
flames? There was no time to wonder how this had happened and no time for panic or grief either. Peter
had to keep hiswits about him and somehow get his people, and hisfamily, to safety.

Edtarrasaw it, too, and quickly made her decision. “We' |l haveto climb.” In answer to Peter's
concerned expression, she gave a confident nod. “It doesn’t matter that I’ ve just had a baby. | spent
most of my life scrambling up and down worldtrees. If OX can carry Reyndd safely, we should befine.
Can you manage?’

Flashing her adetermined smile, Peter shouted to the frantic people, “ Every able-bodied person, climb
down! Treedancers, help the others. Use the platforms only if you can't climb.”

A few of the overcrowded e evators managed to reach the ground, and the people sprinted across the
meadow toward thering of fire. By now, the fungus-reef tree had caught fire from eager sparks that
spread from theinitia torch trees. Tongues of flame raced up the golden bark, consuming smdll fronds,
scorching the bark plates, until part of the city began to smolder.

Some peopl e swiftly grasped knobs and handholdsin the bark scales. Peter could see they didn't have
muchtime. “Let’'sgo.”

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

Estarrawent next, caling out encouragement to the people sill evacuating. Peter followed. Smoke and
steam oozed from between the bark plates, burning his hands, but he didn’t et go.

The compy reached the ground first and turned to wait for the King and Queen. He adjusted the wet
wrappings around the infant, keeping Reynald secured to his solid chest. By now the wildfire had caught
on the grasses and flowers, shrubs burgt into fireballs. Above them, the fungus reef was fully engulfed,
and orange flames spat from the upper bal conies and windows.

Peter dropped the rest of the way to the ground. “ To the edge of the meadow!”

Like solar flares, living arcs of fire sorang from torch tree to torch tree. With acrack like an incandescent
bullwhip, another mgestic worldtree succumbed to the fiery dementals. Itsinterlocked canopy of fronds
became a ceiling of orange embers, smaller branches caught and transmitted sparks to adjacent ones.

While OX hurried ahead of them, carrying the baby, Estarra kept her head down and ran. But, before



they could follow the evacueesinto the dense surrounding forest, flames cut them off. The perimeter of
the grove formed aburning wall, forcing OX to halt ahead of them.

With acrack and aroar, athick branch broke loose from above, and aclump of flaming fronds crashed
directly down onto the compy in afeathery spray of sparks and embers.

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

Thelittle compy pushed hisway out, knocking aside the blazing fronds. He kept his synthetic body
hunched over, arms wrapped protectively around Reynad. OX’ s polymer skin was damaged; ash and
soot were smeared like war paint on his smooth face, but his systems gtill functioned.

Estarraraced forward in panic to retrieve Reynald. Pedling the steaming blanket away, Peter checked to
make sure the baby hadn’t been burned. Thelittle boy waswailing, but very much dive.

Green grass smoldered around them, making the smoke burn like acid in their lungs. Estarra pointed
desperately across the meadow to the diamond sphere of the hydrogue derelict, which OX had flown
during their escape from Earth. “ There! That's our only way out!”

With nowhere el se to run, they crashed through the embers of underbrush until they reached the small
dien ship. Thankfully, the hatch had been left open. Asflamesflicked at their hedls, Peter and Edtarra,
along with OX and the baby, clambered insgde. Peter sed ed the doorway behind them, and the sudden
dlence made hisears pop. They dapped at the ashes burning their garments, wheezing, coughing,
frightened, and shaking with exertion. But safe.

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

3

Chairman Badl Wencedas

Outsdein the Pdace Didrict’ smain square, the Archfather of Unison carried an elaborate shepherd's
crook. He wore golden damask robes ornamented with frills and smulated brocades, and he looked like
ajovid old uncle with along, bushy white beard. The religious spokesman delivered another rousing
gpeech, carefully scripted by Chairman Wencedas.

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

When properly motivated, the Archfather, aformer actor, could redlly tug on the heartstrings of an
audience. Unfortunately, though, during recent coaching sessions the man had begun to express doubts
about the Chairman’ s agenda. The Archfather had spent altogether too much time reviewing images of
the bloody Usk pogrom. Initidly, he had been enthusiastic about ddlivering astern message to the upstart
colony world — razing the farming town, crucifying the defiant town elders— yet he now questioned the
necessity of such actions.

Intimeslike these, Basil expected his underlingsto do what they were told for the good of the Hansa
and, by extension, the human race. They were not supposed to have second thoughts. With harsh words
and overt threats, he had put the man back in his place, leaving him white and shaking.

Making certain the Archfather had learned hislesson, Basil watched the show from the Whisper Palace
observation galery, accompanied by aconcerned-looking Sarein and an unusualy contemplative Deputy



Eldred Cain.
“The Archfather isdoing well today,” Sarein pointed out. “Y ou talked to him, didn’t you?’
“I had to fan the flames of hisenthusasm abit. Thistime he seemsto have gotten the point.”

From the square below, the bearded man bellowed hiswords. “Y es, the Klikiss are demons, but
demons cannot help what they are. They may be evil, they may be destructive, but itisin their very
nature. Far worse are those who choose evil — people who dly themsdveswith the Klikiss, with the
demons, with our enemies. By this, | mean our treacherous King Peter and his rebellious Confederation.”

The sermon was, naturaly, being transmitted across Earth. Cargo ships and fast traders would deliver
recordings of the Archfather’ s message to the handful of coloniesand industrid worldsthat till paid lip
serviceto the Hansa

In his seat, Deputy Cain looked decidedly uncomfortable, and Basil could tell he wanted to say
something. He Sghed, waiting. “What isit, Mr. Can?’

The deputy answered promptly. “Complaints have been forwarded to me by several law-enforcement
gations, sir. The police don’t know what to do about them.”

Basl’ seyebrows drew together. “ Complaints? There are dways complaints.”

“These seem to have some meit. It gppearsthat awell-organized vigilante group has taken it upon itself
to quell certain public discussons.” Cain pulled out areport. “For example, here aretwo incidentsin
which the group smashed businesses and roughed people up. They target anyone who speaks out against
the Hansa. They don’'t even try to hide themselves.” He presented surveillance images and pointed to a
young woman wearing adark uniform. “This costume appears to be based on early EDF uniform
designs. | haveidentified one of the ringleaders responsible for these strong-arm tactics, awoman named
ShdliaAndez, an EDF officer.”

“Yes, | know. | reassigned her mysdlf,” Basil said. * She spearheads an dlite force to help maintain order
and loydty on Earth. | call these soldiers my cleanup crew, though | suppose they deserve amore formal
name”

“You'reactudly aware of this? Their activities go againgt any number of laws.”

“Andez isdoing thework I’ ve assigned her. What you call strong-arm tactics, | view as alast-ditch effort
to maintain much-needed order. The Hansaisin an extremdly fragile Sate right now.”

The peoplein the square below suddenly cheered, and the Chairman turned to watch, brushing asde
Cain’sconcerns. The Archfather bowed. Bas| tried to recall what particular line might have evoked such
areaction; he decided to review the tapes|ater. That way he could aso critique the man’ s performance.

The Archfather lowered hisvoice asif he weretelling a secret to billions of listeners, delivering the
preposterous suggestion with complete gravity — the very part of the speech to which the man had
objected so strenuoudy before Basil had vetoed his concerns. “King Peter and hisfellow traitorsin the
Confederation may actively be playing into the plans of the Klikiss. Roamer clans may be asssting the
demon cresturesin their conquests. In an insidious plot to destroy our beloved Hansa, the Confederation
rebels and the Klikiss have agreed to split what' sl eft of the Spird Arm between themselves.”

The audience gasped, predictably and on cue.

“That’sridiculous, Basil,” Sarein muttered. “ Please be cautious. When accusations get so extreme, you



can't redlly expect peopleto beieve them.”

Bas| gave her ahard sidelong look. “| disagree. It isa perfectly reasonable conclusion, considering what
€l se the people have been told. We can’t afford to lose popular support right now. Our attempted
pogrom a Rhejak was acomplete mess.” He felt hisface flush with anger and embarrassment. “Admird
Willis deserted us, taking a Juggernaut and ten Mantas. Genera Lanyan returned home like awhipped
dog, intotal disgrace.”

“Y ou've kept hisignominious defeet very quiet.” Cainlooked up at him. “Whereisthe Generd now?’
“I"ve had to remove him from public view until he can fix the problem that he caused.”

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

“It was straightforward enough. | gave him the opportunity to achieve aclear victory.” Basll laced his
fingers behind his head, careful not to mess his steel-gray hair. “King Peter’ s outlaw Confederation is our
enemy, and we must treat them as such. They have resourcesthat we require, primarily ekti. Therefore,
we' |l rad Roamer facilities and take what we need. After dl, we'reat war.” Hislipsquirked inasmile,
willfully ignoring the horrified expressons on his companions faces. “Generd Lanyan’ sbettle groupison
itsway to aknown Roamer skymining center. Our intelligence suggests they have no viable defenses. It is
my fervent hope that the Genera can findly redeem himsdlf.”

4

Generd Kurt Lanyan

The Juggernaut Goliath, five Manta cruisers, a Thunderhead wegpons platform, more than two thousand
Remoras fully loaded with jazers and explosive projectiles— yes, that would keep even the most unruly
cdansinline. Genera Lanyan was quite certain of an EDF victory at Golgen.

Hewas glad to be a the hdm of his Juggernaut again. The Goliath had been heavily damaged in the
fighting at the end of the hydrogue war, but the giant vessel had finally been repaired and placed back
into service. One small step toward having afully capable EDF again.

Acquiring plenty of stardrivefud . . . that wasthe next step.

When the gas giant came into view, Lanyan tranamitted to the lead Mantain the attack group. “Admird
Brindle, verify that al personnd are at their Sations, all Remora pilots ready to launch, and al weapons
ready tofire. | don’t intend to leave anything to chance here.”

The older, dark-skinned commander acknowledged. Recently promoted to fill one of the officer dots
vacated by the decimation of the Earth Defense Forces, Conrad Brindle |eft no doubts about his
competence or dedication. When the rest of the Rhejak battle group had mutinied, Brindle had been one
of thefew who remained loyd to the EDF. The promotion and this new assgnment were hisreward.

Lanyan straightened in hiscommand chair, loudly cleared histhroat, and addressed his subcommanders.
“According to our fast recon and recent intel, Golgen has more than a dozen skymines, but they’re
indugtria facilities, not military bases. Once we' ve knocked down any resistance, our objectiveisto seize
their stores of stardrive fud.” Now hisvoice held acautionary tone. “But cause aslittle damage as
possible. We want these facilitiesto remain functiona. The Chairman wantsto return and administer the
facilities under Hansa auspices. For now, the EDF just needsthe ekti.”



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

Asthe main attack group fanned out, the Mantas each approached a different Roamer skymine, whilethe
Thunderhead remained in agtationary position, acitadel on higher ground. “ Remember, Roamers are
cowards at heart,” Lanyan continued. “ They like to run and hide. They sneak around in unmarked ships,
keeping their locations secret. It snot in their nature to fight.” The Goliath headed toward the largest
skymine, acomplex of many floating platforms abuzz with space traffic and support vehicles.

He shook hishead in disgust. “ Just look at them al!”

Once, asaboy, he had turned over arotten log to find it squirming with tiny black beetles. Suddenly
exposed to the light, the insects had scattered, seeking dark corners and holesin which to hide. He had
taken agtick and spent more than an hour hunting down and crushing the smal bugs.

These Roamer ships reacted as the beetles had. Instead of mounting an orderly defense, the mismatched
clan shipsflew in al directions, every man for himsdlf. The General found it pathetic. He gave hisanxious
weapons officers permission to take as many potshots asthey liked.

On the crowded screen, he identified the spidery cargo escorts holding canisters of ekti. He pointed his
index finger, raising hisvoice. “ There! Those are the ships| wastelling you about. Remember my
orders”

Hiswegpons officersfired at the evacuating cargo escorts, aming carefully and missing intentionaly. The
barrage, however, was merely adiversion so that tiny pingers could attach to the hullswithout the
Roamer pilots noticing. The locator beacons would activate later so that Lanyan could track the cargo
escorts to other fud-distribution depots. If the EDF made adiligent effort, they could unrave the whole
Roamer network and find al of their hidden facilities.

Astheraid commenced, Lanyan ignored the outraged cries and threstening comm messages from the
skymine managers. “ Prepare to be boarded,” he tranamitted to the largest facility. “With your
unconditional surrender, we can eiminate— or a least minimize— casudlties”

A gruff voiceyeled back a him, “Thisis Del Kelum, and I'm in charge of this skymine. | do not —
repeat, do not — grant you permissonto land.”

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

An hour later, from atroop transport filled with heavily armed EDF soldiers, Lanyan looked out at the
enormous floating city with its many decks and docks, its antennae, sensor probes, and observation
balconies. The Goliath hung nearby, huge and ominousin the sky. Admira Brindle had aready reported
aswift victory at hisassigned skymine, as had the other EDF Mantas. Chairman Wenced as was going to
be pleased when he heard how much stardrive fuel this operation would yield.

Before disembarking, the Generd checked his uniform, quickly combed hisdark hair, and surveyed the
guards ready to exit the transport with him. Lanyan thought of the successful commanders he had |learned
about in military school, their proud victory speeches on conquered ground. He wanted to make a
memorable impression here when he set foot on the beaten skymine and showed everyone that he was
not to be trifled with.

The hatch opened, and he stepped proudly down the ramp. “1 hereby take control of this new facility in



the name of the Hansa”

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

“Genera Lanyan,” said Patrick Fitzpatrick 111, “I see my new opinion of you was absolutely correct.”

5

Jess Tamblyn

Once, Charybdis had been aprimeva ocean world whose turbulent seas hosted countless thriving
wentas. And then the faeros had come.

Jess and Cesca had not been here when angry fireballs had rained down to blast the elementa seas, but
now they stood together on the smoking ruin of the planet. The air wasladen with heavy sulfurous steam,
the cadaverous smell of dead wentas. He drew a deep breath, felt the anger burn through him.

Thisiswar .

“The Roamers can help us,” Cescasaid, her voice brittle with fury at the sight of the blackened, glassy
landscape that had once been acam and fertile sea. “We should ask the clansto join our fight.”

Knedling, Jess put hisfingersin awarm, scum-covered puddle. The water felt oily and dead. He shook
his head, trying to find an independent reservoir on Charybdis. Something must have survived. “What
possible weapons could Roamers devise against them?”’

Cescaraised her eyebrows.  Jess Tamblyn, are you redly doubting Roamer ingenuity?’

Hetook hope from that, and with hisfingers still dripping, he began to walk across the wasteland.
Undergtanding the wentals al too well, he did know what the largest problem was. “Wenta's and verdani
areforces of life and stability. Hydrogues and faeros are the embodiments of destruction. When they
clash, the chaos and aggression inevitably overwhelm the quiet and peace. The wentals don’t know how
to fight effectively againg an enemy likethis”

Cescafollowed him. “Unlesswe change the rules of engagement.”

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

Ten thousand years ago the wentals and verdani had nearly been annihilated in the great war. Sorely
beaten, the hydrogues were driven into their gas-giant planets, and the faerostook up resdencein ther
gars. When hodtilities had flared up again, the unresolved conflict triggered into full fury. But now the
landscape of the Spird Arm was quite different.

From his contact with the wentals, Jess knew that the faeros had nearly been defeated by the hydrogues
until the fiery beings had changed their old chaotic tactics. The former Hyrillka Designate Rusa h had
caused that difference. He had fled into the fires of anearby sun where the faeros consumed and joined
with him, much asthe wentads had with Jess and Cesca. Asaliving embodiment of thefiery creatures,
Rusa h had showed them new waysto fight, and they had overwhelmed the hydrogues at one
battleground after another — and won. His guidance had made dl the difference.

Jess stopped as these thoughts roiled through his head. When the wental s had been weak and few, they



had saved him by permeseting the tissues of his body, rescuing him from his exploding ship. Out of
gratitude, Jess had led water bearersto disperse wental seedpools from planet to planet.

Now he and Cesca had an even greater chalenge. Like Rusal h, they had to take charge and guide the
wentalsin an effective fight. They had to show the watery e ementals how to take aggressive action.

Heturned to Cesca, and his eyes seemed to fill with steam as he looked at the blasted landscape. “It's
time for the wentasto be angry, time for them to become warriors— to fight in away that is more than
just defensive”

Power surged through his bloodstream, and he felt an overwhelming urge to strike something. Jesswasn't
normaly an angry man, but now with his hard fists, he struck the glassy eggshell surface and felt the
baked barrier crack. He pounded again. Y es, he sensed something deeper here! The oceans of
Charyhdis had been blasted away, but there was aways water, dwayslife.

He struck athird time and broke through the crust. Water filled the hole he had made, liquid percolating
from deep aquifers. The water was hot, near boiling. Steam drifted about — not putrid brimstone steam,
but vaporized water. Wental water. More and more of it welled up, asif trying to break free.

Cescathrust her handsinto the therma pool. Bubbling water spurted out of the hot spring and flowed
across the baked ground. Another geyser blasted through the crust, where more wentals had awakened
from the hot aquifers.

Cesca stood up and clenched both fists. “ Aswe touch and spread these wentals, our just anger will
charge them with fresh purpose. Together we will find new waysto fight back.”

Beside her, Jessfdt the power sing through his body, assuring him that dl of the wentals would awaken
and follow them. “We have anew Guiding Star.”

6

TagaTamblyn

After escaping from the Klikiss on Llaro, the damaged ship limped back to the Roamer shipyards. Tasa
refused to leave the piloting deck, afraid that if shelet her attention waver, some other crisiswould hit
these beleaguered people.

“Almost there, Tamblyn,” Robb Brindle said from the copilot’ s chair, afraid to relax unless she did.
“Almog there”

“Y ou' ve been saying that for days.”
“ And each time we re closer to home, aren’t we?’

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

“Almost there,” Robb said again.
“Enough aready.”

The Osquive ringswere awide, sparkling disk, paper thin in relation to the bloated gas planet they
encircled. Clear infrared signatures marked the largest industrial operations dispersed throughout the
orbiting rubble: spacedocks and construction bays, admin asteroids, storage bunkers, independent



complexesthat speciaized in ship congtruction or component fabrication, debris plumes that fanned out
into space like roogter tails.

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

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

“Beautiful, isn't it? Bet you've never seen anything likeit.”

Hud Steinman, ascrawny old man who aways|ooked disheveled, came up next to the fifteen-year-old
girl. “Looks crowded. How many different habitation domes and indugtrid facilities do you have?’

“Exactly enough,” Tasasad. “No, strike that. We could use afew more. We're building up the
Confederation’ s military against the Big Goose.. . . and now we' ve got the bugs to worry about, t00.”

“It' s probably noisy,” Steinman grumbled.
“If you prefer Llaro, we could send you back,” Robb teased.

“WEe re docking within the hour,” Tasiasaid. “Ther€ |l be quite afew Roamer families anxiousto
welcome us. Go tell everyoneto get ready.”

“All we have are the clothes on our backs,” Orli said.
“And lucky to have that,” Steinman added.

Asther ship cameinto the center of the complex, numerous craft converged around the largest artificia
sructure. Small cargo pods and transport flitters raced in from other complexes as people gathered to
welcome the refugees. Once Tasiagave them an earful about what had really happened at Llaro, she
expected to rile up the whole Confederation before any more human colonies were trampled by the
waves of returning Klikiss.

While she docked at the hub and went through the tedious lockdown and verification procedures, the
eager passengers crowded against the hatches. Finally, after the equaization lamps blinked green, Tasa
opened dl four sde doors at the same time and extended the ramps. In aflood, the survivors of Llaro
exited into the bustling complex. Many looked shell-shocked. Many wept. Some couldn’t stop laughing.

Standing together, Tasiaand Robb enjoyed watching the happy reunions. Without even looking at each
other, they reached out a the same moment to clasp hands. “1’m proud of what we did, Brindle, but I’'m
also mad as hell. We' re going to have to do something about the Klikiss, and pretty damn quick.”

Robb followed. “Y ou're ready to lock and load, aren’t you, Tamblyn?’

“I’m anxious to go back to LIaro and clean up the mess. | want to teach those bugs alesson.” Too many
— including Davlin Lotze— had sacrificed their lives during the rescue so that others could get away.

“At least let me grab a shower before you jump headfirgt into another battle.”

“ThisisaRoamer complex with standard resource-management protocols.” She looked into hisamber
eyes. “We d better take that shower together — to conserve water.”

Kotto Okiah, who was acting administrator of the shipyards, scratched his curly hair and blinked his



owlish eyes at al the people who had showed up unexpectedly. When he spotted Tasiaand Robb, he
hurried over. “Wéll, it looks like you' ve got thisunder control.” Tasawasn't sure he even recaled why
the rescue ship had goneto Llaro in thefirst place.

She said, “Kotto, there' s another danger that the whole Confederation needs to prepare for. We're
going to need some brand-new weapons and defenses.”

“Oh? That' sexcellent.” The engineer raised his eyebrows. “Which enemy are we talking about now?|
thought the hydrogues were defeated. There' sthe Hansa, of course, but nothing really new. Isthere
something I’'m missng?’

“Worse than the Big Goose, maybe worse than the drogues.” Taking Kotto by the elbow, Tasasaid,
“You'vedill got agreen priest at the shipyards, right?’

“Yes. Lionashould be on her way over here. |, uh, sent for her in case the clans wanted to hear news of
their loved ones. Planning ahead —”

Tasiacut him off. “We need to send out messagesto raly all the Confederation fighters. King Peter
knows the Klikiss have returned, but | doubt he knows they’ re attacking colonies. No time to lose.”

Thedinin the reception bay was deafening as refugees chattered eagerly with clan members. When the
female green priest finaly entered the admin complex through the metd-lined hall, many Roamers rushed
toward her, hoping to send telink noticesto friends and family.

But something was wrong with Liona; Tasia picked up on it immediately. The green priest |ooked aghast
as she pushed her way into the clamor. She gripped her smal potted tree, and the delicate fronds seemed
to shudder. Lionad s distraught shout brought everyone to a sartled silence.

Shelooked around wildly. “The fagros are burning the worl dforest!”

7

Cdli

A searing, sentient heat engulfed the stately trees and worked itsway to their very cores. Y et the verdani
heartwood refused to burn, so that the possessed trees shone like torches, unable to throw off the fiery
elementas. Meanwhile, anormd fire had spread to vulnerable wood and underbrush, ravaging the forest
aswell.

At the edge of the meadow, Cdlli clenched her figts. “What can we do for the worldtrees, Solimar? How
canwe help them fight”’

“Thefaeros are torturing the trees they’ ve captured.” Her friend pressed his hands againgt his smooth
scap, wincing and then forcing his eyes open again. “Burning! It is hard to concentrate.”

Though new to her abilitiesasagreen priest, Celi could hear the wordless agony of trees. When thefires
attacked one of them, they al felt the pain. Many green priestsin the forest nearby were overwhelmed by
the tragedy, unable to disconnect from their bond. Others fought back the clamor and the horror, afraid
to open themsdlvestotdink at al.

Though most of thetreesin the centra grove were caught up in elementa fire, Celli redized that the large
treeswere struggling to hold on to the faeros, to keep the fire from jumping to other worldtrees. She
could fed the verdani fighting, but they were losng the baitle.



With ashudder and then a surge of dismay, one of the weakening trees could no longer maintain its hold,
and the faeros glegfully leagped to another towering trunk. Energetic flames raced up the golden bark
scalesto reach the vulnerable fronds, and within moments that tree had also become aliving torch.

Solimar turned to her, hisface drawn but determined. “ Those faeros were transmitted through telink
along mental pathways opened by Y arrod and his green priests. But these fagros are different somehow
from the ones we' ve seen before.”

Cdli sorted the information from the bedlam in her mind. The telink/thism connection had inadvertently
created a passage for faeros sparks to hurtle through. After consuming the green priest conduits, they had
possessed the nearest trees. Y arrod himself had been thefirst to die, and Celli was unable to drive the
horribleimage of her uncle burgting into flames from her mind. He had tried to do agood thing, and it had
incinerated him.

“These are newborn sparks— and they aren’t as strong asthe others,” Cdlli said. “We can fight them, if
the green priests will rally. We can strengthen the trees, give them hope, just likeyou and | did with our
treedancing!”

Shefet arush of optimism. When the worldforest had nearly given up after the first hydrogue holocaust,
she and Solimar had danced for the trees. That exuberance, that show of life, had awvakened anew
strength in the worldforest, had let the deep roots tap into something the verdani had not previoudy
known how to summon. Their human spirit had shaken the worldforest out of itsold malaise.

She and Solimar could do the same thing now. “We haveto tdll the other green priests!” Impulsvely, she
placed her palms against the bark of anearby tree and opened her mind to telink.

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

Solimar threw himsdlf to the tree beside her, held her with one arm and touched the bark with hisfree
hand. Instead of dragging her away and breaking the connection, he added his strength, helped her hold
on. Cdlli squeezed her eyes shut and fought the background roar. Her narrow shoulders shuddered, but
sheforced herself to keep her pamsin place. For the worldforest. She shouted through telink. We are
here for you. Draw on our strength.

She suddenly redized who else might be able to help them, just as he had helped the verdani understand
the power behind the treedancing. Beneto had fused with one of the giant verdani treeshipscircling
Theroc, and he was il up in orbit. Evenin cold, dark space, the great battleship trees struggled against
the newborn faeros trying to reach them through the telink conduits. Two of the treeships out there had
aready caught fire and were surrounded by an unnatura blaze.

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

Like the sound of shattering crysta in her mind, aburst of pain nearly deafened her. Traveing invisble
pathways, the faeros had jumped to Beneto — and now hisimmense battleship body became atorch
high above Theroc . . . too far away for her to help him, burning and burning, but not dying.

8

Queen Egtarra



Huddled insde the sedled hydrogue derdlict, Estarraheld the baby close. In the panicked flight from the
fungus reef, she hadn’t even noticed how her hands and arms were blistered and smudged from falling
embers. Peter’ sface was scalded, his voice raspy from inhaling so much smoke.

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

“I can dill fly thisvessel,” the Teacher compy offered. “Its sysems are functional. | am perfectly capable
of guiding it out of thefire”

Edarrafdt asurge of relief. “ Of courseyou are, OX!”

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

Across the sweep of the canopy Estarra spotted other idands of fire where faeros had caught on specific
trees, perhaps weak pointsin the telink network, or places where Y arrod’ s green priests had
inadvertently crested avulnerability. But most of the worldforest had not yet succumbed. It was bad, she
knew, but it could have been worse,

Past the circle of fire that had trapped them, they saw many Therons running to scattered Roamer cargo
craft. “ Better land among them, OX,” Peter said, his eyes darting from side to side as he raced through
possible options. “We might need those vessdl s to take people to safety.”

“Eleven large military ships havejust arrived in orbit, King Peter,” the Teacher compy announced. “ They
bel ong to the Earth Defense Forces.”

Egarrafelt sck insgde as she jumped to the obvious conclusion. “ The EDF is attacking us now?’

Peter’ sleft hand unconscioudy tightened. “ Damn the Chairman! Send amessage, OX. Tell them that we
intend to vigoroudy resist any Hansaaggression. Don't let them think we' re vulnerable.”

An older woman’svoice replied to the transmission in ahard drawl; Estarrarecognized Admird Willis.
“King Peter, I’'m not here to give you ablack eye— | cameto offer ahelping hand. Lookslike you
could useit, too. My shipsand | no longer serve Chairman Wencedas.”

“That’ sgood news, Admira, but asyou can see, we' rein the middle of an emergency here. | don’'t have
timefor formaities.”

“ThenI’m glad we got here when we did. I'’m coming down in a shuttle— if you promise not to shoot
me out of the sky.”

“That' sapromise.”

OX guided the derdlict into the open areaamong severd intact worldtrees where Therons had gathered.
Peter and Estarraemerged from the hatch and tried to organize dl the people. Beforelong, an EDF
command shuttle descended toward their position, darming many of those gathered there, especidly
Roamers, but Peter called for calm.

When Willis disembarked, she ran an gppraising eye over theroyal couple. She straightened, gave a
saute, then abow, asif she wasn't sure which gesture was expected. “I was hoping to be abit more
diplomatic about this, King Peter, but the circumstances are unusua. The €l even capitd ships under my



command have cometo throw in our hats with the Confederation. Could you use afew battleships?’

Egtarracouldn’t believe the offer, especidly considering what she' d expected. “We certainly wouldn’t
turn them down, Admiral — but right now we' ve got our hands full with other problems. Can you help
LS?!

Peter added, “1 don’t suppose you have any experience with wildfires?’

Willisanswered with a shrug of bravado. “How about we consider this our first assignment on your
behdf?’

9

Nira

Asthe only green priest imprisoned on the Moon with the lldiran captives, Nirafet cut off, unaware of
what else might be happening in the Spiral Arm. The base commandant kept them separated in randomly
chosen groups “for security reasons’ — guard kithmen, Solar Navy soldiers, attenders, bureaucrats,
even Rememberer Vao' sh and his companion Anton Colicos.

Therock wals of the lunar base were cold and dry, seded with transparent polymer, but Niratasted
dust in every bregth. Thelightswere painfully artificid, too bright, too white. Shelonged for something
greenand dive.

But she felt amuch greater concern for the Mage-Imperator than for hersalf. She could seein hisred,
haunted eyes and jerky mannerismsthat Jora h was desperate and lost. Her heart went out to him, filled
with love, fear, and indignation at what Chairman Wencedas had done to him — and Nira s pain could
be only awhisper of the ragged agony Jora h must be fedling through the thism. His people needed him!

The Mage-Imperator knew that Rusal h and the faeros had unleashed an inferno in the capital city of
Mijigtra, driving Prime Designate Daro’ h out of the Prism Palace, and destroying many warlinersin Adar
Zan'nh's Solar Navy. When the fiery attack had begun, Nirahad briefly received information through a
treding aboard the warliner. Through his thism connection, the Mage-Imperator had sensed the panic
and death of many Ildirans. And just when the people needed their leader more than ever before,
Chairman Wenced as had seized Jora h' swarliner and brought them all here as political prisoners.
Hostages.

“I can dill fed it,” Jora h said to her. The star-sgpphire glint in his eyes showed an edge of frenzy. His
hands trembled, and hislong braid had begun to unravd. “lldirais wounded.”

The Chairman refused to set him free. Though he knew the faeros were attacking Il dira, he remained
obliviousto the urgency — or perhaps, Nirathought, he waswell aware of the Situation and was using it
for hisown purposes.

The dozen bestid-looking guard kithmen growled and flexed their clawed fingers asthey prowled the
perimeter of the former mess hall where the hostages were alowed to gather. Though stripped of their
crysta katanas, the hopelessy outnumbered guards were ready to tear the humans apart, given the
dightest sgnd from their Mage-Imperator. Niratried to calm Jora h, and as he relaxed, so did the guard
kithmen.

At the sound of gpproaching footsteps, Jora h turned to whoever was coming, setting hisfacein ahard,
commanding expression. Even under these gppalling circumstances he clung to a pride and dignity that
Niraadmired. She moved next to him, offering al her support.



Five EDF soldiers with rifles on their shoulders marched to the doorway and stopped. Base
Commandant Tilton, aman with large, dightly bulging eyes, entered next and scanned the chamber to
assess where everyone was. He had aweak chin that seemed designed for abeard, despite EDF
regulations prohibiting facia hair. When Tilton finally spokein areedy voice, he addressed someone
behind himinthe hal. “Theroomis secure, Mr. Chairman.”

Basl Wencedas stepped in done, wearing abusiness suit that set him gpart from dl the military
personnel. The guard kithmen closed in around the Mage-lmperator, and Jora h did not tell them to back
down. He coldly faced the Hansa Chairman, refusing to address his supposed counterpart with any title
or formdities. “My Empireis under attack. Millions, if not billions, of my people are dying because you
keep me here. Release me.”

“Certainly . . . provided you agree to afew smpleterms. | thought | had made my expectations perfectly
clear.” He responded with an obvioudy fase smile. “Break your agreement with Peter and the outlaw
Confederation. Declare that he' sarebel and publicly support me. You can do it all in asingle speech.”

Jora h’ s voice was ragged and distraught. “1 am the Mage-Imperator. My promises are more than wind.
By holding me here, you have declared war on the lldiran Empire. My Solar Navy will hold you
responsble for every Ildiran death that — ”

The Chairman gave him adismissve wave. “Y our Solar Navy isin ashambles. Bluster dl you like, but
now that | know your battleships are busy fighting the faeros, | have even lessto fear from them.”

Jora h' sjourney to Theroc to cement an aliance with the Confederation had been adramatic move. He
had admitted the errors of previous Mage-Imperators, and King Peter had suggested that the two great
races put their pasts behind them. New leaders, new times, anew future.

But now the relationship between Ildirans and humans— at |east these humans — had forever changed.

Ironically, Niraredized that Jora h' sfather, like Chairman Wencedas, would have betrayed anyone
necessary to achieve his own ends and to protect the Empire. He would have had no qualms about
breaking his dliance with the Confederation and making a pact with the Hansaiif it served his purpose;
nor would he have balked at breaking the newly made pact to be safe again. Mage-Imperator Cyroc’ h
had kept many secrets from the lldiran people and even killed his own rememberers when they
discovered too much.

Jora h, however, was most emphatically not hisfather. He would never givein to the Hansa' s coercion.

Chairman Wenced as continued to prod him. “Whereis the Confederation now? Are they hereto help
you? Have they responded to your aleged crisson Ildira, or have they |eft you entirely alone? Why
remain loya to such fair-weather friends. Why not end this?'Y ou can be on your way in no time.”

“I don't believe he has any intention of freeing you, Jora h,” Nirasaid. “His actions speak clearly
enough.”

“| agree. It makes my decision even more straightforward.”

The Chairman was not impressed. “In the meantime, we ve finished an analysis of your flagship. Or
should | say the newest addition to our fleet? Since the Earth Defense Forces have been severdly
depleted, we need every viable ship. Enemies continueto abound . . . in dl directions.”

Jora h said in acool voice, “ Then perhaps you should not have made so many enemies. | will not permit
you to incorporate part of the IIdiran Solar Navy into your military.”



The Chairman shrugged. “It’ sa perfectly functiond ship. | can't let it go to waste.” Heturned to
Commandant Tilton. “ Send word to Admira Dienteto prepare for athorough test cruise.” Recognizing
the name of the man who had ambushed the Mage-Imperator’ swarliner on itsway from Theroc, Nira
scowled.

The Chairman flashed Jora h adistasteful amile. “Admira Diente will take your ship far outsde our solar
system to seewhat it can do. And, since you still need to come to your senses, | have decided that you
will accompany him — al done, so you'll have uninterrupted time for contemplation.”

“If you isolate him from dl Ildiran contact, he’ll go insane,” Niracried. “Even the Mage-Imperator can't
bear that.”

“Oh, dear. That hadn’t occurred to me.” The Chairman’ s voice was rich with sarcasm. “He can change
his mind anytime helikes.” He waited, but Jora’ h did not respond. Annoyed, Basil Wencedas shook his
head. “| am so tired of people being obstinate and intractable instead of pulling their own weight to solve
acrigsthat affectsusal.” Asif atimer had gone off, he sgnded the guardsinthe hall. “That isdl the
time | can devote to the matter. | must get back to Earth. Admira Diente has his orders. Enjoy your
solitary journey, Mage-Imperator. | trust it will help you to think more clearly.”

10

Prime Designate Daro’h
Mijistrawas on fire, and thefaerosreveled in it.

Thanks to the sacrifices of countless guard kithmen, Prime Designate Daro’ h had escaped from the Prism
Pdace dong with hissster Yazra h and Nira sfive haf-breed children. They had barely gotten away
from the flaming avatar of Rusal h as he surged through the crystaline corridors, destroying everythingin
his path.

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

To save as many of his people as possible, the Prime Designate had commanded a mass exodus,
ordering dl kithsto fleeinto the countryside while firebals continued to hover over the skyline. Crowds
of refugees streamed into the open hills, following rivers, looking for placesto hide. Severd Solar Navy
warliners cruised low to the ground, ddlivering more survivors and supplies.

Next to Daro’h, Yazra h also stared at the spectacle, her eyeslike hard chips of topaz. His Sster’ s mane
of long, coppery hair drifted in the breeze. “ Clustering together makes the people vulnerable. They have
no defensesif the faeros decide to incinerate them. They cannot fight.” Although one of her 1six cats had
been burned to death during Rusa’ h' s conquest, the remaining two prowled around her legs.

“So far the faeros have not chosen to attack,” Daro’h said. “1 must postulate— | must believe — that
annihilating the Ildiran people does not serve the faeros plans. Rusa h seemsto bein control of them. He
wants something more— the Mage-Imperator, perhaps.”

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

Y azra h crossed her arms over her chest. “Nevertheless, | will not let you stay in one of the open camps
or exposed villages, Prime Designate.”

“Y ou want meto hide.”



She gave him ahard look. “I want you to survive. | swore an oath to protect you.” With the
Mage-Imperator missing, lldirans had no one elseto look to; Daro’ h was their de facto leader.

Y azra h had found a set of degp caves and mining tunnelsin the mountains not far from Mijistra. “1 have
chosen the best defensive location | can. Adar Zan' nh is anxious to take you there.” She glanced uneesily
up at the sky. “Hefed s you are too vulnerable out here, and sodoI.”

Daro’h held his overwhemed emotionsin check, so they would not bleed into the thism. “ Althoughiit
pains me to surrender our city to the fagros, we must choose our battleswisaly.” Hetook alast look at
the troop carriers and supply streamers crisscrossing the skies. “I will do as you suggest. Summon the
Adar.”

Riding aboard asmdll, swift cutter, Daro’ h sat next to one of the windows, staring out at the landscape,
shocked by how much it had changed. Osira h and her half-breed siblings had joined him aswell, singed
and bedraggled but very much dive.

“We are establishing as many camps aswe can,” Zan' nh reported, piloting the cutter himself. “ The Solar
Navy isddivering food, medica supplies, tools, and prefabricated shelters.”

The Adar had dready learned that hiswarliners could not fight the blazing ships directly; to extinguish a
singlefirebal, he had sacrificed two warlinerswith their full crews. Now only five warliners remained of
the septa he had brought to IIdira. The rest of the Solar Navy, the ragged remnants of his cohorts that
had survived the climactic battle against the hydrogues, were dispersed thinly acrossthe lldiran Empireto
watch over al the splinter colonies. Tabitha Huck and her work crews had been rapidly assembling new
warlinersin the orbiting industria facilitieswhen Rusa h had arrived.

And s0 Zan' nh had explicitly instructed the captains of hisfew shipstrapped at Idiranot to engage the
faerosin direct conflict. Solar Navy ships returning from their routine patrols received transmitted orders
to station themsalves at the edge of the star system, waiting for an opportunity to move. They could not
win, and he could not risk losing more warliners. Daro’ h knew how much it galled Adar Zan' nhto issue
those “cowardly” orders; nevertheless, the warliner captains obeyed and kept their large vessals ready
— and safe.

“With your permission, Prime Designate, one of my captains has requested to take awarliner filled with
refugees and attempt to flee this planet.” Zan' nh turned from his piloting controls. “We can load ten
thousand of them from the most exposed camps and fly them to safety.”

Daro’ h considered. “ That warliner would not be able to return. Can we afford to lose it?’
“My warliners cannot fight the faeros, Prime Designate. At least this could save ten thousand lives”
“Thenitisagood choice. Tell the captain he has my blessing to make the attempt.”

The cutter flew toward the barren cliffs, and Daro’h saw small holesin the overhangs, caves accessed by
wide gravel roadslaid down centuries ago by digger kithmen. They landed on abroad rocky ledge. “Td
O'nh and Hyrillka Designate Ridek’ h are dready in thetunnels,” Zan'nh reported. “ They have begun to
st up the necessary equipment for our new command center.”

Daro’ h emerged from the craft, looking in dismay at the round tunnel that wasto be their new home for
now. Y azra h gave him a scolding look before he could say anything. “For al its magnificence, the Prism
Pdace is merely a structure. Remember, you are the Prime Designate. You are currently our leader. You
meatter more than Mijistra”



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

11

Faeros Incarnate Rusa h

Rusa h settled into hisrightful place like abright cod at the heart of ablazing bonfire. With itstowers,
minarets, and gemlike cellings, the Prism Palace was meant to be his— not for hisown ambitions, but for
thelldiranrace. . . and for the resurrection of the faeros and the bright igniting of the universe. Rusa h
had taken action for his people, for Ildira, for dl those who had lost their way to the Lightsource.

Once he was ensconced in what remained of the skysphere, his power should have begun spreading like
wildfire. He had tried to weave another thism web, to save some Ildirans by the necessary purging and
sacrifice of others. But this new victory was not what Rusa’ h had expected. Though bright soul-threads
bound him to the faeros and the Il diran people under his care, he il felt one.

Although the faeros had helped him, they wanted more. . . dways more. Every combustible object in the
Pdace had aready burned. If he gave them freerein, the fireballs would surge across the landscape
consuming everything, steding every Ildiran soulfire they could find in order to spark new young faeros.
He did hisbest to prevent atotal Armageddon.

Rusa h had shown the flaming e ementals how to defeat the hydrogues. He was the faeros incarnate, but
he was dso the savior of the [Idiran Empire.

At the moment, hisfaeros were sweeping around the Spiral Arm to reclaim their cold, dead stars. The
fiery eementals had aready extinguished amgor concentration of wentals on Charybdis and, thanksto
the discovery Rusa’ h had shown them, newborn faeros had raced along soul-threads of thism/tdink to
Theroc. The battle with the worl direeswas already raging, burning . . . burning.

But Rusa h had to keep at least part of Ildiraintact. He had to hold the faerosin check.

Inside his Prism Pdace, he drank in the crackling sound of flames around him. Y et Mijistraitself seemed
too quiet and empty, most of the people having fled into the hills and wastelands. He was di sappointed
that true lldirans would abandon their sacred metropolis, but they continued to stream away asif the new
light were too bright for them. They hid in scattered encampments, huddled together for comfort and
perceived protection. In spite of their desertion, he would shield those people from the faeros whenever
he could. After al, lldirawas his.

Huge numbers of them were evacuees from his own beloved world of Hyrillka, people who had sought
sanctuary on the Empire’ s capital world. Rusa h felt such compassion for them, such responsibility, but
many of the reluctant refugees had never found homes here, nor had they been ableto return to Hyrillka
That was Jora ' sfaullt.

All would have been well if the Hyrillkans had just stayed where they belonged.
Rusa h alone could save them, or he could |et the fagrosincinerate them.

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

Inside the dazzling skysphere his voice and thoughts boomed out to the firebals. “Y ou will not harm the
people of Hyrillka” The faeros shuddered and thrummed againgt his command. He could sense them



blazing brighter, but he remained firm. * You will leave them alone.”

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

Upin orbit, he detected alone warliner quietly departing from the abandoned shipyards. Rusa’ h was well
awarethat Adar Zan'nh'sfew Solar Navy ships continued to ddliver suppliesthat helped the evacuees.. .
. but this particular warliner held ten thousand Ildirans, al of them seeking to escape to some distant
colony in thelldiran Empire. The pilot had loaded hiswarliner with as many survivorsasit could carry
and had flown off, intending to take them far from Rusa h.

He could not allow that to happen.

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

From the Prism Paace, he watched through blazing eyes as the fireballs swiftly closed on the crowded
vessd. Through the thism, he could fedl both hope and terror emanating from the refugees aboard the
warliner. Ten thousand of them . . . al desperate to find sanctuary on some other Ildiran planet.

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

The faeros dllipsoids strained, ravenous as they began the chase. When the ornate battleship detected the
approaching fireballs, itsflight pattern became erratic, heading back toward the complex of heavy
gpacedocks and indudtriad facilities, asif hoping to find aplace to hide.

The desperate warliner tried to dodge through an obstacle course of girders and haf-built ship
frameworks. Flying magnificently, the Solar Navy pilot dove benegth atethered stockpile of armored
plating. Asthey streaked past, the weapons officer fired an energy blast that severed the clamps holding
the platesin place. Vibrating from the impact, the meta sheets spread gpart, twirling like an artificia
sorm of flat meteors.

Thefaeros careened into the plates, flashing into blinding brightness as they vaporized the metd, leaving
only ashower of molten globulesin their wake. Thefireballs barely dowed.

After abrief attempt to hide, the warliner accelerated away from the abandoned shipyards at maximum
thrugt, trying to get far enough away for the pilot to engage hislldiran stardrive. Three comets of fire
clipped the rear engines, mdting them. Thewarliner spun out of control, its solar sails flapping outward
like loose and tattered garments. In afina gesture of defiance, the warliner’ s captain fired dl of his
weapons at the oncoming faeros elipsoids.

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

And the faeros grew brighter.

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

12

Beneto



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

Beneto and hisfdlow verdani battleships had been orbiting Theroc as guardians, but the faeros had found
asecret vulnerability in him, jumping through tdink, seizing onto the union of wenta and verdani that
created histreeship body. Now, high above the continents, he felt the flames from below surge through
his heartwood. He could hear the other treeships screaming.

He shouted histhoughts out to al green priests, thinking of the worldforest rather than himself. Give the
trees your strength. Do not despair. Celli wasright to remind him, and hetried to help her by
concentrating on the efficacy of hope, the foolish but brave human drive to fight even when a battle
Seemed lost.

By treedancing, hislittle sster and Solimar had once reawakened the seeds of lifein theworldforest. The
verdani and their wental counterparts smply did not have the dogged, foolish determination to wring a
victory from amost certain defest — but humans did. Now, even asthe e ementd fires caught on his
gigantic body and fought their way degper into him, Beneto called to the remnants of green priestsinside
the other verdani battleships, indsting that they not give up.

Beneto made a defiant stand against the newborn faeros even as flamesflickered at the thorny ends of his
outermost branches. A chain of sparks ricocheted up and down the bark plates of hiswide trunk, but he
guenched the first waves of fire. There was hope!

Around him, the verdani battleships smoldered, on the verge of crossing the flashpoint and burgting into
living bonfires. Far below, Beneto could fed the main worldforest struggling as young faeros flashed from
treeto tree. The fiery elementalswaged afierce battle for each victory among the towering groves, but
the trees could fend them off. It could be done! He had demongtrated that himself, and he wasn't donein
hisfight.

The other verdani battleships, aong with green priests on the ground, were joining together. HisSister
Cdli was one of the strongest fighters. She and Solimar used every menta skill they had to defend the
foredt.

Beneto' sthoughts thundered through telink. We can snuff out the faeros before their fire overwhelms
us.

The verdani battleships shuddered asthey pulled strength from the worldforest mind, wrung it from thelr
own heartwood, forcing themsalves to endure the pain.

The flames grew hotter and more insistent in Beneto' s body, and he could not entirely push them away .
He struggled so hard that along crack split along histhickest bough, and the glowing golden blood of his
sap spilled out into space. The flames bit deeper, jumping into the point of weakness.

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

Even so, the infested treeships refused to | et the faeros possess them. Rather than becoming full-fledged
torch trees, the two lost verdani battleshipsintentiondly allowed themsalvesto crumbleinto ash.
Fragments of embers sparkled and drifted apart in space.

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

With hundreds of small EDF craft in her battle group — Remoras, fudl tankers, cargo carriers, troop
trangports, and survey flyers— Willis was able to mount one hell of abucket brigade. Thiswasn't
exactly something she had covered in basic training, but her people caled up dl their available databases
on wildfire-fighting techniques. They would figure it out asthey went dong.

Using her own landed shuttle in the middle of aclearing as afield command post, she watched her
display screens, frowning or cursing asimagesrolled in from recon flyovers. The Admird activated the
comm system and shouted, “I’ d better see water dumping on these trees within the next five minutes, or
you' re going to think serving under Generd Lanyan wasa Sunday picnic.”

“On our way, Admira,” came acrackling voice. “First squadron ETA infour and ahaf minutes, just
under thewire”

The first Remoras and fud tankers swooped low, then opened their cargo bays to dump water onto the
blazing worldtrees. Smaller ships emptied their reservoirs, releasing water they had scooped from
Theroc' slakes. Steam gushed into the air, rising through the dense forest canopy.

The faeros blazed paradoxically brighter asthey drew energy from the worldtreesto fight off the
quenching water.

Willis heard agroan, saw Cdlli and Solimar hunched over their tredingsinsde the command shuttle, both
of them connected through telink. The green priests had come aboard her shuttle to act asintermediaries.
Their eyes were squeezed shut, faces drawn in identical grimaces asthey fought with al their heartsand
minds. Celli hissed in pain and gripped her tredling. She blinked, but didn’t focus on anything around her.
Her words sounded hollow. “That hurt them, but not enough. The faeros are ravenous.”

The smdll ships, now empty, circled back toward the nearest sources of open water. “ Second squadron
inbound, Admira.”

“The drenching will be continuous now,” Willissaid. “I don’t care how tough thesefiresare. We |l somp
them again and again until there' s nothing left but a puff of smoke.”

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

“Four more green priests have died,” Solimar announced. “ They were unable to wall themsalves off from
the treesthey were hdping through telink.”

“Green priests have spread the alarm across other planets,” Cdlli said.
“For whatever good that’ Il do us now,” Willissaid.

“Thewentasare dso aware,” Cdli said. “ Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni have arrived at Osquive.
Liona hastold them what' s happening here.”

“And what can they do?’

“They can bring the wentas”



Asthethird group of EDF water tankers cruised in, the flaming trees tensed, and thefiresintensified at
the crowns. Cdlli suddenly screamed, and Solimar reeled backward. The torch trees shot out tendrils of
firethat curled upward like solar flares and incinerated two of Willis's ships before they could dump their
loads of water. Another blast of targeted fire raged from the clustered burning trees, vaporizing alarge
tanker.

Willis shouted into the microphone, “ Scramble! Scramble! Evasve action.”

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

“Circlearound and stand ready,” Willis growled into the comm. “We must’ ve hurt the bastards or they
wouldn’t belashing out like that. Y ou’ll have to dump your water from agreater dtitude. It won't be as
accurate, but those flame plumes can reach only so high.”

Mogt of the EDF pilots responded with anger instead of fear. More and more ships streamed in, released
their loads from agreat height, and circled back to nearby lakesto refill, relentlesdy drenching the
worldfores.

Findly, through the steam and rain, Willis saw severd of the smaler torch trees begin to gutter and go
out. She sat back, crossing her arms. “ Another couple thousand trips, and we might just have thisthing
under control.”
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Petrick Fitzpatrick 111

Inthe belly of the Golgen skymine, shouting EDF soldiers and complaining Roamer skyminers crested a
remarkable din. Men dropped tools onto the deck with loud clangs; ekti tanks were rolled into clusters,
then lifted with levitating forklifts. Outside, the high-altitude winds whipped and roared in a continuing
gtorm. The Goliath hovered nearby.

No one was able to stop the continued outrage. Patrick stood beside Del Kellum, noting the trim EDF
uniforms, the determined soldiersfollowing orders. “I used to bejust like them.”

“No wonder Zhett was dways picking on you.”

Once, he had believed everything that Genera Lanyan told him. The Hansa had been at war with the
hydrogues, and the Earth Defense Forces needed stardrive fudl, which the Roamers had “unjustly”
withheld. Therefore, when they had selzed a Roamer cargo ship, the decision to destroy the witness and
remove the evidence had seemed perfectly reasonable. Patrick hadn't thought twice about it: The EDF
took what it needed.

Just asit was doing now. Patrick’ s stomach knotted. Y es, he understood what drove these soldiers, and
now he was ashamed of it.

A congtant flow of military shipslanded in the skymine' s open cargo bay, loaded up with ekti canigters,
then returned to the nearby Juggernaut. Genera Lanyan followed a coterie of adminigtrative aides, he
wore adress uniform rather than rugged combat fatigues, asif to show his contempt for any possible
resistance from the Roamers.

A young lieutenant with soft, innocent eyes stepped up to Lanyan and reported in aclear voice, “ Generdl,



we have reports from the consolidation squadrons. All Roamer skymines have been placed under EDF
juridiction.”

“Your jurisdiction?’ Kellum bellowed. “Y ou know the Hansa has no claim on these mines— or isyour
head so far up your assthat you' re suffering from oxygen deprivetion?’

Petrick said quietly and calmly to him, but for the Generd’ s benfit, “ Pure bullshit is a standard ingredient
in EDF rations, Ddl. Have | told you what the EDF s motto is? * Honor and bravery in service of the
Earth.”” He pointedly looked at Generd Lanyan. “There' saword for attacking unarmed, independent
fecilitiesto sted their property: piracy. Why not round things out with abit of raping and pillaging?’

“They're pillaging quite enough right now, by damn,” Kdlum said.

Not rising to the bait, the General scanned the report that listed the amount of stardrive fuel the troops
had seized. “My, you Roamers have been busy.”

Kellum growled. “We earn what we have, unlike some people.”

Lanyan continued to scan the inventory, not interested in what Kellum had to say. “Hmm, asupply of
orange liqueur. Where did it come from?’

With pride, the bearded clan leader said, “1 make it mysdlf.”
“Isit any good?’
“Too good for you.”

“I'll accept your recommendation. Have it loaded into my persond shuttle.” The Generd finally gave
Patrick hisfull atention. “1 am disappointed in you, Mr. Fitzpatrick. Y ou had agreet future in the EDF,
but you pissed it al away — for this?’ Heraised his handsto indicate the cluttered complex. He leaned
closer, smdlling of cologne and swest. “I’ m going to take you back to Earth and treat you to afull
court-martid. The Hansa has dready arrested hundreds for illegally rebroadcasting that foolish
condemnation and confession you recorded. That recording did no good, but we can still useit against
you.”

Patrick could not hide his satisfied amile. “ Redly — hundreds arrested? My message must have been
digtributed widely, then.” Lanyan was flustered, and Patrick decided to call hisbluff. “I’d love apublic
opportunity to explain how the Hansa broke tregties, killed innocent people, provoked hodtilities,
destroyed the capita of a sovereign people. In fact, my grandmother will make certain | get theforum |
need. Take me back, | dare you. What you're doing hereisillegal.”

“Roamers have no legd standing in the Hansa.”

“Not true. My grandmother entered into an agreement with clan Kellum, speaking officidly asaformer
Hansa Chairman. She promised them their freedom and guaranteed that neither they nor their facilities
would be harassed by the EDF in exchange for them surrendering a valuable hydrogue derelict. The
Roamers held up their Sde of the bargain. Y ou’' ve reneged.”

Lanyan shrugged. “Once King Peter stole the derdlict back and delivered it to the Roamers, al betswere
off.”

Petrick was startled by thisinformation; he hadn’t been aware that the alien ship was back in the hands of
the Confederation. He hadn’t expected Lanyan to know about the dedl at all.



Lanyan motioned for him. “Come to the operations center, Fitzpatrick, and help me go through the
databases to make sure we haven’t missed anything.”

“I won't help.”

“Then you can watch as | blunder around in your computerized systems. Who knows what damage |
might cause?” Patrick grudgingly followed him to alift, while Kellum remained behind, glowering as
soldiers continued loading tank after tank of stolen stardrive fudl.

In the ops center that crowned the skymine dome, broad windows looked out upon the endless yellowish
skies. Zhett was single-handedly trying to keep soldiers from the database control panels, but they
ignored her. That had put her in amurderous mood. “Y ou clods shouldn’t be alowed to run an abacus!”

One of the technicians fumbled with atouchpad, frowning when the systems froze on him.
A soldier shouted, “Generd Lanyan on the bridge!”

“It'snot abridge,” Patrick said. “It's an operations center.” In the distance, he could see another
skymine, Boris Goff’s, aso surrounded by EDF ships.

“Statusreport,” Lanyan demanded. “Have you run afull inventory?’

“Asnear aswe cantell, r,” said the blundering technician. “It' sa very disorganized system, not to
military specsat dl.”

Zhett stood close to Patrick and put her fists on his shoulder asif she wanted to pound on something. He
dipped hisarm around her waist and drew her close, restraining her.

When the Generd saw him holding the young woman, he seemed greetly amused. “ So the well-bred
Patrick Fitzpatrick 111 hasfound himsdf a pretty little Roamer mistress. How swveet.”

“She'snot my migtress. She' smy wife”
Lanyan burst out laughing. “ And would your grandmother still support you if she knew about that?’

Petrick remained coal. “I’m sure her wedding gift isaready on itsway.” He didn’t mention that he had
neglected to send the old Battleaxe an invitation.

Thetechnician had findly succeeded in calling up screensfull of numbers. “Lookslikewegot it dl,
General. Other than the expected |osses on cargo ships and afew ekti escort haulersthat initially escaped
our net, we have secured and transferred dl the available fuel on these skymines.”

“Our work hereisdone, then.” Lanyan raked a salf-satisfied gaze across the glowering Roamersin the
operations center. “We Il be back when thetime isright. I’ m sure Chairman Wencedaswill want to
managethisin hisown particular way.”

The innocent-eyed lieutenant burst into the ops center, looking flushed. “ There you are, Generd! We ve
picked up the tracer signal on one of the cargo escorts we tagged. We can follow it to another Roamer
depot or indudtrid facility, if you like”

“I would like that very much. Tell the Goliath to prepare for immediate departure.” Snapping ordersfor
his crew to finish up, he left Fitzpatrick and Zhett standing together in the operations center.

Before long the EDF raiders departed in a ponderous group, like bumblebees overloaded with pollen.
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Margaret Colicos

Trapped on Llaro and surrounded by Klikiss, Margaret wondered if al those escaped colonists had been
only adream. Orli Covitz, Hud Steinman, Tasa Tamblyn, Robb Brindle. . . She no longer even had her
faithful compy DD. Y es, they had gotten away. Margaret was completely done. . . except for the
mongers.

But she had helped those people escape. If she were going to become delusiond, she could have done
S0 long ago. After years of living at the bare edge of surviva, knowing that the incomprehensble hive
mind might kill her on awhim, Margaret had used the Klikiss behavior againg them. She had madeit
possible for the doomed coloniststo dip away before the insects could daughter them. Nearly a hundred
people had fled from Llaro. Including dear DD.

But the breedex refused to let her leave. While the others escaped, agroup of Klikisswarriors had
singled her out and captured her again. The hive mind wanted her, but she had noideawhy. Asan
ambassador? A sounding board? A pet human being?

She shouted at the milling insects. “Why did you capture meif you don’t want me to do anything?’

But the new breedex chose not to answer through them. She threw arock at amottled brown digger, but
the stone merely bounced off the chitin armor. The insects went about their bloodthirsty business,
continuing the relentless assaults on other subhives, massacring countlessriva Klikiss.

Andignoring her.

Her head pounded with the sound of their chittering. The smell of caustic powder, decay, and bitter
insect pheromones caught in Margaret’ sthroat and nose. The tans and browns of the desolate landscape
seemed harsher now, the edges sharper, even under pastel skies. Her eyes ached, asdid her heart. She
was stranded here.

Again, she cursed the Klikiss for holding her prisoner. It had felt so good to be among humans again. She
missed DD. She missed Orli. She missed her son, Anton, whom she hadn’t seenin years. She till didn’t
know what had happened to Davlin Lotze, though she assumed he was dead.

And, because the Klikiss had ceased communicating with her, she could get no answersto her questions.
Though she walked among the hulking insects, pushing her way into their ranks, the crestures treeted her
asif shewere no more than atree or arock to avoid. “ Tell me why you want me here.”

Intheir congtant chittering and humming, she heard no discernible reply.

Margaret made her way to the boundary of what had been athriving human colony, which was now only
ruins. The cultivated land had been completely subsumed by Klikiss structures. Insect warriors moved
about, intent on urgent, incomprehensible missions. Builders dathered polymer resin cement on
frameworks, erecting new towers to house even more Klikiss, expanding the subhive in preparation for
further conquests.

Theinsects never ceased moving, never stopped pushing forward. Since their return from the Gresat
Swarming, the warring subhives wanted to annihilate everything— al other breedexes, the hated black
robots, and any human coloniesthat happened to get in the way. The Klikisswouldn't stop until it wasall
finished, until only one breedex remained.

Shortly after the few Llaro colonists had escaped, after the breedex had fissioned again and expanded its



armies, the new-generation hive mind had thrown its warlike crestures into a bloody, almost maniacal
wave of offensives, ripping apart oneriva after another.

Always before, the different breedexes had attacked each other, striving for dominance and assmilating
their conquered rivalsinto larger and larger forces. It wasthe way of their species. But the new Llaro
breedex exhibited a berserker’ sfrenzy of violence, turning engineer sub-breeds loose to develop new
weaponsthat annihilated rather than incorporated most of the defeated insect hordes. Only afew
representative members of the crushed subhives were taken into the hall of the breedex to be used in the
next fissoning; with their own breedex dead, the rest were sent out as expendable shock troopsin an
assault wave againgt the next subhive. Each time the Llaro subhive obliterated another breedex;, it moved
one step closer to being the sole hive mind of the species.

Margaret looked up, sensing achangein theair. Unified by some silent call, the Klikiss gathered around
the trapezoidd wal inthe middle of their city. The stone face shimmered, and figures took shape within,
an entire army of the Llaro breedex’ swarriors marching back through the doorway. Many of them were
battered, their carapaces cracked and 0ozing globs of clotting ichor after aterrific battle, but the Klikiss
warriors carried the spiny heads of the rival subhive'sdomates. They had torn the other hive gpart.

Anather victory. The annihilation of another breedex.

Margaret felt Sckened &t the thought that the monstrous LIaro hive mind might actualy win the struggle
for gpecies domination and control al of the Klikiss.

16

Captain Branson Roberts

Onthe day he got hisrebuilt ship back from the Osquivel shipyards, BeBob hoped for a certain amount
of fanfare. At the very least, he would have liked asmal crowd to admire the new Blind Faith, wishhim
well, and offer atoast for the old ship, which the EDF had blown up.

Instead, no one camefor the christening. In this damned unending war, anew crisis seemed to appear
every sngleday. Tasa Tamblyn and her group had come back from Llaro, clamoring about the Klikiss
invasion, and then the green priest had raised the larm about the faeros attacking Theroc. Just that
morning, Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni had arrived at the shipyardsin their wental ship, asking for help
agang thefiery dementas, and then they had rushed off.

Always an emergency. BeBob fdlt |ft out.

Like aproud parent he walked around the vessdl. The paint was perfect and unscuffed, with no
corrosions from coamic radiation, no scratches or pits from micrometeoroids. And the Roamers had
finished building the ship ahead of schedule!

During the reassembly he had hovered near the congtruction site every day. He had watched the frame
put into place, the hull panelsriveted on, extraarmor layered over standard reinforcement aloys. The
atitude-control thrugters, the in-system engines, and the stardrive had been tested on racks, then instaled
and tested again in Stu. The modified computer systems and the full range of defensive weapons checked
out. The old Faith had never sported projectile launchers or jazers, but in times like these, no ship could
afford to be without them.

The new Blind Faith was saven meterslonger than the original, with an expanded cargo bay and more
compact engines, which yielded atwenty percent increase in carrying capacity; according to the specs,
she was faster, too. BeBob couldn’t wait to see what the ship could do.



He particularly would have liked Rlinda K ett to fly with him on the maiden voyage, but he wasn't going to
wait around for her to come back from Earth. Long ago, she had hel ped him inspect the origind Blind
Faith, back when he had joined her shipping company. And then there had been their ill-advised
marriage . . . but adl that was so much gas down ablack hole. Now the EDF had a death warrant out for
him and probably one for Rlinda, too.

He gtill felt nervous that she had gone to the Hansa by herself. BeBob had wanted to go along, but Rlinda
hed laughed at him. “I’m the Confederation’s Trade Minister. | can take care of myself — but I’ m not
letting you anywhere near that planet. It was enough trouble breaking you out of EDF prison in thefirst
place.”” He had lost his ship, and they had lost Davlin Lotze in the process.

BeBob had every confidence in Rlinda Kett. He just wished she could be here for the launch. He had his
first delivery mission dready on the books, and he could set off at any time.

Toying with the externd controls, he opened the main entry hatch. The boarding ramp hummed out
smoothly, al tracks perfectly oiled. Bright panelslit the ship’sinterior. He could smell the polymers of the
control deck, freshly welded compartments, polished doors, and soft uphol stery.

Poking his head back out again, he saw a curly-haired Roamer man enter the chamber. “ Sorry I'm late,
Captain Roberts,” Kotto Okiah said. “I see you' ve begun the inspection aready.”

“Everything' sfine.” BeBob ran his hand dong theinner hull. “Hand over thekeysand I’ ll take my ship
out for a shakedown cruise.”

“Keys? Wedon't use keys anymore. | have your access codes and authorization —”
BeBob held up ahand. “ Just kidding. An archaic reference.”

“I should have caught that.” Kotto looked around. “Would you like usto schedule an official ceremony
later on, when things settle down? There' s just so much going on here.”

“Oh, that’ s not necessary,” BeBob said, though hedidn’t mean it. “If you' re going to wait until things
settle down, we'll have to send out invitationsto my grandchildren.”

“You know, of course, about al the Llaro refugees that just came back? Someone wanted to see you. It
seemsyou have friends among them.”

“I don’t remember anyone from Llaro— " BeBaob turned as more visitors entered the bay. He
recognized a skinny old man with grayish-white hair and unkempt clothes and ayoung girl with short
brown hair and large sepia eyes, accompanied by aFriendly compy. “Orli! Orli Covitz— and Hud
Steinman!” He had rescued the two from Corribus, the only survivors of the black robot attack. “\What
were you two doing on Llaro?’

“Being chased by bugs, mostly,” Orli said. “Isthat anew ship? Doesn't look at dl like the old one.”

“Forget the battered old vessal. Now everything' s shiny. The engines and power systems purr instead of
clater.” Grinning, he gestured to the ramp. “ Step aboard my new Blind Faith.”

Orli trotted up to the control deck and poked around with afascinated expression. “Maybe | can be
your copilot or first officer someday.”

When BeBob saw she was serious, he realized that he could do worse. “1'll think about it. Hey, | was
about to teke atest flight with aload of suppliesfor Relleker, and | wouldn’t mind the company. Want to
come dong? Sounds like we ve got plenty of storiesto exchange.”



“What do you think, DD?’ Orli asked. The Friendly compy, obvioudy pleased to be with her and away
from the Klikiss, seemed perfectly amenable.

“We would likethat,” said Mr. Steinman. The old man glanced around the rock-walled landing bay in
which the ship rested. “We don’t have anything better to do. Might aswell make oursalves useful .”
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RlindaKett

Though she had changed her call sign and obscured the ship’s name with astrategically applied scorch
mark on the hull, Rlinda never stopped cdling her ship the Voracious Curiosity. However, she took
careto avoid any unwanted EDF entanglements.

Her ship carried a profitable cargo of comfort itemsthat people facing austerity and rationing would very
much welcome: preserved foods, jungle ddicacies from Theroc, difficult-to-obtain cocoon-weave
fabrics, thermal-resistant equipment from Congtantine I11. The Hansasmply couldn’t get such things
anymore.

However, since Chairman Wenced as had imposed extreme wartime tariffs, she would never enter into a
formal agreement with Earth’sindustries and merchants. Rlindawould find her own customers through
unofficid channdls, thank you very much. She dtill had plenty of black-market connections, and she could
get her goods into the hands of customers who needed and appreciated them.

Asthe Curiosity passed the Moon and headed in toward Earth orbit, she was surprised to seealarge,
dark lldiran warliner being towed into position above the lunar base. “What the hell isthe EDF doing
with anintact warliner?” Maybe it was better if she didn’t know.

Cadling no atention to hersdlf, she began weaving in among the orbita traffic. The Curiosity flewin
gedthily. Rlindacut her transmissions and kept alow reflective profile on any surveillance networks. She
mixed in with local shipsand sent aburst Ssgnd so that her contacts would know what items she had to
trade and what her asking price was.

“Sneaking around like anillegd smuggler,” she muttered to hersdlf. “ Ah, the glamorouslife of the
Confederation’s Trade Minigter.”

That afternoon, settled in, Rlindawaited on an uncomfortable wrought-metal chair out in the sunshine,
The wafting aroma of dark-roasted coffee beans gave the café a pleasant atmosphere, though she was
annoyed at having paid vastly too much for a cup of coffee. Rlindahad the equipment to make hersdf a
better onein the Curiosity’sgdley.

Outsdein thetiled square, agroup of white-painted mimes— of al thingsl — had begun a performance,
wearing garish costumes and using exaggerated motions. Their silly pratfals garnered chucklesfrom the
few passersby who stopped to watch. The mimeswere dl playing characters, and Rlindaredized with a
gart that they were meant to be King Peter, the Archfather of Unison, and the Hansa Chairman. She
doubted many other people recognized what the mimes were doing, but their political leanings were clear
from the noble nature of the King, the inept buffoonery of the religious leader, and the sheer evil of the
Chairman. She watched, newly impressed, and wondered how many other quiet symptoms of rebellion
were manifesting themselves on Earth.

She heard an astonished, but carefully hushed woman’ svoice. “What are you doing here?’

Rlindaturned. Her guest had arrived. “Hello, Sarein. | wasn't sureyou' d get my invitation.”



The Theron ambassador had disguised hersdlf in plain Earth clotheswith no traditional garments or any
mark of her palitical position. “ Are you supposed to be here? Are you alowed?’

“Of course not, but | couldn’t let that stop me. Sit down.” Rlindalowered her voice, maintaining a
scanddized tone. “1 hope you brought your Hansa budget authorization. The coffee hereisvery

expensve.”

Sarein stood motionless. Shelooked around, suspecting atrap. “ There’ s probably awarrant out for your
arrest. I'm sure Bas| hasn't rescinded it.”

“Relax, Sarein.” Rlinda drummed her fingers on the edge of the table. “It’ sjust me. We ve known each
other along time. Now please sit down. People are going to sareif you keep standing there like that.”

That was al the other woman needed to hear, and with aquick, compact movement she did into achair
and sat across the table from Rlinda. After ordering an iced teafor hersdlf, Sarein leaned forward and
whispered, “How did you send me that message? It was't tracesble.”

“It wasn't threatening, either, so | hoped you might be intrigued enough to come.”
“Even though I’m one of the few people Basl till trusts, he'saways monitoring me.”

“Well, why don't you just leave him?’ Rlinda set her meety elbows on thetable. “If you're afraid of a
mean, he' s not worth staying with.”

“I'm not staying with him, but | can’t leave. Not now. It wouldn't beright.”
“Ah, one of those kinds of relationships.”

Sarein pressed her paelipstogether. “It’s not much of ardationship anymore, certainly not aromantic
one. | won't kid you — things are getting very bad, Rlinda. Y ou shouldn’t be here. It's dangerous. When
you and Captain Roberts escaped last time, you threw the whole security net into question.”

“Security net?” Rlindachuckled. “That’san gpt term — it’ sso full of holes| can dip in and out anytimel
like”

“Wdl, | can't,” Sarein sad. “Basll’ s cut himsdf off from so many things, I'm one of hislast remaining
advisers— for what that’sworth. If | leave...”

“Hell in ahandbasket, | get it.” Then she grew more serious. “ Every time | come back to see you, things
seem more messed up than they were on the visit before. Areyou sure it’ snot timefor you to leave? |
could take you back to Theroc.”

Sarein clutched her iced teaand peered from right to left. Rlindawondered if she somehow imagined that
Chairman Wencedas had put her up to thisasatest of her loyalty. “I . . . | couldn’t.”

“Redly? Aren't you the Theron ambassador? Doesn't that mean your homeis back there? Since the
Hansa has cut off dl relations with King Peter and Queen Estarra, what exactly isyour role on Earth?’

“I might be one of the only stabilizing influences Basil’sgot |&ft.” Sarein’ swordstumbled out inarush, as
if sheweretrying to convince hersdf. “ That’ sthe most important roleI’m abletofill. | can il talk to
him. Sometimes”

“Then talk some senseinto him,” Rlindasaid in aloud voice. Sarein quickly looked around to seeiif
anyone had overheard.



“That' swhy | haveto stay,” sheingsted. “If there sachance | can help change his policies, soften some
of hisreactions, then | could save alot of lives.”

Rlindaheaved a sympathetic, put-upon sigh. “All right. If you' re trying to make mefed sorry for you,
then I’ll pay for the coffee.” She sniffed. “ Still, | haveto say, it doesn’t ook like you' re making any
headway with the Chairman.”

Sarein took adrink of her iced tea, swallowing hard. “Maybe not, but | have to keep trying. I’m not
willingto giveup yet.”

Rlinda shrugged. “ Suit yourself. If you change your mind, and I'm till around, the offer gands. . .”
Sarein got up so quickly she jostled the table. Leaving her iced teaunfinished, shefled.
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Cdli

Asthe continued water bombardment progressively weakened the faeros, the green priests, unified by
Cdli and Solimar, added ameasure of defiance and strength to the trees’ inherent quiet passivity. But the
young faeros would not relinquish their hold on the worldirees. An entire grove, including the fungus-reef
tree, blazed hot with their resstance. The snap and crackle of fire and the sizzling Sigh of steam filled the
normaly quiet forest.

Whilethe Admird directed her operations from insde the landed command shuttle, Celli and Solimar |eft
to be outside among the trees again. They touched the living, embattled forest and threw their energy into
thefight.

In her mind, Celli called out to Beneto' streeship high overhead, but she could hear only her brother’s
resonant pain from the fire growing within him.

Green priests shouted and staggered asaliving bal of flame launched itself from the crown of a
possessed torch tree and rocketed to an old worldtree on the other side of the barricade. The ancient
tree shuddered asits upper fronds caught fire.

She and Solimar ran over to the old tree and wrapped their arms around the grest trunk, pouring their
srength and hopeinto it viatelink. But it wasn't enough. The elemental fire was about to jump to other
weakened treesin the grove. They could senseit.

With tears streaming down their ash-powdered cheeks, they connected with al the nearby verdani at
risk. The group of endangered worldtrees knew they had to act before the blaze could legp farther. Their
own line of defense.

The threatened trees voluntarily surrendered their hold on the Theron soil where they had been rooted for
centuries. Cdli and Solimar moaned in dismay asthe sacrificid treesleaned toward the aready blazing
firesand fell with an immense simultaneous crash to creete afirebreak. Geysers of sparks exploded
upward, but the faeros could not spread across the charred ground.

It was only asmdll victory. The green priests refused to let go, continued to shore up theforest’s
strength. Cdlli wastrying to reach Beneto again when she saw that the verdani had other alies aswell.
“Solimar! Look at the clouds.”

Mountainous, unnatural thunderheads began to rall in overhead, faster than any wind could blow,
gathering more and more water from the atmosphere. Cdlli’ s green skin prickled with an dectrica charge



intheair. Thefires seemed to shudder, preparing to stand against something far more difficult than
another EDF water bombardment.

Blinking her reddened eyes, she scanned the lumpy outer fringe of clouds until she spotted aslvery blue
gphere that streaked in low above the blazing trees like a bullet made of water. The verdani sensed that
the water e ementals had come, and excited criesrippled through the green priests. Celli had seen Jess
Tamblyn use wental water to create the treeshipsin the first place. Now he had come back.

Jess and Cesca swentd ship flitted back and forth asthe rain clouds converged. The dark and roiling
masses swelled, loomed larger, and closed in above the concentration of faeros-possessed trees. With a
huge thunderclap that resonated across the sky, the clouds burst. Wentd water spat down toward the
faeros, each raindrop adeadly projectile.

The young faeros clung to their possessed trees and shot flames hopelesdy into the air, but thunder
boomed in response as the wenta s expressed their anger. An angry sound — from the wenta sl Celli
laughed with joy to hear it. The clouds gathered over the burning last stand of newborn faeros, and
released torrents of rain in an exuberant downpour.

Shaking off any remaining fear, the green priests embraced the tree trunks, adding their strength, urging
the verdani to fight back. Celli and Solimar turned their facesto the sky, letting the fresh droplets drench
their skin and soothe their burns.
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Beneto

High above the planet, Beneto' streeship fought the invasivefire that coursed through hissap — his
blood. Thearriva of the wentals had unleashed an dementa rainstorm below, energizing the worldforest
root network.

Through his own unwanted connection with the living flames, he felt the agony of the young faeros asthey
were extinguished, one by one. Though he could not snuff out the deadly fire within him, he could impose
control over his huge spiny body. He would guide it where he wished; he would control the fight. Beneto
felt himsalf gain the upper hand.

We are coming, Beneto said to Cdlli through telink.

Trailing smoke and fire, the group of treeships descended through the sky. Trapped within him, thefiery
creatures writhed, tried to make him deflect his course, but Beneto had greater strength now. He drove
his battleship body into the thick grayish clouds, soaking his massveform. The wenta rain ate away at
theliving firein hisbody like acid, and the faeros recoiled. Through telink he heard hisfellow verdani
pilots cry out asthey plunged into the energized clouds.

Beneto’ stree, Szzling with steam, dropped toward persi stent faeros concentrations that had not been
quenched by the wental downpour. He sent his thrumming voice to the doomed torch treesin the main
grove. We can save the trees that surround you. Surrender your grip on the earth. We will take you
away so the faeros cannot continue to spread.

The verdani had no individuaity as humans did; each separate tree was merely amanifestation of the
overal mind, each one connected to the others. Beneto had to excise al faeros-infested trees from the
worldforest — including himself and hisfellow verdani battleships.

Astherain continued to pour al around, the blazing treeships began their work above thefiery grove.



Beneto could hear Cdli weeping through the worldforest mind. He tried to reassure her, but there was
little he could say.

The clustered battleships grasped the burning trunks with thorny branches, then rose upward until they
uprooted the trees. Insde the verdani wood, the newborn faeros thrashed and fought, knowing they
could not win, could not escape. Beneto and the other verdani battleships rose far above the worldforest
canopy, dragging the sacrificid treesinto the rarefied atmosphere, passing once more through the
wental-infused thunderheads.

Beneto took the tainted and doomed treesfar, far from Theroc.

Crigindly, after the defeat of the hydrogues, dl of the verdani treeships had departed from Therocin
what should have been amgestic seeding journey, never to return. Though Beneto and his comrades had
been called back to assist Theroc, they remembered what they had seen adong the way — and Beneto
knew of a perfect place where he could dispose of these treacherous young faeros.

The burning verdani battleships flew at breakneck speed, asif they could outrun the agony from the
elementd flames. They swiftly approached what had once been abinary star system; one of the stars, a
blue giant, had exploded in a supernova, leaving behind an ultra-dense remnant.

A black hole.

Its companion star had a so swollen, becoming ared giant now. The black hol€ s gravity pulled streamers
of loose gasfrom the red giant’ s outer layers, sphoning it in an ever-accelerating spira down to the
infinite vanishing poirt.

Dragging thefiery, uprooted forest through space, they followed the river of hot gases being pulled from
the red giant. The syrupy threads of gravity pulled them closer, and soon their grip would beirresstible.
Theliving flames within their treeship bodies became frantic, blazing brighter, struggling to get away. The
additional shockwave of paininsde Beneto made Cdlli cry out, far avay on Theroc.

Although histreeship flew in a procession of inferno-infested worlditrees, he remained connected with his
little sster. Though the flaming verdani battleships could bardly endure their pain, they kept the young
faerosleashed within their wooden forms. Ravenous living flames continued to eat away at the branches,
and Beneto knew the treeships had to hurry before they succumbed. He could not |et the faeros loose
NOw.

Through telink, he saw Cdlli standing in a scorched meadow surrounded by the wenta-drenched
worldforest. She blinked once, looking skyward, and when she blinked again, she waswith him
surrounded by the empty gulf of space. He knew she could fed the searing damage in his heartwood, his
bloodsap, his outspread branches. He could not hideit.

Many green priests could not bear to maintain atelink connection, but Cdlli’ slove for her brother gave
her the strength to endure the pain. She refused to let go, and even as he raced across the gulf of space,
he could fed the hot tears burning down her cheeks, hotter than the faerosfire in his heartwood.

The giant, thorny ships swirled around the black hol€ svortex. He and his companions released the
uprooted trees, and one by one, they vanished with silent gasps, telink echoes of both dismay and
victory. One at atime, the remaining verdani battleships spirded in, passed the event horizon, and
dropped into the blackness.

As each one disappeared, he knew that Celli could fed a permanent loss. She sucked in gresat bregths,
no longer aware of her surroundingsin the meadow. “Beneto . . .” Hearing her, he drew strength from



her companionship.

Beneto had done what he needed to do. He had dragged the faeros away from Theroc and saved the
rest of the trees; he had brought the fiery e ementalsto a place from which they could not escapeto
cause further harm. Hefdt Celli shaking as she lowered hersdlf to the singed ground. His sister would
grieve, but she understood what Beneto had accomplished. Sheloved him, and shewas|oved. Love and
hope had the power to heal. She and Solimar had taught the verdani the truth of that. Beneto was glad.

Cdlli turned to Solimar, buried her face againgt his muscular chest, and let the sobs come. She knew it
was over.

Inthe lagt instant before he passed the point of gravitational no return, Beneto embraced the distant
worldforest again with hismind and poured himsdf into it. His pain dissolved as hisworldtree body fell
into clean ash that mixed with the cosmic dust and gases. . . then swirled down forever.
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HyrillkaDesgnate Ridek’ h

The entire population of Ildiracould not hide from the faeros, but they scrambled for whatever protection
they could find. Y oung Ridek’ h, the true Designate of Hyrillka, took shelter deep in the old minesaong
with Prime Designate Daro’ h.

Digger kithmen worked to expand the tunnels and create large grottoes in the bowels of the mountain, as
well as numerous new escape passages, should they be needed. Watchmen stood at posts outside the
cave openings, awaysdert for faerosfirebdls.

Ridek’ h preferred to Sit under the overhang, staring across the sunlit openness, trying to come up with
some solution that he could offer the Prime Designate. On Hyrillka— the planet he supposedly ruled —
the great, windy plains had been used for agriculture. He wasn't meant to live underground in tunnels. No
[ldiran was.

Though engineers had brought blazersto light the underground chambers, it had become Ridek’ h's habit
to dip out and use surreptitioudy gathered brushwood to build amodest fire— a safe fire. Sitting by the
bright flames outside the mine entrance, helooked out into the never-ending daylight of multiple suns, and
contemplated. Though he was no more than ayoung man with little experience who had become
Designate completely by accident, Ridek’ h was determined to help.

When the ten thousand Ildirans who had attempted to escapein asingle warliner had lost their race
againg the faeros, he had felt the dagger of pain asal thoseinnocents were incinerated, their soulfires
stolen. Ridek’ h had considered going with them, but more than amillion of his displaced people were
here on Ildira, and hewould not leave until he found away to save them.

While hewas deep in thought, Tal O’ nh joined him. Oftentimes he and the blind man sat Sde by sidefor
hours without speaking, just drawing strength from each other’ s company. The veteran’ sface was il
scarred and burned by the faeros; one socket was empty, and the other eye was milky and sightless,
partialy covered by ashriveled lid.

Upon becoming the new Hyrillka Designate, Ridek’ h had goneto visit his planet and dl the splinter
coloniesin the Horizon Cluster, accompanied by Ta O’ nh and a septa of warliners. Their encounter with
an enraged Rusa’ h and his obedient fireballs had left dl of the warliners crews deed, two of the warliners
destroyed, and the td’ s eyesight blasted away.



Blindness would have driven most lldiransinsane, but O’ nh was strong. Outside the mine opening, the
orange glow of the small fire played across his face, though he couldn’t seeit. “1 can endure,” hetold
Ridek’ h. “Long ago, knowing that | might lose my remaining eye, | made up my mind never to livewith
anxiety and fear. Humans can tolerate darkness whenever they choose, and if humans can survivethis,
then| certainly can.”

“You arebrave, Tal O'nh.”

The veteran made adismissve gesture. “| have merely had practice. Y ou will find your own courage,
should it become necessary.”

“Wewill need more than courage to drive out Rusa h and hisfagros.”

“Y ou have what you need. You are the true Hyrillka Designate, and Jora h is the true Mage-lmperator
— titles Rusa h now attemptsto claim for himself. Hewill not succeed.”

The young man nodded before remembering that the tal could not see him. “1 will hold on to hopeif you
tell meto.”

The blind tal leaned closer to the fire and extended his hands asif to draw thelight into hisskin. “ Thereis
redl reason for confidence, Designate. Though he has vanished, we know the Mage-Imperator is not
dead. We can till sense him, however distant he may be. Jora h lives.”

Ridek’ h congdered that. When the previous Mage-lmperator had poisoned himself, their entire race had
been crippled by menta shock and misery. Likewise, dl lldiranswould have felt Jora h' sdegth like a
discordant scream through the thism. Therefore, Jora h remained alive. . . but where was he?

“Has he abandoned us?’
“| do not believe so. | must assume that something prevents him from returning.”

With the Mage-Imperator missing, Mijistralost, and the faerosin the Prism Palace, this could well be the
worst time the Empire had ever known. Ridek’ h knew it was time to demonstrate his confidence, toraly
the old veteran. “ Td, we have every opportunity to make things better. And | siwear we will.”
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Mage-Imperator Jora h

Jora h gazed at Nira, touched her cheek onelast time, then stoically turned to follow Admira Diente and
his military escort. Diente. The Mage-Imperator barely acknowledged the man who had ambushed his

flagship.

The Admird’sclaim that he had been following the Chairman’ s orders did not exempt him from blame.
By kidnapping him, Diente might have single-handedly doomed the lldiran Empire, dlowing dl of
Jora h's people to be consumed by the faeros.

The dark-haired officer showed little expresson as he walked aong. “We have finished our inspection
and analysis of your warliner, Mage-Imperator. All seemsto be in working order, and we re ready to

depart.”

“S0, you fixed the damage your own EDF shipsinflicted upon it?’ Jora h said, staring ahead. “Are you
certain you understand Solar Navy systems?’



Diente answered crisply, “ Our engineers acquired aworking knowledge of Ildiran warliners when we
helped repair many of your vessdls after the hydrogue battle here. We put that knowledge to good use.”
He paused, then added apologeticaly, “ Our shots were precisaly targeted when we subdued your ship.
We caused no more harm than was absolutely necessary.”

“Y ou cannot begin to know how much harm you have caused, Admira.”

As he ushered Jora h aboard the warliner, Diente gave adight, stiff bow, but averted his dark eyes. “I
will show you to your accustomed stateroom. However, once we depart, my orders are to alow minimal
interaction between yourself and my crew. Y ou are to have privacy and solitude.”

Jora hfelt achill in hissoul. Already missing Nira, he tried to reinforce the strength of his heart and mind
againg the coming orded. “And do you understand what that will do to me, leaving the other Ildirans
here on the Moon?’

Judging by his mannerisms, he guessed that even Diente did not gpprove of what Chairman Wencedas
wasdoing . . . but then, the Chairman no longer sought gpprova from anyone. “I understand that | have
no choicein the matter.”

Jora h shook his head bitterly. “1 thought humans dways have achoice.”

“Then you don't have al the pertinent facts. Follow me.” In leading him up the ramp and dong the
primary corridors, Diente made a point of showing him al the troops stationed aboard the warliner.
“Though thisisonly atest cruise, we have five hundred EDF soldiers aboard. Please don't make me do

anything | would regret.”

“I am not afool, Admira Diente. | must stay alive so that | can save my people. No matter how long it
takes”

“We have an understanding, then.” Diente gestured him into hisformer elaborate cabin, the large
stateroom he had shared with Nira. The entire vessel seemed cold and bleak without her, without his
crew.

The Admiral sealed the door behind him. Jora h did not check to seeif it was locked. He didn’'t want to
know the answer.

Chairman Wenced as had not bothered to see him off, though no doubt every moment, every movement
had been recorded. The Chairman was probably smiling with smug self-congratul ation for coming up with
this drategy.

For now, with thewarliner ill orbiting above the lunar base, Jora h could fed the thism fromthelldiran
captives nearby. Later, though, when hefdt the warliner’ s engines powering up and the great Solar Navy
ship began to cruise away, the tenuous lines became more diffuse, stretched out. His people quickly
dipped farther away.

Jora h sat by himsdlf in hisbrightly lit quarters, clenching his hands, concentrating. Hewasthe
Mage-Imperator. He had to master hisfear. Though the connection grew fainter with every moment, he
could not alow his people to sense his anxiety through the thism. They needed to be strong now —
stronger than ever.

When Admird Diente engaged the stardrive and the warliner legped into the emptiness of space, Jora h
felt those last strands snap like the strings of adelicate musical instrument played by rough and violent
hands.



Gone.

He collapsed onto the comfortable bed, where he and Nira had shared their thoughts and hopes, where
they’ d had such quiet contentment. He felt asif he couldn’t breethe, asif dl the oxygen in the warliner
had been sucked out into the frigid, unforgiving vacuum. He had never imagined such incredible
emptiness.

Jora h closed his eyes and clenched histeeth. He spread his arms, concentrated, and threw his mind out
into the void asfar as he could. He searched for anyone, but he felt only cold madness clamoring at him.

“l am the Mage-Imperator!” he cried through clenched teeth. His search continued for any friendly
thought to help anchor him. But the universe was avast and empty place.

To hishorror, Jora h redlized that only afew seconds had passed.
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Sirix

In the ruins of the Roamer outpost of Forrey’ s Fally, Sirix and his black robots marched down the stone
tunndls, penetrating deeper into the fortress asteroid. All of the weak human inhabitants were dead, and
bodieslay strewn about.

Though the honeycombed asteroid was protected by erratically orbiting chunks of rock, it had been a
trivid operation for Sirix’ srobotsto plan and carry out an invason of the outpost. In one swift operation,
they had collapsed the atmospheric domes, opened bulkheads to space, and broken through blast doors
and into cargo bays. Some of the Roamers had tried to flee; others had attempted to defend the
ingtdlation. Either way, they had been daughtered. Per Sirix’ singtructions, no one would be alowed to
urvive.

His two compy protégés, PD and QT, followed with brisk footsteps. At an access port to the base's
central computers, QT worked to connect to the systems. “ Roamers often have fail-safes rigged to their
computers. We must be cautious.” He paused. “ Y es, an dectrica and radiation pulseis poised to erase
al stored information in the event of a security breach.”

Sirix spun hisflat head plate. “ Can you deactivate it to alow ascan of the database?’
“Yes.” The compies sounded anxiousto please.
“Thendoso.”

Because both compies were familiar with Roamer systems from previous conquests, PD and QT worked
together until they had deactivated the automatic purging protocols. “We now have accessto the data
summaries, inventories, and lists of known facilities.”

While robot squads continued to explore the asteroid tunndls, rooting out the last few frantic survivors
and killing them, the two compies took turnsrattling off statistics about how many ships came and went
to the asteroid outpost, how many metric tons of various ores were shipped away annualy, how much
raw metd the processing plants produced.

PD asked brightly, “Isthis place acceptable, Sirix?’

“No, itisnot.” He was very disgppointed. His crimson optical sensors glowed a deep ruby shadein
contrast to the dtill-flashing scarlet emergency lights. “ Thisis abulk-processing plant designed to produce



large sheets of dloys, heavy girders, construction ingots. Thisfacility does not have the technological
sophigtication we require.”

With each disappointing result, he grew more desperate. Circumstances beyond Sirix’ s control had led to
defest after defegt, and most of the original black robots had been annihilated in recent battles. Very little
of hismassive army and only afew dozen of the stolen EDF battleships remained intact. His options had
seemed quite limited until the two naive compies had suggested their bold and previoudy unthinkable
scheme.

Given facilities with proper technica sophitication, they could build more black robots, new ones, to
replace the ranks of those that had falen. Even though the new-generation robots would not have the
vita memories and experiences of the lost originals, they would till replenish hisarmy. Sirix could use
them to complete his plans.

However, manufacturing new Klikiss robots was not as smple as congtructing a spacecraft or aclumsy
habitation dome. The fabrication process required extreme sophigtication. Forrey’ s Folly was inadequate.
This entire operation had been awaste of Sirix’stime.

Flexing hisfingerlike leg clusters, Sirix stepped over two human bodies that blocked the rough floor of
the deep tunnd. He turned back to the two compies. “ Search all theinformation in their databases for
any other outposts and assess their capabilitiesin advance. Find me a place to manufacture my robots.”

“Yes, Sirix,” PD and QT said in unison.
“The Roamersthemselves will point usto our next target.”

When the two compies came to report to him on the bridge of his ship, Sirix could tell they were pleased.
“Have you found an acceptable aternative?’

PD presented a datapad, and QT spoke up. “We suggest Relleker. It isaformer Hansaworld with a
very desirable climate. Hydrogues destroyed the settlement and killed every colonist. Roamers recently
returned there to establish an extensive base, now that they are safe from the hydrogues.”

“They are not safe from my robots,” Sirix said. “Why do you believe this place will be satisfactory?’

“The Roamers have ingtaled anew industrid grid with many capable workers and cutting-edge
technology,” PD said. “ The dataindicates that their fabrication plants are excellent.”

“Sothey believe,” Sirix said. “Let us see Relleker for oursdlves. If it proves adequate, we will seizeit and
begin our work.” He studied the report. According to the records the compies had downloaded, the
planet did have everything necessary for the construction of new robots. The existing facilities could be
converted into a proper assembly plant without difficulty. And with no sgnificant defenses, Relleker
would easly be subsumed.

“If the human colonigts are technologically proficient, perhapsthey will assst usin cregting more robots,”
QT suggested. “After dl, the current fabrication lines are designed for human hands.”

“And we could use the hep,” PD said. “We should keep them dive.”

Sirix grudgingly agreed. “ Some of them, perhaps— if it serves our purposes.” He contacted his shipsto
inform them of the mission priorities. The robot fleet dtered course and flew off toward their new
degtination.
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Generd Kurt Lanyan

As his battle group followed the pinger sgna on the runaway Roamer cargo escort, Lanyan felt genuine
satisfaction. At Golgen, he had put al the skyminesin their places and showed the clansthat they had to
line up in support of the Hansafor the good of the human race. His troops had aso captured enough
gardrive fud to run the whole fleet for sx months or more. Definitely agood day’ swork. Ashe Sipped a
cup of black coffee on the Goliath’ sbridge, Lanyan mulled over how much the Chairman would
appreciate what he' d done. For once.

Tight supplies of ekti had hampered the EDF for years. How could a space fleet perform itswork
properly if they had to account for every fume, every discretionary patrol run? Now that his shipswere
pursuing one of the “escaped” cargo escorts, Lanyan was sure he’ d soon have even more to show for his
efforts. Yes, hefdt very good about himsdlf and his crew.

“That was abad business back at Golgen, Generd.” Conrad Brindle had come aboard the flagship from
his Mantafor consultation and debriefing. He didn’t sound enthusiagtic at dl.

“Bad business? It was a compl ete success.”
“It wasacivilian target, Sr. We had no legd judtification for seizing their assets without due process—”

“They were enemy sympathizers a the very leadt, if not actual combatants.” Lanyan wished the other
man had the decency to voice his objectionsin the privacy of the ready room, rather than on the bridge
where the rest of the crew could overhear.

Brindle stood hisground. “ At the Academy | taught studentsin ethics, the Hansa Charter, and thefine
points of EDF regulations. During our Golgen mission, the proper procedures were not followed. What
we did was tantamount to piracy.”

Lanyan cut him off, annoyed that this man would rain on his parade. Y earsearlier, Lanyan himsdf had
hunted down and executed the Roamer pirate Rand Sorengaard; this was completely different. “Mr.
Brindle, you made the right decision when you chose not to join Willis smutiny & Rhejak. Y ou showed
an admirable strength of character when you left your own son and his Roamer *friend” on Theroc and
remained loyal to the Earth Defense Forces. Don't faill me now when things are going so well.”

Histactica officer interrupted them. “ Generd, the pinger signal has stopped! The cargo escort’sgoneto
ground in the system ahead.”

Lanyan st his coffee aside, hoping Brindle wouldn't press the matter further. “Tell me about the system.
What' sthere?’

“Nothing that | can see, dr. Metd-rich rocksin erratic orbits— barely worth noting on astarmap. The
only name| could find in the recordsis Forrey’ sFally. | can't tell if it refersto any particular asteroid.”

Lanyan nodded dowly, smiling. “Ugly, usdless, and out of the way — exactly the sort of place Roamers
like.” He scanned stlarmap archives where atangle of dlipses showed the orbital paths of the many
out-of-ecliptic planetoids around a small dim sun. The cargo escort had gone directly to one of the
agteroids. “Proceed with caution. We Il probably find another clan hideout.”

The sensor operator scanned the rock. “ The presence of processed metals and geometrical shapes
clearly indicates artificid congructions.”

“Charge in with our weapons ready, but don’t open fire unless | say so. We don't want to lose any ekti
stockpiles they might have — or damage facilities that may continue to be productive.”



“We should also avoid unnecessary casudties,” Brindle added, making sure everyone on the bridge
could hear him.

The sensor operator brought up areport from the long-range scans. “ Detecting no energy signatures,
comm traffic, or hest sources. Just the cargo escort. He' stransmitting, but getting no answer.”

Lanyan leaned forward, elbows on his knees. At the speed the EDF ships were moving, the outpost
approached in aflash. The asteroid had once been covered with domes, tank farms, docking
frameworks, and habitation tunnels, but the place was entirely destroyed. Explosions had riddled the
aready cratered rock of the asteroid. Blackened holes and melted cuts showed where the facility had
been torn apart.

“That was done by EDF jazer blasts, sir,” said the sensor operator.
“Jazers? | gave no order to attack this place. Hell, | didn’t even know it was here.”

Before Lanyan’s ships could closein on their attack run, the cargo escort spun about. A profanity-filled
transmission came across the open band. The Roamer pilot had along, thin beard, and abraid that
dangled over his shoulder; hewas so angry hisface wasred, his eyes wide and bloodshot. “Y ou Eddy
bastards! Y ou've killed everyone here. Why? 1sn't piracy enough anymore? Y ou have to engage in mass
murder, too?’

Lanyan looked over a Brindle, asif his second in command might have answers. “ Areyou surethere' s
no record of any military operation taking place here?’

“None, sr.”
“Open achannel to the Roamer pilot. Tell himwe didn't cause this massacre.”

“He snot inclined to believe us, Generd,” said the comm officer amoment later. “His exact responseis,
um, quote, Bullshit.”

The cargo escort’ s engines brightened with acceleration thrust. Lanyan sighed. “Now where' s he going?
Does hethink he can actudly run from us?” But the Roamer ship turned and accelerated directly toward
the Juggernaut. “What the hell? He strying to ram usd! That' sridiculous.”

“The Goliath’ sshidds are sufficient to withstand the impact,” Brindle said.
“I don't care— openfire.” Then he added quickly, “Enginedamageonly . . . if possible”

The cargo escort headed toward them like a projectile, but at the last moment the pilot disengaged his
cargo of ekti tanks, dropping the twelve metal cylinders like spreading space mines directly into the path
of the battle group. The Roamer ship veered dightly aside, weaving acomplicated path through the
clustered EDF ships even asther jazers crisscrossed space. Two spinning ekti cylinders dammed into
the bow of Lanyan’s Juggernaut, and the resulting explosions shook the bridge.

“No dgnificant damage, sr. No casudties,” Brindle reported. “One of our Mantas was struck by an
exploding ekti tank. Repair crews are dready on their way.”

Lanyan was more interested in the fleeing cargo escort. “Dammit, where did he go?’
“Still tracking him, sir — he’ sheading out of the system.”

The Roamer pilot activated his stardrive and flashed away before Lanyan could turn his much larger



battleships around and chase after him. Lanyan stood from his command chair and took astep toward
the main screen. “Do we gtill have hishoming beacon? Tell mewe haven't lost thesigndl.”

“I'vegot it, Generd.”

“Then follow him. Thischaseis't over until | say itis”
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Prime Designate Daro’h

Stll feding hunted inside the cave camp, Prime Designate Daro’ h tried to understand the abrupt
emptinessin the thism where the Mage-Imperator should have been. Unitil recently, they had all sensed a
whisper of hisdistant presence, but now he was smply gone. Every Ildiran could fed it.

Attender kithmen desperately clung to the pretense of anorma routine by serving the Prime Designate.
They prepared food and warm spiced drinks, brought cushionsfor Daro’ h to Sit on, and adjusted blazers
for better light in the tunnel shadows. But no matter how servile they tried to be, they could never make
thisdusty, primitive camp into the Prism Pdace.

While grim and silent sentries continued to watch for firebdls, Daro’h met with Adar Zan'nh, Yazra h,
and Td O'nh. Chief Scribe Ko’ sh, the head of the rememberer kith, sat near them, ready to quote from
history and record new events. The knuckles on Y azra h' sright hand were torn and bloody from when,
unableto quell her frustration, she had lashed out at the unyielding rock.

Zan'nh ddivered areport from his most recent surveys. His hair was pulled back from hisface, his
uniform rumpled. He had wasted little time following meticulous military dress codes sincethe crisishad

begun.

“The Prism Palace glowslike abonfire at dl hours, and many other buildings have burned down. From
what | cantell, Mijistraisempty.” The effort of making such astatement was plain on the Adar’ sface.
“The faeros have cemented their control over the skies. Ten more of my patrol cuttersfailed to return.
Whenever a ship attempts to make arun from Ildira, thefireballs pursue and destroy it.” He looked
around, narrowed his eyes. “They will not |et usleave the planet.”

Daro’h thought of al the splinter coloniesin danger, thelost settlements acrossthe Spird Arm. All had
been distraught that the Mage-Imperator was missing during their most tumultuous crigis, and now it was
much worse. Jora h had vanished entirely from the thism web, and the silencein theracid mind
reverberated like an unending scream.

Now it was his responsibility, as Prime Designate, but he had no way to lead them, especidly not hiding
degpinatunnd.

“Weareinlimbo,” Ko’ shinterrupted. The lobes on the rememberer’ s face shifted through a chameleon
rainbow of colors, helping to convey the darm in hisvoice. “No one can sense the Mage-Imperator!”

“That isnewsto no one,” Yazra h answered in agrowl. “But we are not in a position to do anything
about it.”

“Y ou know what must be done, Prime Designate,” the Chief Scribe said, focused only on Daro’h. “We
need aleader. Thereisa precedent. Y ou must undergo the ascension ceremony and become our new
Mage-Imperator.”

Louder than the outcry from the others, Y azra h shouted, “ The precedent set by mad Designate Rusa h?



You areafool to suggest it unlesswe know our father is dead!”

Td O'nhsadinaquiet voice, “ The rememberer’ slogicisvaid. Y ou give the people what guidance you
can, Prime Designate, but you cannot fulfill the same role unlessyou have dl the thism under your
control. And that requires the ceremony.”

Daro’ h had been present after the death of Mage-Imperator Cyroc’ h when Jora h underwent the
cadtration ritua, the painful yet obligatory passage that transformed him from Prime Designate into
Mage-Imperator. As ayoung man, Daro’ h remembered the sudden rush of warmth and confidence asall
the thism strands were taken in the new Mage-Imperator’ s mind and heart. Hisfather had instantly
brought strength and direction to the lost and frightened Ildiran race, filling them with confidence, hope,
and security.

Y es, his people desperately needed that security now. If Jora h wastruly gone, then the Prime Designate
was required to become Mage-Imperator.

But if hisfather il lived, Daro’ h could not Smply ascend to become anew Mage-Imperator. That
would cause terrible confusion, possibly even tear the remnants of the Empire gpart. Rusa h had aready
proved that.

Daro’ h closed his eyes. To make an appropriate decision, he needed more information. If the
Mage-Imperator was dead, then his path was clear. But hisfather’ s death should have struck him like a
hammer blow to his chest and mind. Instead, al Daro’ h had to go on was utter mentd silence. . . no
thism, thoughts, or the faintest glimmer that Jora h till existed.

He shook his head. “That isan irrevocable act, and it is tantamount to abandoning hope. Since | do not
believe the Mage-Imperator is dead, any such action would therefore be premature. | will not do it.”

“There are those who say that if you do not do this, then you are acoward, Prime Designate,” Ko'sh
retorted.

“There are those who say many stupid things,” Y azra h snapped.

The Prime Designate squared his shoulders, drew a deep breath, and turned to al of them. He had to be
strong. “ Even though heis not here, the Mage-Imperator left mein charge. | was not born to be Prime
Desgnate, but that role hasfalen to me. Y ou are my best advisers, that isthe role that hasfalen to you.”

He gave them agtern look. “Ildirans have trouble producing new solutionsto problems. My father said
that if we did not learn to change, it would be our downfal. | charge you with thistask: Find mea
solution. We arethe lldiran Empire! | do not care how desperate or unorthodox the plan may seem —
suggest away that we can fight back against the fagros.”
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Faeros Incarnate Rusa h

Inside the seared-clean remnants of the Prism Palace, Rusa h continued to burn the lines of his new
thism to guide the Ildiran people. The soul-threads were bright and hot like the filamentsin ablazer. He
had to go out and see what he had accomplished.

Rusa h summoned flames from the floor and walls, pulling curtains of fire around him until they formed a
firebd| that enclosed him like acocoon. He drifted through the dready blasted passageways, shattering a
heat-brittle door to reach the open air. Hisincandescent body floated above the now-dumping towers



and minarets of the Palace, and from that vantage point, he surveyed his domain. He turned hisflashing
gaze out across the intricate metropolis of Mijistrathat had been the jewd at the heart of the IIdiran
Empire

Rusa h was torn between two driving obligations: guiding and controlling the Il diran people, and
continuing the resurrection of the faeros. The fiery dementalswithin him didn’t care about the Empire;
their battle had far vaster implications. But he wanted to save his people.

He had learned to hisfrustration that the new faeros sparks on Theroc had been extinguished. The
verdani had fought back with unexpected strength, aided by wentals, green priests, and even human
military ships. It had been a setback for the faeras, but not for Rusa h. He had everything he needed here
onlldira. . . except for Mage-Imperator Jora h, who refused to return to his people, despite their loud
outcries.

Sooner or later, Rusa h would find his brother. It was only a matter of time.

In hisflaming ship, he flew over the rooftops of Mijistra, gazing down on monuments, museums, and
now-dry fountains. The Hall of Remembererswas empty, itsinterior charred. Most of the artisans
quarters and communa dwellingsfor craftsmen, meta workers, technologists, and chemists had burned
down. He passed over amedical center, avehiclelanding field, warehouses that held food for apopulace
that was no longer there.

The sheer sense of emptiness saddened him. Now that the hydrogues were bottled up in their gas giants,
the faeros had the freedom to run. They could destroy whatever they wished, grow unchecked until they
became the dominant force in the Spird Arm and beyond.

Stretching his mind out to vast distances, Rusa h joined the fagros legping from star to star through their
transgates. They frolicked in the reawakened Durris-B, where they had reignited nuclear reactions and
st that star dight again. The faeros had reawakened many other old stellar battlegrounds, as well,
reclaming territory the hydrogues had taken from them.

But Ildirawas his. The IIdiran people were his. Again, he hammered that fact into the faeros.

Below hisflaming ship, Rusa h spied agroup of desperate refugees |eaving afood warehouse from which
they had retrieved supplies for one of the poorly hidden camps. True lldirans should have stayed in
Mijistrato praise him for restoring his people to the Lightsource.

But when these people saw him, they ran in abject terror, many dropping the supplies they had taken.
Rusa’ h could have pursued them. With little more than athought, he could have sent a surge of flameto
burn down the buildings in which they hid. He could have swept in and stolen their soulfiresto stoke the
flames of the fagros.

But he chose not to. Though he could fed the restless dementals within him, he held them back. He could
not alow the faeros to run rampant. He had meant to use the fiery elementalsto achieve his own ends,
but hisinfluence extended only so far. Their chaos was quite powerful.

Hisfiery chariot circled over Mijistraand returned to the Prism Paace. A dozen of the giant firebdls
appeared in the air overhead, milling about, dways hungry, capricious, uncontrollable. They were eager
for something to destroy.

Perhaps the faeros could help him find Jora h. . . .
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Mage-Imperator Jora h

Desperately adone aboard the warliner — far from Earth, far from Ildira, far from anyone — Jora’h
struggled to remain sane. Huddled in his private quarters, he had no idea how many days had passed. He
fet only the gulf of emptiness extending forever.

For mogt of hislife, he had believed the lldiran Empireto be al-powerful, dl-encompassing. Splinter
colonies spread across the Spiral Arm so that the thism web extended everywhere. He had been so
misnformed.

Though wesak to the marrow of hisbones, Joral h made himsdlf get up from hisbunk. As
Mage-Imperator, he must not allow himsalf to look defeated. He took three stuttering steps toward the
bright blazersbuilt into the wdlplates, saring dl the while a the dazzling light, using it as an anchor.

At least it wasn't dark. Chairman Wenced as hadn't inflicted that particular torture on him — not yet.

If he cried out, if he surrendered, if he swore he would do as the Hansa demanded, would the EDF
Admird deliver him back to his people? Once he returned to the lunar base, though, he knew Chairman
Wencedaswould probably string him dong. The Chairman would never smply let him go.

After an dorupt signd at his stateroom door, Admira Diente entered without waiting to be invited. Jora' h
forced himsdf not to shiver a the terrible, freezing aloneness that coursed through hisveins. “What . . .
do you want?’

Diente kept hisvoice emationless, asif ddlivering abland report. “My software experts have been
studying thiswarliner’ s database. We found what seems to be some sort of atrandation system designed
to converse with the Klikiss. Isthistrue?’

Jora h closed his eyes, trying to concentrate in spite of the swirling vortex of solitude. He searched his
memory. “In ancient times we communicated with the Klikiss”

“Doesit ill function?’

“We have not used it in thousands of years.” He paused, struggling as other memories came back. “Wait.
Adar Zan'nh used it. Yes, he spoketo theKlikiss. . . at Maratha.”

Diente nodded. “Then we may be ableto useit for negotiations with the Klikiss”

“Negotiations. . .” Jora h heaved abresth, intending to laugh, but he could not find the strength to do so.
“Y ou have trespassed. Y ou have angered them. The faeros may be lldira s greatest enemy, but the
Klikissarelikely to be yours, Admird. You aretoo blind to redizeit.”

Diente seemed very sad and weary. “We re our own worst enemy.” His voice was so quiet Jora h barely
heard him. “1 am acting under orders, Mage-Imperator. | do not wish to do thisto you. It is. ..
demeaning to the leader of agreat Empire. | dways admired your Solar Navy.”

Now aflash of anger surfaced, dlowing Jora h to sharpen his thoughts. “Then how can you dlow this? If
you know your actions are wrong, why do you follow your Chairman?’

Diente stared for along moment, the focal point of hisdark eyesfar away. “ Because, Mage-Imperator,
the Chairman has my wife, my son, and my two daughters hostage. He has threatened to murder them if |
show ahint of didoydty.” He clenched hisfistsa hissdes. “ He has my family.”

Jora h was too disiressed by hisisolation to understand the full import of what the Admira was saying.



From the pocket of hisuniform, Diente pulled out asmal display screen the size of the palm of his hand.
Activating it, he showed a sequence of images. abeautiful woman, ateenage daughter, a handsome
young man, and asmiling little girl, then another image with himself in the picture, aunified and happy
family.

“Perhaps | have said too much. Thank you for the information about the Klikisstrandation system.” He
abruptly switched off the images and pocketed the screen, embarrassed. Asif dispensing a
well-deserved reward, he added before he left the stateroom, “We should get back in afew days. Not
S0 long after dl.”

“Not solong. .. ?" Jora h said through clenched teeth. Time had dready stretched out to awintry
infinity.

After Dienteleft, Jora h' s knees gave out, and he collapsed onto his bed.
A few more days. He did not know how he could beer it.

Days. ..
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Margaret Colicos

When the new breedex findly summoned Margaret into its hive fortress, she determined that she would
have her answers. For so long she had watched the insect creatures daughtering rival domates, wiping
out rather than incorporating the defeated subhives. At last, though, the Klikiss had stopped ignoring her,
and she hoped to learn why this hive mind was so different from al the others.. . . so much morevicious.

Margaret considered running to the trapezoidd frame of the main trangportd. Before the hive mind
guessed what sheintended to do, she could punch any coordinate tile and smply leave. But the
trangporta network went only to other Klikiss planets, and any gateway would just take her to another
insect-infested world. She was better off here.

No, shewould stay here and take her chances with the Llaro breedex. Though this one seemed more
bloodthirsty than any of the others, it had intentionaly kept Margaret safe. Therefore, the breedex must
want something from her, if only she could understand what it was. She had no reason to be afraid. The
Klikiss had kept her divethisliong.

From outside, the hall of the breedex appeared tal and lumpy with twisted candlewax towers on ether
sde. Spiny warriors ushered Margaret into the dark opening of the central structure, and she went
willingly. With their razor-edged serrated limbs, the Klikiss could have chopped her to piecesin an
instant . . . but they could have donethat at any time over the past severa years. She knew they wouldn't
harm her — not yet, at least.

Margaret was till a scientist and had spent many years with Louis sudying the ancient ruins of the
supposedly extinct race. She knew the Klikiss aswel as any human could know an dien species. She
straightened her shoulders and kept pace with the armored creatures dong winding corridors like the
chambersin aspird seashell. The closeness of the numerous Klikissintensfied the smdlsthat reminded
her of sour bile, rotten eggs, decaying fish, and old sweat, asymphony of pheromones and chemical
sgnds

Her warrior escort guided her into abuzzing, humming centra grotto filled with horrors. The heads of
more than a hundred vanquished domates lay stacked like trophies. In the middle of the chamber, beside



the gridy trophies, lay astirring hegp composed of millions of squirming, shifting bodies. She had seenthe
breedex before, but she did not look forward to this encounter.

Margaret stopped. The stench madeit hard for her to breathe asthe LIaro hive mind formed itsdf into a
structure that could face her. The myriad mound began to move as hundreds of thousands of components
assembled like the pixels of abroad and complex image. Asthe shape began to grow definite, Margaret
redlized that something & se was different from the previous incarnations of the Klikiss hive minds.

Not only the warriors, but hundreds of large workers, diggers, and other sub-breeds stood together like
worshippersin achurch. The background noise became more than just the incessant rustling of limbsand
wingsand shdl casings. She heard a clacking of mandibles, abuzzing of chitin plates being rubbed
together to create musica sounds. It became recognizable as alanguage.

In her years among the Klikiss, Margaret had developed a rudimentary ability to communicate with the
creatures. She comprehended some of their tones and chirps, and could make similar noises herself.
Now, however, the background drone changed. Though it was slow and unpracticed, the sounds
became recognizable. A word.

“Margaret.”

The warriors and workers made asingle voice in an extended, eerie choir. “ Margaret Colicos.” Never
before had the Klikiss attempted to speak human words. Never, asfar as she knew, had the crestures
even understood the concept of names.

Startled, shetook a step backward and bumped into the spiny body of awarrior, but the Klikiss creature
did not move. She faced the breedex, which continued to form itsdlf like agigantic, interlocking puzzle.

“You'redifferent from thelast breedex,” shesad.

The breedex mound finally completed shaping itsalf until it vaguely resembled a giant human head made
out of clay by aclumsy child. Its mouth moved, and noises came out like swirling breezes that picked up
sharp-edged sticks. “ Margaret Colicos. . . | know you.”

Something had definitely changed. “What are you?” she demanded.

“lwas...inpart...aman.” Thehuman festures continued to resolve themsdavesinto finer detail. “ A
man named Davlin Lotze.”

She gtared. “Davlin?’ She had never learned what had happened to the man; obvioudy, the Klikiss had
assmilated his genes aswell as hismemory. But Davlin must have done something to the formative
breedex, retaining some kernd of his own mind, which was now coming to thefore.

“ After several fissionings, my subhive has gathered enough human DNA to make us more
human.” The pieces shifted like an image coming into focus, and now the rough approximation of aface
became more clearly Davlin's. She could easily distinguish hisfeatures. “ | fought the breedex larva,
and | am now part of it.”

“Y our mindistheKlikissmind?’

“Part of it. We became stronger, and | struggle for dominance.” As he remembered how to
communicate, the Davlin-breedex seemed to grow more proficient with hiswords. “ | won't et the faint
human traces from the colonists be diluted further.”

She saw a heartbreaking change of the portrayed expression, adight dteration in the tone of voice. The



image blurred and then sharpened again. “ We now have. . . an uneasy peace, the Klikissand 1.”

Margaret stepped closer to the horrendous mass. “ Then why are you so bloodthirsty? Can’t you stop
these hive wars and impose peace? The LIaro subhive has been more vicious than any other.” 1t made no
senseto her.

“ Because we must be morevicious. | . . . we must eradicate all the others.”

“Why?

“ To save humanity. The subhives will attack, and dominate, and destroy. In the end, only one
breedex will survive. One breedex will control all. One breedex will be the breedex.” He paused for
along moment, and Margaret struggled to understand what Davlin wasimplying. “ Therefore, | must be
that breedex. Humanity has no chance unless | conquer the other subhives.”

Margaret caught her breath, though many questions tumbled through her mind. Wasthiswhy she had
been saved? To become aliaison?*Y ou want the human race to deal with you, instead of another
breedex.”

1] Y&_”
“And then there will be peace between the humans and the Klikiss? We |l no longer haveto fear you?’

“1 amstrong, but I am not the only mind here. Even if | win, there are no guarantees. | am still
part Klikiss.”

Staring a the mongtrous form, Margaret felt a chill go through her. “How many subhives do you still need
to defeat?’

“ Five other subhives still fight on the Klikiss worlds, spreading outward. Two are battling at
Relleker.” Theface shuffled itsdlf, crystdlized again. “ | remember Relleker fromwhen | was. . .
merely Davlin. My subhive will wait, and then crush whichever breedex wins there.”

“And how can | hdp?’

“ Say here. Do not let me forget my humanity.”

28

Orli Covitz

When the last few crateswere loaded in the Blind Faith’s cargo bay, Orli, DD, and Mr. Steinman
climbed aboard, and the ship departed for Relleker. Captain Roberts was glad to be setting off again on
aregular trading run, and very pleased to have such good company.

The Blind Faith sailed smoothly across space. On the tablescreen, Roberts checked his manifest. All
three of them had hested up mealpax of something called “nourishing stew.”

“When we get to Relleker, those people will be so thrilled they’ Il throw afeast in our honor,” Roberts
said. “It used to be aresort, you know.”

“Relleker was awell-respected and wealthy Hansa colony,” DD chimed in, reciting from his database,
“best known for its spacities, its comfortable climate, and its wineries. Only the wedlthiest people settled
there”



“And the snootiest,” Roberts said. “The colony head was aredl piece of work, refused to lend usahand
saving the people on Crenna, tried to charge us docking fees while our ship was gathering emergency
supplies.” He frowned. “Now, I’m not aman to hold agrudge, but maybe it was karma. The drogues
wiped out Relleker, blasted every building to the ground, killed every last colonist.” He took three quick
durping mouthfuls of the dleged stew. “But it’sawhole new colony now, afresh gart.”

“l can’'t wait to seeit,” Mr. Stelnman said.

When the Faith arrived, the planet |ooked like a beautiful blue-and-green gem mottled with clouds, a
place to tempt human settlers. Grinning, Roberts transmitted, “Hey, down there! Send out the welcome
wagon. We ve brought ashipful of supplies, if anybody’sbuying.” When the comm system remained
quiet, hissmilefatered. Glancing a Orli, he transmitted again, more formaly now. “Thisis Captain
Branson Robertsin the Blind Faith. We have aload of cargo for the settlement. Please tranamit landing
ingructions.”

“I thought they’ d be anxiousto hear from us,” Mr. Steinman said.
“A Confederation ship’s been scheduled on this run for weeks. Can't imagine why they’re so quiet.”

Roberts waited again. Orli grew concerned. * Perhaps they are using other communication bands,” DD
suggested. “We could search for sgnd traffic.”

Roberts punched the comm system, but received an error message on the complicated new controls. Orli
leaned over and reentered the ingtructions, fixing the glitch. Suddenly a cacophony of screeches, clicks,
whistles, and tortured songs poured from the speakers.

Mr. Steinman put his hands againgt his ears. “What aracket!”

“Some kind of feedback or distortion.” Roberts dapped the control pand, asif that would fix the
problem. “The Roamers must have put in afaulty comm system.”

“Itisnot faulty,” DD said. “That isthe Klikisslanguage.”

Asthe Faith came around the planet’ s night side, they nearly careened into two gigantic swarmships
battling each other high above the aamosphere. The dlien vessals were immense conglomerations of
amadler craft packed into afluid mass, likeacolliding pair of globular clusterswith blazing sarsflungin dl
directions. Splashes of light, energy weapons, and power discharges crackled between the giant vessels
asthey tore each other apart.

“Thisdoesn’'t look good,” Steinman said.

Roberts activated the comm system again. “ Relleker! Thisisthe Confederation ship Blind Faith. Can
anyone respond?’ He heard only gtatic, then more Klikiss screeching.

“| spent much time among the Klikisswith Margaret Colicos. | cantrandate.” DD stood closeto the
Spesker, listening. “Two rival subhives are battling for control of Relleker. They arrived at nearly the
sametime, and now they are attempting to destroy each other.”

Clugters of smdller Klikiss ships attacked their opponentsin adrunken, disorganized fashion. The gigantic
swarmships seemed to be disintegrating as they continued to pick apart one component after another.

Asthe Faith raced over the night-dark hemisphere, Orli could see glowing patches of the planet’s
surface below — huge areas burning. She shuddered, remembering that the insect creatures had aready
murdered so many people she had known on the LIaro colony. She could tell there wouldn’'t be any



survivors left down on Relleker, ether. With two powerful subhivesfighting over their planet, those
colonists hadn’t had achance.

Asthe enormous clusters continued to battle each other, asegment of the nearest Klikiss swarmship
separated from the main ball like awad of sparkling clay torn off. The group of tightly packed component
ships angled toward the Blind Faith.

“They’ ve spotted us,” Orli said.

“And we're not in any shapeto fend off an attack, Roberts,” Mr. Steinman yelped. “ Time to get the hell
out of here”

Captain Roberts agreed. “Let’s see how good those new Roamer engines are.” Helaid in the course for
their swift retreat.

Theartificid gravity generators struggled to compensate for the ship’s rough acceleration. A flurry of
energy bolts shot past them, but the Blind Faith was out of range. Roberts |ooked behind them as they
outdistanced the lumbering Klikiss component ships. “ Straight back to Osquivel — we ve got to tell
somebody what’ s happened here.”
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Srix

When they findly reached Relleker, eager to take over the technicd facilitiesthere, Sirix and hisblack
robots were shocked to discover that the Klikiss had aready arrived. Urgently shutting down power, the
robot battle group remained out of sensor range while the two swarmships tore each other gpart. Even
though the breedexes were locked in mortal combat, Sirix suspected the rival subhiveswould put aside
their differences the moment they spotted the black robots.

He observed the battle while PD and QT stood beside him on the bridge. Part of him wanted to inflict
great harm on the loathsome cregator race, but logic prevailed. Sirix would wait until the primary battle
was over, |et the Klikiss damage each other, then send his battleshipsin to annihilate the remnants of
whichever subhive survived.

“What about the colonists down on Relleker?” QT asked. “We should try to protect them.”
“We may need them to help operate the industrid facilities,” PD added.

Sirix had dready studied the scans. “It istoo late to save the factories, or the humans.” He had placed a
great ded of hope on Relleker, and the loss of those facilities angered him greetly, but he would not risk
his remaining robots to help human colonists— if any had survived. Klikisswarriors were aready
swarming over the settled areas of the planet below.

The two swarmships decimated each other, neither admitting defeat. Findly, when Sirix andyzed the
numbers and calculated that he could not possibly lose, he made his move. “ Our firepower is now
superior. It istimefor usto eradicate both breedexes.”

Responding to his orders, cam robots mounted the weapons stations on the stolen EDF ships. PD and
QT, who had trained and practiced, were ready at the gunnery consoles. Sirix issued the command for
hissmal fleet to power up, advance toward Relleker at full speed, and openfire.

Before the Klikiss swarmships could react to the unexpected black robot attack, EDF jazers and volleys
of explosive projectiles scattered the cores of the clusters. The repeated detonations left nothing more



than sparkling wreckage, like fireworks against the starry blackness. Component shipsflew in all
directions, without guidance.

“Sirix,” QT sad, “numerous Klikisswarriors remain on the ground. They have infested the established
colony and are continuing the battle.”

“They would have come hereto conquer.” Sirix ran hiswegponsinventory swiftly through his efficient
cybernetic mind. He still possessed four nuclear warheads that could vaporize part of the continent where
the Relleker colony had been. He could not risk alowing any portion of the two wounded subhivesto
remain. If he could not have Relleker for his own purposes, he would certainly not leave it for the Klikiss.

The warhead drop was precise, and flashes of atomic fire spread outward, disintegrating the remaining
Klikissand purging Relleker of theinfedtation . . . dong with any hidden humanswho might have
survived.

When the stolen EDF ships dowly withdrew from the system, Relleker wastotally dead. It isgood to
have aclean victory for once,” Sirix said aoud, though he remained discouraged that he had not acquired
the technologica facilities he had hoped for.

The two compies stared at the screen as the planet receded. “Our problem remains unsolved, Sirix,” PD
sad.
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King Peter
Every breasth smdlled like wet ash.

Because the fungus-reef city had burned to the ground, Peter needed to establish a new temporary
headquartersfor his government. Admira Willis stroops cleared the few still-smoldering trees, leveled
the ground, and set up modular barracks.

She reported to Peter. “With your permission, sire, I’ d like to get my corps of engineersworking to
ensure we have clean water and proper food supplies. Our standard rationpacks aren’t gourmet fare, but
they’ll do in apinch. Besides, you people eat bugs, so | don't suppose you' re too picky.”

Peter let thejoke dide. *Y ou and your ships couldn’t have arrived a a better time, Admira.”
“Better late than never. Does this mean you accept us as part of the Confederation military?’

“Part of it?Most of it, I’d say. When you finish basic operations here, | want you to report to the
Osquive shipyards. That'swhere most of our fleet isbeing constructed. Y ou’ll have to work out the
detailswith my current . . . commanding officers, | supposeyou' d cdl them. Robb Brindleand Tasa
Tamblyn.”

Willis chuckled. “Brindle and Tamblyn?1 should have known they’ d find themselvesin the thick of things.
Brindl€ sfather served asmy exec, but he.. . . eected not to change his employment at the present time.”

“Y ou left him behind when your shipsmutinied?” Estarraclarified.

Willistried not to look scandalized by the Queen’s choice of words. “ Some people are just alittle dow
to make the right choices.”

Edtarra adjusted the baby tucked against her side, careful not to wake him; he had findly fallen adeep



with salve on hisburns. “ Peter, if Admira Willisis going to the Osquive shipyards, she should take the
hydrogue derdlict with her. We need to get it to Kotto Okiah.”

Henodded. “Yes, it' s about time for that — athough I’'m glad it was here when we needed it.”

The slvery wentd ship landed in the middle of the meadow, where droplets from the sparkling downpour
continued to drip from the high trees. Jess Tamblyn and Cesca Peroni, crackling with internad wental
energy, stepped through the flexible membrane of their vessel and stood glistening, coated with a
permanent sheen of living water. They exchanged smiles of hard satisfaction.

“I’'m glad we got your message,” Cescasaid. “ The green priests signaled this emergency loud and clear.”

Jess |ooked very pleased with himself. “We needed to show the wentals how they could fight. The faeros
have dready done them enough harm. It' stimefor usto go on the offensive.”

A shadow crossed Cescd sface. “ The faeros will strike and burn everything they can: the Confederation,
the Hansa, the wentals, the verdani — everything. That’swhy we need everything to fight them.”

Jess added. “Asyou saw here, the wentals have truly awakened, and we' Il lead them.” He looked at the
sky, watching the colorful sunset degpen. “I’ ve dready summoned my water bearersto help spread the
wentds, as before. We met with Nikko Chan Tylar and hisfather in the Osguive shipyards, and they are
dready taking the Aquarius on new missons”

A deeply satisfied expression overlaid Cesca s anger. “ The faeros don't know it yet, but the rules have
changed. They'rein for asurprise.”
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Cdeb Tamblyn
Cold. Londly. Hopeless.

During the seemingly endless days he' d been stuck here, Caleb had thought of many wordsto describe
his situation. Escape pods weren't designed to be luxury accommodations, but at least hewas dive. Still .

Stranded. 1solated. At hiswits end.

When the faeros had closed in on the Tamblyn tanker, Denn Peroni and Caleb had been on the edge of
the Jonah system, minding their own business, carrying aload of wentals. Who could have foreseen that
Denn’shizarre new rdigion that alowed him to see the interconnected universe would make him
vulnerableto thefiery dementals?

Denn had known that he himsalf couldn’t get away, but he' d forced Caleb to stumble into the escape
pod, and the emergency engines had blasted him free before he' d known what was redly happening. The
water tanker exploded behind him, and the fireballs had dragged the dispersed wentdsinto the sun. . ..

Caleb had tumbled for aday in empty space before crashing on theicy lump of Jonah 12. Not long ago
this place had been a Roamer outpost, a hydrogen-processing plant designed by Kotto Okiah himself.
But it had been devastated . . . something to do with rampaging Klikiss robots, if he remembered
correctly.

Little remained on Jonah 12's cratered ice fields— no transports, no buildings, no way of transmitting an
emergency signd . . . and no one within range to detect it even if he could shout out. Caleb didn’t have



the dightest idea how he was going to get out of this.

A sophisticated and serviceable Roamer mode, the escape pod had its own life-support engine and
batteries designed to keep passengers dive for aweek at most. Even though he rationed his supplies and
kept exertion to aminimum, Caleb wouldn't last long enough for anyone to notice he was missing.

Hedid, however, have asurviva suit, abasic chemica generator, and afew tools. He spent the first day
and ahdf cobbling together asimple chemica extractor, the kind of device aten-year-old Roamer child
could build. With it, he derived dl the water and oxygen and hydrogen fuel he needed from theice
outside. With his Roamer know-how, Caeb would be able to extend his surviva for afew more weeks
— aremarkable achievement, though he doubted anyone would ever find him to admire hisfortitude.

Hafway between boredom and desperation, he suited up, cycled through the smal airlock, and went
outsdeinto the “daylight.” The distant sun was no more than abright star among al the others. Jonah 12
was arock, ableak and cold one at that. He took atoolkit and sample-collection container and trudged
off acrossthe rough, frozen surface.

Taking giant stridesin the low gravity, he needed less than an hour to reach the large melted crater and
the wreckage of what had been Kotto’ s hydrogen-extraction facility. He hoped to find some ruined huts,
perhaps something he could patch up and use as a base camp. As he strode along, Caeb had dreams of
discovering agenerator, a cache of food supplies, maybe even a satellite dish tranamitter.

Instead, he found only wreckage, afew scraps of metal, some melted lumps of dloys. . . nothing that
seemed immediately useful, but he scavenged it anyway. Most of the outpost had been vaporizedina
reactor explosion, and anything el se had vanished permanently into the flash-melted ice, which then froze
into an iron-hard stedl-gray lake with afew dushy patches kept liquid by the heat of radioactive decay.

As Cdeb sared, redlity sank in: He would probably be here for along while, and hislast days without
food would not be pleasant. He stood in total silence for severa minutes, but no flashes of inspiration
cameto him.

He turned and made hisway back to hislittle escape pod.
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Nira

Knowing that Jora h must be battling to hold on to sanity itself, Nirawas too upset to concentrate on
anything else. When Sarein and Captain McCammon arrived at the lunar EDF base and asked to see
her, she feared they brought terrible news.

“Comewith usto the Whisper Palace, Nira” Sarein sounded almost compassionate. “ The Chairman
needs your green priest skills.”

Nirastruggled with her anger. Sarein wore her Theron ambassadoria garments, but she was acting asthe
Chairman’s puppet. Ambassador Otema had once worn those traditional cocoon-weave garments; now,
Nirathought, Sarein soiled them.

“No green priest will providetelink servicesto the Hansa,” Nirasaid. “ Certainly not me.”

“Evenif it would bring the Mage-Imperator back safely?” McCammon said. He seemed to be standing
closer to Sarein than was actudly necessary. He lowered hisvoice. “All you need to do is come with us.”

Sarein seemed very earnest. “1 know | can convince the Chairman to order Diente’ swarliner to turn



around. Y ou'll have the Mage-Imperator back, but first you’ ve got to show some cooperation.”

Nira s heart legped. Jora h would hate her for bowing to coercion. . . but she could literdly save hislife.
If he died, or went mad, the consequencesto the Ildiran Empire were unimaginably bleak. “1 want this
agreement in writing, and witnessed.” Niracrossed her arms over her chest. “ And within the hour.”

“I'm afraid you're not in a bargaining position.” Despite hiswords, McCammon' s eyes showed a depth
of fedling that surprised Nira, acompassion that he could not entirely cover. “And we arein no position
to grant you anything.”

“Done,” Sarein said, putting ahand lightly on McCammon'sarm. “I will write up the document, in my
own hand.” Then shethrew in her lagt bargaining chip. “And the Chairman will haveto let you usea
treding, a least for alittlewhile. Keegp that in mind.”

Nira consdered the advantages of even abrief contact with the worldforest. Y es, she could inform King
Peter — and all green priests around the Spiral Arm — of their captivity, maybe learn something more
about the fagros on Ildira. Whatever the Chairman had in mind must be important to warrant such arisk;
he wouldn't make an offer like this unless he needed her.

Through green priest memoriesthat were accessible through the worldforest, Nirawas familiar with the
grandeur of the Whisper Palace, but she paid little attention to the mgjesty of her surroundings. Behind al
the fabul ous architecture and shouting crowds, Nira saw the rot deep in the Terran Hansestic League.

Sarein led her to acolorful orange pavilion at one corner of the Palace Square; it had been decorated as
aspecia box for the * esteemed Theron ambassador.” Sarein had probably doneit herself, snce Nira
doubted the Chairman would display any particular respect for the Confederation’ s new capitd.

From the pavilion, they could view the central speaking podium, the rapt crowd, the numerous guards.
Astwilight degpened into dusk, numerous torches blazed atop the Whisper Palace towers. The whole
Didtrict was extravagantly lit, asif for acelebration.

Nirawrestled with second thoughts. “What am | expected to do?’

Sarein sad, “ The Chairman wants to make certain King Peter hears this announcement — immediately.
Report what you see. Deliver your message and |et Peter decide what to do. Be agreen priest!” She
lowered her voice, and her words surprised Nira. “ Afterward, | have to take the treeling away, so make
the most of thistime. Do what you need to do.”

Chairman Wenced as sauntered up, accompanied by aguard who carried asmall potted tregling asif it
were atime bomb. Nirareadized how much she had hungered for the touch of aworldtree. For years she
had been completely deprived on Dobro, and again recently in her captivity on the Moon. She could not
hide her longing.

The Chairman gave her a stern look. “Once you connect to the world-forest, | know | can’t control what
other details you send into the verdani mind. | don’t intend to try. So long as you share what you see here
tonight, Peter will have his handsfull.”

Nirastood her ground, forcing hersdlf not to take the potted tregling. “ And the Mage-Imperator? When
are you bringing him back? | demand to know — *

“Don’'t presume to dictate the terms of this agreement. Sarein has dready convinced meto recall Admira
Diente swarliner if you cooperate today, though | till have my reservations. A little cooperation from the
Mage-lmperator would have made many things so much easier. When he gets back in afew days, he



may find that public sentiment has changed toward him somewhat.”

The Chairman looked around the crowd. He smiled as Nira s own image was displayed on the spectator
screens surrounding the huge square, a battered old photo that showed her haunted eyes, her gaunt
features, her obvious suffering. The mood of the crowd grew decidedly uneasy, even ugly.

“What — what are you telling them?’ Shelooked around wildly. Sarein averted her eyes, obviousy
upst.

The Chairman explained. “|1 decided to take down the Mage-Imperator’ s supposed ‘ nobility’ by anotch.
My press corps has released the full story of what the Ildirans did to you: how Ambassador Otemawas
murdered, how you were repeatedly raped as part of an insidious breeding program, and so on. Those
abominable, inhuman Ildirans” He made a tsking sound. “ And it’ s quite effective, too. Tiesin perfectly
with the religious enthusiasm the Archfather is engendering. Best of all, it’ sentirely true. From now on, no
human will accept empty [ldiran promises. Y our story proves what treacheries the Mage-Imperator is
willing to commit.”

“Those things were perpetrated by the previous Mage-Imperator,” Niraretorted. “Jora h has done
everything possible to make amends. And I’ m not your pawn.”

“Unless you wish to prolong the Mage-Imperator’ s suffering, you are. Now let’ s get on with it. Busy
day.” At the Chairman’snod, the guard handed her the tredling. Niragrabbed it, moreinterested in its
delicate fronds and quivering potential than in the activity out on the square.

Basil turned to Sarein. “ Deputy Cain and | have businessto discussingide. | wish you could go with me,
but I’'m trusting the green priest to you. Make certain Peter knows about our new King — especidly his
name.”

“I will, Basil.” The Chairman dipped away after briefly stroking Sarein’ s short hair — amechanica
gesture, asif he had reminded himsdf to do it; Nira detected no depth of fedling there, but she did see
Sarein respond with the faintest shudder.

When they were done in the observation pavilion, Niratouched the treding, focused her thoughtsinto the
worldforest network, and sank into the waiting information. In aflood, she learned everything that had
happened, everything that had been kept from her since the capture of Jora’h'swarliner.

She knew that the faeros had struck Ildira, but now she aso knew of the newborn faeros attacking
Theroc, possessing worldtrees, spreading aliving fire. Although that disaster was dready over, the pain
dill gung.

Nirasent her own waves of information, explaining how the Mage-Imperator had been kidnapped, and
how the Chairman was trying to coerce him into betraying King Peter. Did Basil Wencedas truly want
the Confederation to have that information? It didn’t matter. As soon asthis event ended they were going
to take the treeling away from her again. Nira decided not to tell Sarein what she had learned about
Theroc; she saw no compelling reason to do so.

Engrossed in telink, she barely noticed when the ceremony started. The Archfather came forward in his
robes, carrying an ornate shepherd’ s crook. He moved with dow strides, dragging awake of hushed
anticipation through the crowd.

Seeing her preoccupation with the treding, Sarein chided her. “Y ou must watch this. Please”

Niraretreated from the sea of secondhand eventsto see the Arch-father at the speaking podium with an



unfamiliar young man waiting behind him. He had dark hair, dark eyes, and an expression that reminded
her of someone out of his depth but trying hard not to show it. He wore fine and colorful raiment, a
design smilar to what Old King Frederick had worn on the throne years ago. The bearded religious
leader boomed out another rant about the Klikiss demons and King Peter’ s supposed collusion with
them, but hiswords seemed reluctant, without fervor.

“Before we can be saved,” the Archfather intoned, “before humanity can return to the path of
righteousness, we need avisonary leader. We need aKing who is more than aKing. Someone who can
undo the terrible damage Peter has wrought.”

Though she did not quite understand why she was asked to do so, Niradutifully reported these words.
The green priests were even now distributing them; she could hear Celli reporting to King Peter.

“Today | announce the Hansa s new King, ayoung man who is destined to be our savior. All hail, King
Rory!”

The young man