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A Forest of Stars

A Forest of Stars

The Saga of Seven Suns - Book 02

Kevin J. Anderson

The Saga of the Seven Suns

is a multi-volume chronicle of a legendary war that spans half the Galaxy and nearly shatters the cosmos.
This series follows the family intrigues, the loves and tragedies, pomp and pageantry among several
competing races in an expanding stellar empire.

Five years have passed since the beginning of an epic war with the Hydrogues. Tensions are high as
Hydrogues scour the many systems of the Spiral Arm searching out and destroying planets they think
hold humans or trees of the Worldforest. And with their gas-giant planets off limits, Earth’s government
has tightened the economic reins on its colonies, which leads to hardship and rebellion. King Peter wages
a fierce rebellion of his own against Hansa Chairman Basil Wenceslas. Prime Designate Jora’h, longing
for his missing Nira, clashes with his dying father, the Mage Imperator, over the horrid things done “in the
name of the empire.” Meanwhile on Theroc, Reynald asks Cesca Peroni of the Roamer clan to be his
bride. Cesca, knowing an alliance with the Therans is for the good of her Roamers, must give up Jess
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Tamblyn and their bright future.

Meanwhile Jess Tamblyn, isolated in a skimmer ship stumbles across a possible new ally. It’s the last of
an old race of water-based creatures called Wentals. Humankind has awakened the wrath of a
formidable and ancient enemy in the Hydrogues, for once a vast and horrible war took place across the
galaxy. As there are more sightings of the fearsome sun-bearing Faeros creatures, it seems this war has
only just begun. These creatures have the ability to destroy planets and defuse stars. Will they take apart
the spiral arm with their rage?
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who has taken
The Saga of Seven Suns

under her firm editorial wing

... while also loving the stories as a true fan.
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THE STORY SO FAR

In the ruins of the ancient Klikiss civilization, human archaeologists MARGARET and LOUIS
COLICOS discovered an exotic technology capable of igniting gas-giant planets to create new suns. For
the first test of the Klikiss Torch, at the gas giant Oncier, observers included BASIL WENCESLAS,
suave Chairman of the Terran Hanseatic League (the Hansa), and the alien ADAR KORI’NH, military
commander of the vast but stagnant [ldiran Empire. Though the humanoid Ildirans helped Earth colonize
the Spiral Arm, they still see humans as ambitious upstarts. They considered the test of the Klikiss Torch
unnecessary hubris, since many other planets were available for colonization.

When Oncier was ignited, collapsing into a compact sun, instant reports of the event were transmitted
around the Galaxy by the green priest BENETO, a human from the forested planet Theroc, who has a
special symbiosis with semisentient worldtrees. Green priests, like living telegraph stations, can send
thoughts anywhere through the interconnected forest network, providing the only form of instant
communication across vast distances.

At the end of the Oncier test, observers saw a cluster of diamond spheres race away from the
collapsing gas giant at incredible speed; scientists eventually classified the sight as an unknown
phenomenon of the Klikiss Torch. Back on Earth, OLD KING FREDERICK, a glamorous figurehead
ruler, led a celebration of the successful test, while Adar Kori’nh returned to his capital of Ildira and
reported to his all-powerful leader, the MAGE-IMPERATOR. On hearing of the strange diamond
spheres, the Mage-Imperator was greatly disturbed.

Meanwhile, on Ildira, the Mage-Imperator’s firstborn son, PRIME

DESIGNATE JORA’H, treated the human REYNALD, heir to the Theron throne, to a performance of
the grand epic, the

Saga of Seven Suns.

Afterward, as a token of friendship, Jora’h invited Reynald to send two green priests from Theroc to
[ldira to study the

Saga

. The worldforest, which gathers knowledge through its human intermediaries, is always hungry to learn
about history.

Then Reynald left Ildira for a secret rendezvous in space with the Roamers, fiercely independent space
gypsies led by old SPEAKER JHY OKIAH and her beautiful protégée, CESCA PERONI. They
discussed a possible alliance to maintain their freedom from the sprawling and greedy Hansa. Reynald
even suggested the possibility of marriage with Cesca, but she was already betrothed to a skyminer,
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ROSS TAMBLYN.

At his Blue Sky Mine in the clouds of the gas giant Golgen, Ross Tamblyn met with his younger brother,
JESS. Roamer skymines harvest and convert hydrogen into ekti, or stardrive fuel. Jess brought messages
and gifts from his family, including his young sister, TASIA. Though fast friends, the brothers’ meeting
was bittersweet, because (unknown to Ross) Jess and Cesca had fallen deeply in love, despite her
betrothal to Ross. Jess departed for the hidden Roamer capital of Rendezvous.

Roamers have made large profits by fitting into dangerous niches, but because of their stubborn secrecy,
the space gypsies are not well liked by the Hansa. When the head of the Earth Defense Forces (EDF),
GENERAL KURT LANY AN, heard about a rebellious Roamer space pirate, he used the merchant
woman RLINDA KETT and her ex-husband, pilot BRANSON ROBERTS, as bait, and captured and
executed the pirate.

Uneasy about Lanyan’s brutal justice, Rlinda traveled to Theroc, where she hoped to establish trade in
exotic commodities. MOTHER ALEXA and FATHER IDRISS (parents of Reynald and Beneto) were
not interested, but their ambitious eldest daughter, SAREIN—an occasional lover of Chairman
Wenceslas—was. After striking a deal with Sarein, Rlinda agreed to transport two Theron green priests
(stern old OTEMA and her wide-eyed assistant, NIRA) to Ildira, where they could study the

Saga of Seven Suns.

Later, at the Mage-Imperator’s Prism Palace, Prime Designate Jora’h became enamored with young
Nira, though the Mage-Imperator regarded the green priests as if they were mere specimens. ..

On Earth, Chairman Wenceslas and fellow officials discussed the increasingly common gaffes made by
Old King Frederick and secretly began searching for a replacement. They snatched a malleable
streetwise scamp, RAYMOND AGUERRA, then staged a terrible fire in Raymond’s dwelling

complex, which killed his mother and three brothers, leaving no evidence. The Hansa altered the young
man’s appearance, told him he was now “Prince Peter,” and began brainwashing him into his new role,
using the Teacher compy (or companion robot) OX to instruct him.

After the successful test of the Klikiss Torch, Margaret and Louis Colicos began a new excavation on
the desert planet of Rheindic Co, where ancient cities of the lost insectlike Klikiss had remained
untouched. The only functional remnants of the Klikiss civilization, their hulking beetlelike robots, claimed
that their memories were erased long ago. Three of these antique robots accompanied the Colicoses to
the excavation site, hoping to learn more about their past. The archaeology team also included a compy,
DD, and a green priest, ARCAS. In the ruins, Margaret and Louis discovered a strange blank window
made of stone, connected to dormant machinery. While Louis studied the machinery, Margaret worked
to decipher Klikiss hieroglyphics in hopes of finding answers. ..
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At Ross Tamblyn’s isolated Blue Sky Mine on Golgen, mysterious storms and lightning rose from the
uncharted depths of the atmosphere. Then monstrous crystalline ships emerged from the deep clouds,
similar to the apparitions seen fleeing Oncier after the Klikiss Torch test. The huge warglobes opened fire
on Ross’s skymine, destroying it and sending Ross tumbling to his death thousands of miles beneath the
clouds...

The alien spheres also appeared at Oncier and obliterated a station left behind to watch the newborn
star. Next, warglobes destroyed Roamer skymines at several gas giants, never demanding terms, never
showing mercy. These unexpected attacks stunned both the Hansa and the Roamers. Basil Wenceslas
met with General Lanyan to discuss the new threat. Old King Frederick worked to rally the populace,
recruiting new volunteers for the EDF.

Vowing revenge for the death of her brother Ross, the spunky Roamer TASIA TAMBLYN ran off to
join the military, taking along her compy, EA. Grief-stricken, Jess and Tasia’s father died of a stroke,

leaving Jess in charge of the family business. Although Ross’s death left him and Cesca free to love each
other, they were not willing to take advantage of the tragedy for personal gain.

On Ildira, the green priest Nira spent a great deal of time with Prime Designate Jora’h, eventually
becoming his lover. Though Jora’h had many assigned mates and was destined to become the next
[ldiran leader, Jora’h genuinely fell in love with Nira. Meanwhile, an Ildiran historian DIO’SH uncovered
ancient hidden documents proving that the deadly deep-core aliens,

called hydrogues, had appeared long ago in a previous war, but that all mention of this conflict had been
censored from the

Saga of Seven Suns.
Dio’sh took his shocking discovery to the Mage-Imperator, who killed the meddling historian, saying, “I
wanted

it kept secret.”

On Earth, the EDF built new battleships to use against the strange alien threat. The EDF also
commandeered civilian spacecraft, and Rlinda Kett was forced to surrender all of her merchant ships to
the war effort, except for the

Voracious Curiosity,

her own vessel. Newly enlisted Tasia Tamblyn excelled in military training, besting the spoiled-brat Earth
recruits. Her closest friend was fellow trainee ROBB BRINDLE.
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The Roamers were in an uproar after the repeated deadly attacks. Many of the families decided to
cease all skymining activities on gas giants. Jess Tamblyn attended a clan gathering, watching Cesca,
wishing they could be together. Impatient with the bickering, he decided to strike the enemy aliens
himself. Jess gathered loyal workers and went back to Golgen, where the hydrogues had destroyed the
Blue Sky Mine. He and his cohorts modified comet orbits and sent giant frozen missiles plummeting
down to the gas planet with the force of atomic warheads.

On Earth, hoping to find a key to new technology, a robotics researcher tricked one of the Klikiss
robots, JORAX, into his lab. When the scientist attempted to dissect the alien robot, however, Jorax
murdered him. “There are some things you cannot be permitted to know.” In the aftermath, the robot
claimed that the unscrupulous scientist had activated an involuntary self-preservation system. Jorax then
demanded that all Klikiss robots be treated as sovereign life forms, and the old King forbade any further
dissection attempts.

Meanwhile, Beneto received a request to replace an old green priest, TALBUN, on the colony world
of Corvus Landing. Beneto happily agreed. Though this wasn’t the glamorous position Mother Alexa and
Father Idriss had hoped for their son, Beneto was adamant. His adoring younger sister ESTARRA—a
tomboy who had always explored the forests with Beneto—bade him a sad farewell. Later, at Corvus
Landing, when Talbun was satisfied that Beneto was well prepared, the old priest walked off into his
worldtree grove and allowed himself to die, letting his body be absorbed into the worldforest network.

While exploring the Prism Palace on Ildira, Nira encountered another son of the Mage-Imperator, the
grim and intense DOBRO DESIGNATE UDRU’H, who interrogated Nira about her telepathic potential
as a green priest. The Designate then reported to the Mage-Imperator about his covert

breeding experiments between Ildirans and captive humans on Dobro. The leader expressed urgency:
The return of the ancient enemy, the hydrogues, left the Ildirans little time to genetically create a being
with the necessary characteristics to save the Empire. Udru’h suggested that Nira might have the DNA
potential they needed.

Meanwhile, the Solar Navy commander, Adar Kori’nh, directed his officers to practice with innovative
Terran military exercises. Many conservative officers were uncomfortable trying new techniques, but
ZAN’NH—the firstborn son of Prime Designate Jora’h—proved capable of great innovation. Kori’nh
raised Zan’nh in rank and demoted the stodgiest of the old subcommanders.

Then the Solar Navy fleet went to the gas giant Qronha 3, the site of the only skymining facility still
operated by Ildiran workers. When hydrogue warglobes rose from the clouds and began to destroy the
ekti facility, the Solar Navy engaged in a furious battle. The hydrogue weaponry was far superior, but the
disgraced and demoted Ildiran subcommander took a desperate suicidal action, crashing his battleship
into the nearest crystal sphere, which destroyed the warglobe and gave the Solar Navy time to retreat
with the rescued skyminers. In the thousands of years chronicled in the
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Saga of Seven Suns,

no Ildiran had ever experienced such a terrible and humiliating defeat.

Meanwhile, on Earth, Raymond Aguerra continued training to become the next King, watched over by
the compy OX. At first, he couldn’t believe the change from the rough streets to the opulent palace, but
soon he began to resent the rigid control. To his horror, he discovered that the Hansa had caused the
terrible fire that killed his family, and realized he must be very careful.

Upon learning that the Ildirans had also been attacked by the deep-core aliens, Chairman Wenceslas
went to meet with the Mage-Imperator to propose an alliance. The hydrogues themselves had neither
acknowledged nor responded to repeated requests for negotiation.

While Basil was on Ildira, a giant warglobe appeared at Earth and a hydrogue emissary demanded to
speak with King Frederick. Flustered, the old ruler tried to get a message to Basil via green priests.
Contained within a pressure vessel, the alien emissary informed the King that the Klikiss Torch test had
annihilated one of the hydrogue planets, slaughtering millions of their people. Horrified, Frederick
apologized for the inadvertent genocide, but the hydrogue delivered an ultimatum: All skymining must
cease. This would mean no ekti fuel for the Ildiran stardrive, the only viable method of

space travel. Frederick pleaded with the emissary, but the hydrogue detonated his containment tank,
killing the King and all the observers in the throne hall.

Basil rushed back to Earth and told Raymond that “King Peter” must take the throne immediately. After
the announcement of the upcoming coronation ceremony, Peter gave a carefully scripted speech, defying
the hydrogue ultimatum and declaring that humans had every right to take the fuel necessary for their
survival. He dispatched a new battle group, including Tasia Tamblyn and Robb Brindle, along with
commercial ekti harvesters to Jupiter, right in Earth’s backyard. On high alert, the protective ships
watched over the bold skymines. For several days all was quiet, but then a massive fleet of warglobes
rose from the cloud layers and engaged the EDF in a furious battle. Tasia and Robb survived, although
the battered human ships limped away, beaten. ..

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

On Ildira, the Mage-Imperator decided to accelerate his plans. Nira had discovered that she was
pregnant with the Prime Designate’s child, but before she could tell Jora’h the news, the Mage-Imperator
dispatched him to Theroc on a diplomatic mission. Then, in the stillness of a sleep period, brutal Ildiran
guards came to capture Nira. Before her eyes, the guards stabbed her mentor, Otema, to death because
she was too old to be of use in the breeding pens. Nira was turned over to the evil Dobro Designate for
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genetic experimentation. . .

The human race faced hard times unless they could find other ways to produce stardrive fuel. Speaker
Jhy Okiah challenged the resourceful Roamers to find alternatives to now-forbidden skymining, then
abdicated her position in favor of Cesca Peroni. Jess Tamblyn watched the woman he loved take her
place as a strong and visionary leader, realizing she was further away from him now than ever before.

On distant Rheindic Co, the Colicos archaeology team discovered that the stone window was actually a
transportation system, a dimensional doorway connected to old Klikiss machinery. Though the Klikiss
robots insisted they remembered nothing useful, Margaret was able to translate ancient records.
Apparently the Klikiss robots were in part responsible for the disappearance of their parent race and had
been involved in an ancient war

with both hydrogues and Ildirans. Reeling with this news, Margaret and Louis rushed back to their
camp—only to find that their green priest, Arcas, had been murdered, the young worldtrees destroyed,
and all communication cut off! The Klikiss robots were nowhere to be found.

Margaret and Louis worked with their faithful compy, DD, to barricade themselves into the cliff-city
archaeological dig, but the Klikiss robots broke through. Although DD attempted to defend his masters,
the Klikiss robots captured the compy, careful not to hurt a fellow intelligent machine. At the last
moment, Louis got the stone window functioning, opening a doorway to an unknown alien world. He
urged Margaret through, but before he could join her, the gate closed—and the robots were upon him.
The old archaeologist knew too many of their secrets. When Louis reminded the Klikiss robots that until
now they claimed not to remember their past, the robots simply answered, “We

lied.

bh
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JESS TAMBLYN

Across the Spiral Arm, the gas-giant planets held secrets, dangers, and treasure. For a century and a
half, harvesting vital stardrive fuel from the cloud worlds had been a lucrative business for the Roamers.

Five years ago, though, that had all changed.

Like vicious guard dogs, the hydrogues had forbidden all skymines from approaching the gas giants they
claimed as their territory. The embargo had crippled the Roamer economy, the Terran Hanseatic League,
and the Ildiran Empire. Many brave or foolish entrepreneurs had defied the hydrogues’ ultimatum. They
had paid with their lives. Dozens of skymines were destroyed. The deep-core aliens were unstoppable
and ruthless.

But when facing desperate situations, Roamers refused to give up. Instead, they changed tactics,
surviving—and thriving—through innovation.

“The old Speaker always told us that challenges redefine the parameters of success,” Jess Tamblyn said
over the open comm, taking his lookout ship into position above the deceptively peaceful-looking gas
giant Welyr.
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“By damn, Jess,” Del Kellum transmitted with just a touch of annoyance, “if I wanted to be pampered,
I’d live on

Earth.

2

Kellum, an older clan leader and hands-on industrialist, signaled to the converging fast-dive scoop ships.
The cluster of modified “blitzkrieg” skymines and a hodgepodge of small lookout craft gathered at what
they hoped was a safe distance above the coppery planet. No one knew how far away the hydrogues
could detect trespassing cloud thieves, but they had long since given up playing it safe. In the end, all life
was a gamble, and human civilization could not survive without stardrive fuel.

The ekti-scavenging crew powered up their huge scoops and containers,

ready for a concerted plunge into the thick cloud decks. Hit and run. Their supercharged engines glowed
warm. Their pilots sweated. Ready.

Alone in his lookout ship, Jess flexed his hands on the cockpit controls. “Prepare to come from all
sides. Move in fast, gulp a bellyful, and head for safety. We don’t know how long the drogue bastards
will give us.”

After the big harvesting ships acknowledged, they dropped like hawks after prey. What once had been
a routine industrial process had become a commando operation in a war zone.

When presented with the hydrogue threat, daring Roamer engineers had redesigned traditional
skymining facilities. They had accomplished a lot in five years. The new blitzkrieg scoops had giant
engines, superefficient ekti reactors, and detachable cargo tanks like a cluster of grapes. Once each tank
was filled, it could be launched up to a retrieval point, passing off the harvested ekti a bit at a time without
losing a full cargo load if—

when

—the hydrogues came after them.

Kellum transmitted, “The Big Goose thinks we’re shiftless bandits. By damn, let’s give the drogues the
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same impression.”

The Hansa—the “Big Goose”—paid dearly for every drop of stardrive fuel. As ekti supplies dwindled
year after year, prices skyrocketed to a point that Roamers considered the risk acceptable.

Five of the modified scoops now dispersed across the atmosphere, then plunged into Welyr’s clouds,
storm upwellings, and vanishingly thin winds. With giant funnel-maws open, the blitzkrieg scoops roared
through storm systems at top speed. They gobbled resources, compressing the excess into
hydrogen-holding tanks while secondary ekti reactors processed the gas.

As he flew his lookout mission, like a man in the crow’s nest of an ancient pirate ship, Jess deployed
floating sensors into Welyr’s soupy clouds. The buoys would detect any large ships rising from the
depths. The sensors might give only a few minutes’ warning, but the daredevils could retreat quickly
enough.

Jess knew that it did no good to fight. The Ildiran Solar Navy and the Hansa EDF had demonstrated
that lesson often enough. At the first sign of the enemy’s arrival, his renegade harvesters would turn and
run with whatever ekti they’d managed to grab.

The first blitzkrieg scoop filled one cargo tank and rose high enough to jettison it, leaving a smoke trail in
the thin air. A resounding cheer echoed across the comm, and the competitive Roamers challenged each
other to do better. The unmanned fuel tank soared away from Welyr toward its rendezvous point.

Safe.

In times past, leisurely skymines had drifted over the clouds like whales feeding on plankton. Jess’s
brother, Ross, had been the chief of Blue Sky Mine on Golgen; he’d had dreams, an excellent business
sense, and all the hopes in the world. Without warning, though, hydrogues had obliterated the facility,
killing every member of the crew...

Jess monitored his scans. Though the sinking sensor buoys detected no turbulence that might signal the
approach of the enemy, he didn’t let his attention waver. Welyr seemed much too quiet and peaceful.
Deceptive.

Every crewman aboard the blitzkrieg scoops was tense, knowing they had only one chance here, and
that some of them would likely die as soon as the hydrogues arrived.

“Here’s a second one, highest-quality ekti!” Del Kellum’s harvester launched a full cargo tank. Within
moments, each of the five blitzkrieg scoops had ejected a load of ekti. The scavengers had been at Welyr
for less than three hours, and already it was a valuable haul.
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“Good way to thumb our noses at the drogues,” Kellum continued, his anxiety manifesting as chattiness
over the comm band, “though I’d prefer to slam them with a few comets. Just like you did at Golgen,
Jess.”

Jess smiled grimly. His cometary bombardment had made him a hero among the Roamers, and he
hoped that the planet was now uninhabitable, all the enemy aliens destroyed. A strike back. “I was just
following my Guiding Star.”

Now many clans looked to Jess for suggestions on how they might continue their retaliation against the
aliens’ nonsensical prohibition.

“You and I have a lot in common,” Kellum said, his voice more conspiratorial now that he had switched
to a private frequency. “And if you ever do another bombardment, might I suggest this place as a target?”

“What have you got against Welyr?” Then he remembered. “Ah, you were planning to marry Shareen
of the Pasternak clan.”

“Yes, by damn!”” Shareen Pasternak had been the chief of a skymine on Welyr. Jess recalled that the
woman had an acidly sarcastic sense of humor and a sharp tongue, but Kellum had been delighted with
her. It would have been the second marriage for both of them. But Shareen’s skymine had been
destroyed in the early hydrogue depredations.

Now three more ekti cargo tanks launched away from the racing blitzkrieg scoops.

Trish Ng, the pilot of a second lookout ship, frantically radioed Jess, cutting off the conversation. “The
sensor buoys! Check the readings, Jess.”

He saw a standard carrier wave with a tiny blip in the background. “It’s just a lightning strike. Don’t get
jumpy, Ng.”

“That same lightning strike repeats every twenty-one seconds. Like clockwork.” She waited a beat.
“Jess, it’s an artificial signal, copied, looped, and reflected back at us. The drogues must’ve already
destroyed the sensor buoys. It’s a ruse.”

Jess watched, and the pattern became apparent. “That’s all the warning we’re going to get. Everybody,
pack up and head out!”

As if realizing they had been discovered, seven immense warglobes rose like murderous leviathans from
Welyr’s deep clouds. The Roamer scavengers did not hesitate, retreating pell-mell up through the gas
giant’s skies.

A deep-throated subsonic hum came from the alien spheres, and pyramidal protrusions on their
crystalline skins crackled with blue lightning. The Roamer daredevils had all seen the enemy shoot their
destructive weapons before.
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Kellum ejected four empty ekti cargo tanks, throwing them like grapeshot at the nearest warglobes.
“Choke on these!”

Jess shouted into the comm, “Don’t wait. Just leave.”

Kellum’s diversion worked. The aliens targeted their blue lightning on the empty projectiles, giving the
blitzkrieg scoops a few more seconds to escape. The Roamers fired their enormous engines, and four of
the five harvester scoops lifted on an escape trajectory.

But one of the new vessels hung behind just a moment too long, and the enemy lightning bolts ripped the
facility to molten shreds. The crew’s screams echoed across the comm channel, then cut off instantly.

“Go! Go!” Jess yelled. “Disperse and get out of here.”

The remaining commando harvesters scattered like flies. The automated cargo tanks would go to their
pickup coordinates, where the commandos could retrieve the haul at their leisure.

The warglobes rose up, shooting more blue lightning into space. They struck and destroyed a lagging
lookout ship, but the others escaped. The enemy spheres remained above the atmosphere for some time,
like growling wolves, before they slowly descended back into the coppery storms of Welyr, without
pursuing,

Though dismayed at the loss of one blitzkrieg scoop and a lookout ship, the raiders were already
tallying the ekti they had harvested and projecting how much it would bring on the open market.

Alone in the cockpit of his scout ship, Jess shook his head. “What has happened to us, if we can cheer
because our losses were ‘not too bad’?”
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KING PETER

It was an emergency high-level staff meeting, like many others called since the hydrogue attacks had
begun. But this time, King Peter insisted that it be held within the Whisper Palace, in a room of his own
choosing. The secondary banquet room he selected had no particular significance for him; the young King
simply made the move to demonstrate his independence. .. and also to annoy Chairman Basil Wenceslas.

“You keep telling me my reign is based upon appearances, Basil.” Peter’s artificially blue eyes flashed
as he met the Chairman’s hard gray gaze. “Isn’t it appropriate that

I
meet with
my

staff in the Palace, not at your convenience in Hansa HQ?”

Peter knew that Basil hated it when the young King used his own tactics against him. The former
Raymond Aguerra had learned to play his part better than the Hansa ever expected.

Basil’s studiously blasé expression was clearly meant to remind Peter that as Chairman of the Terran
Hanseatic League, he had dealt with crises far worse than a petulant young King. “Your presence is
merely a formality, Peter. We don’t really require you in the meeting at all.”

By now, Peter knew a bluff when he saw one. “If you think the media won’t notice my absence at an
emergency session, then I’ll go swim with my dolphins instead.” He understood his tenuous importance
and pushed, just a little, whenever he could. Peter rarely misjudged Basil’s limits, though. He approached
each small battle with finesse and subtlety. And he knew when to stop.

In the end, Basil pretended that it didn’t matter. His primary advisers—Basil’s handpicked but diverse
inner circle of representatives, military experts, and Hansa officials—gathered behind closed doors
around a chandelier-lit table as a light luncheon was served. Silent servants hurried to place bouquets on
the table, damask napkins, silverware; fountains trickled in three alcoves.

Peter seated himself in an ornate chair at the head of the table. Knowing his role, however, the young
King listened in respectful silence while the Chairman went through the agenda items.
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Basil’s iron gray hair was impeccably trimmed and combed. His perfect

suit was expensive, yet comfortable, and he moved with a lean grace that belied his seventy-three years.
So far today, he’d eaten sparingly, drinking only ice water and cardamom coffee.

“I require an accurate assessment of the state of our Hansa colonies.” He swept his gaze around his
advisers, admirals, and colony envoys. “In the five years since the hydrogues killed King Frederick and
issued their ultimatum against skymining, we’ve had considerable time to draw conclusions and make
realistic projections.” He looked first to the commander of his Earth Defense Forces. Since he was
Chairman of the Hansa, Basil was also the de facto leader of the EDF. “General Lanyan, what is your
overall evaluation?”

The General waved aside the numbers and statistics that an aide called up for him on a document pad.

“Easy enough, Mr. Chairman: We’re in deep trouble, though the EDF has rigorously rationed ekti since
the beginning of the crisis. Without those highly unpopular measures—"

Peter interrupted him. “Riots have caused as much damage as the shortages, especially on new
settlements. We’ve already had to declare martial law on four colonies. People are hurting and hungry.
They think

I've

abandoned them.” He looked at the sliced meats and colorful fruit on his plate and decided he had no
appetite, knowing what others were suffering.

Lanyan stopped in midsentence, looked at the King without responding, then returned his attention to
Basil. “As I was saying, Mr. Chairman, austerity measures have allowed us to maintain most vital
services. However, our stockpiles are dwindling.”

Tyra Running Horse, one of the planetary envoys, pushed her plate aside. Peter tried to remember

which colony she represented. Was it Rhejak? “Hydrogen is the most common element in the universe.
Why don’t we just get it somewhere else?”

“Concentrated hydrogen is not
as accessible

elsewhere,” said one of the admirals. “Gas giants are the best reservoirs.”


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

“The Roamers continue to supply some ekti through their high-risk harvesting techniques,” said the
Relleker envoy, trying to sound optimistic. With his pale skin and patrician features, he looked just like
one of the faux-classical statues against the wall of the small banquet room. “Let them keep taking the
gambles.”

“And there is simply no other fuel alternative for the faster-than-light stardrive. We’ve tried everything,”
said yet another envoy. “We’re stuck with what the Roamers provide.”

Scowling, Lanyan shook his head. “Current Roamer deliveries don’t

match even our bare-bones military requirements, not to mention public and civilian needs. We may be
forced to impose further austerity measures.”

“What further measures?” said the dark-faced envoy from Ramah. “It has been months since my world
received a supply delivery. No medicine, no food, no equipment. We have increased our agriculture and
mining, but we do not have the infrastructure to survive being completely cut off like this.”

“Most of us are in the same situation,” the ghostly pale Dremen representative said. “And my colony has
entered its low weather cycle, more clouds, lower temperatures. Crop yields are traditionally down thirty
percent, and it’1l be the same this time. Even in the best years, Dremen would need aid to survive.
Now—"

Basil raised his hand to cut off further complaints. “We’ve had this discussion before. Impose birth

restrictions if your agricultural capabilities can’t support your population. This crisis isn’t going to end
overnight, so start thinking in the long term.”

“Of course,” Peter said with thinly veiled sarcasm. “Let’s take away the rights of fertile men and women
to decide how many children they need to sustain a colony they’ve risked

their

lives to establish. Now, that’s a solution the people will like. I suppose you’ll want me to put on a happy
face and make them accept it?”

“Yes, I will, dammit,” Basil said. “That’s your job.”

The grim news seemed to diminish everyone’s appetite. Servants came around pouring ice water, using
delicate silver tongs to offer wedges of dwarf limes. Basil sent them away.

He tapped his fingers on the tabletop with uncharacteristic impatience. “We need to do a better job of
making the people see just how dire the situation is. We have minimal fuel, not to mention very limited
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communication abilities, thanks to the continuing lack of green priests from our shortsighted friends on
Theroc. Our fast mail drones can do only so much. Now, more than ever, we could use more green
priests just to maintain contact between isolated colony worlds. Many planets don’t have a single one.”

He looked over at Sarein, the dusky-skinned ambassador from the forested world. She was lean and
wiry, with narrow shoulders and small breasts, high cheekbones and a pointed chin.

“I’m doing the best I can, Basil. You know that Therons have never been good at seeing the forest for
the trees.” She smiled to emphasize her clever choice of words. “On the other hand, Theroc has received
no routine supplies, no technology, no medical assistance, since this crisis began. It’s

difficult for me to ask my people for more green priests if the Hansa dismisses our own needs.”

Peter watched the interaction between Basil and the pretty Theron woman; from the first days of his
reign, he’d recognized the mutual attraction. Now, before the Chairman could respond, Peter squared his
shoulders and spoke in the rich voice he had practiced during numerous speeches. “Ambassador,
considering the hardships faced by many of our Hansa colonists, we must allocate our resources, giving
our own colonies highest priority. Theroc, as a sovereign world, is already much better off than most.”

While Sarein fumed at the verbal slap, Basil nodded appraisingly at Peter, relieved. “The King is
correct, of course, Sarein. Until the situation changes, Theroc will have to take care of itself. Unless,
perhaps, Theroc would like to join the Hansa... ?”

Sarein’s face flushed, and she gave a barely perceptible shake of her head.

General Lanyan drew his glance like a scythe across the envoys. “Mr. Chairman, our only choice is to
take certain extreme measures. The longer we wait, the more extreme those measures will have to be.”

Basil sighed, as if he had known this choice would fall upon him. “You have the Hansa’s permission to
do what is necessary, General.” He skewered Peter with his gaze. “And you will do it all in the King’s
name, of course.”
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ESTARRA

“Ihave seen many fascinating worlds,” Estarra’s oldest brother said as their flitter-raft traveled across

the densely wooded continent. “T’ve been to the Whisper Palace on Earth, and stood under the seven
suns of Ildira.” Reynald’s tanned face lit with a smile. “But Theroc is my

home,

and I’d rather be here than any other place.”

Estarra grinned, looking around her at the new, but always familiar, landscape of whispering worldtrees.
“I’ve never seen the Looking Glass Lakes, Reynald. I'm glad you brought me along.”

As a girl, she had slipped out before dawn, running through the forests to investigate whatever caught

her curiosity. Fortunately, a wide variety of subjects piqued her interest: nature, science, culture, history.
She had even studied records from the original generation ship

Caillié,

the story of Theron settlement and the origin of the green priests. Not because she had to, but because
she was interested.

“Who else would I bring?” Reynald playfully rubbed his knuckles on his sister’s tangle of hair twists. He
was broad-shouldered, his arms muscular, his long hair done up in thick braids. Though a sheen of sweat

covered his skin, he didn’t seem uncomfortable in the forest warmth. ““Sarein is an ambassador on Earth.
Beneto is a green priest on Corvus Landing, and Celli is... well—"
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“She’s still too much of a baby, even at sixteen,” Estarra said.

Years before, as part of his preparation for becoming the next Father of Theroc, Reynald had traveled
around the Spiral Arm to learn different cultures. It was the first time any Theron leader had diligently
investigated other societies. Now, with travel restricted, stardrive fuel strictly rationed, and interplanetary
tensions high, Reynald had decided to visit the main cities on his own world. His parents had made no
secret that they intended to step down and turn over the throne to him within the year. He had to be
ready.

Now their flitter-raft flew above the treetops, passing from one settlement to another. Laughing
followers, pretending to be part of a procession, swooped around them on gliderbikes, small craft
composed of rebuilt engines and fluttering wings scavenged from native condorflies. Rambunctious young
men circled above and behind them, showing off aerial maneuvers. Some flirted with Estarra, who had
reached marriageable age. ..

Ahead, she saw a gap in the thick canopy and a glint of azure water. “Those are the Looking Glass
Lakes, all deep, all perfectly round,” Reynald said, pointing. “We’ll stay the night at the village.”

Around the first beautiful lake, worldtrees supported five worm hives, the empty nests of immense
invertebrates. When Reynald landed the flitter-raft on the lakeshore, people rappelled, jumped, climbed,
or swung down from their hive homes to greet the visitors. Four green priests emerged with the grace of
gently waving branches, their skin tinged emerald by photosynthetic algae.

The green priests were capable of communication more sophisticated than the most complex
technologies either the Hansa or the Ildirans had invented. The problem had frustrated scientists for
generations, and the green priests had been unable to help them—not because they were keeping

secrets, but because the priests themselves didn’t know the technical basis for what they did. Many
outsiders offered to hire them for their telink skill, though the self-sufficient Therons had little need or
interest in what the Hansa had to offer. The worldforest itself seemed intent on keeping a low profile.

On the other hand, the Hansa representatives were very insistent and persuasive.

Balancing such issues was a difficult job for any leader. Watching her brother interact with the green
priests and smiling villagers, Estarra could see how well he would fill his role as the next Theron Father.

After an evening banquet of fresh fish, riverweed, and fat water bugs baked in the shell, they ascended
to platforms high in the lakeside trees. Reynald and Estarra watched a performance of skilled
treedancers, lithe acrobats who ran, danced, and bounced across the flexible boughs. The treedancers
used the bending limbs and matted leaf fronds as springboards, soaring into the air, turning somersaults,
catching branches and swinging by their arms in a choreographed ballet. At the end, in unison, all the
treedancers launched themselves out over the water and dropped in perfect arcs to the mirror lake
below, plunging into the water like heavy raindrops.
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Following the performance, Estarra let Reynald talk business with the villagers while she happily
accepted an invitation to splash in the warm water with a few local girls. She loved the sensation of
floating and swimming, though she had the opportunity to do so only a few times a year.

Treading water in the Looking Glass Lake, Estarra gazed up into the night, marveling at the sight of
open sky from ground level. In her own city, the forest canopy was so thick she had to climb to the top
just to see constellations. Now, floating in the open, she was dazzled by the view overhead, with billions
of gleaming lights, a veritable forest of stars in the vault of space, full of people, worlds, possibilities.

When she returned to the brightly lit worm hives, dripping and invigorated, she found her brother
speaking with a young priest named Almari. The woman’s eyes were bright with intelligence and
curiosity; Almari had spent years as an acolyte singing to the trees, adding to the musical knowledge
stored in the botanical database. Like all green priests, she was hairless, her head smooth, her face
adorned with tattoos denoting various accomplishments.

Reynald was gracious and polite, leaving his options open. “You are beautiful and clever, Almari. No
one can deny that. 'm certain you would make a fine wife.”

Estarra knew the discussion, for she had seen it several times already on this brief peregrination.

Almari spoke quickly, as if to cut him off before he could turn her down. “Especially in these difficult
times, is it not appropriate that the next Mother of Theroc be a green priest?”

Reynald reached out to touch the delicate green skin on Almari’s wrist. “I can’t argue with that, but I
see no need to rush.”

Noticing Estarra, Almari got up and took her leave, looking embarrassed.

Grinning impishly, Estarra gave her brother a playful punch in the shoulder. “She was pretty.”
“She was the third one tonight.”

“Better to have too many choices than none at all,” Estarra said.

He groaned. “Then again, there’s something to be said for having a clear-cut decision.”
“Poor, poor Reynald.”

He gave his sister a playful punch in return. “At least I'm not the Ildiran Prime Designate. He’s required
to have thousands of lovers and as many children as he can possibly breed.”

“Ah, the terrible responsibilities of leadership.” Estarra flung her wet hair to splash him. “Since I'm
merely the fourth child, my only worry is when I’ll have a chance to go swimming again. How about
now?”
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Giggling, she ran off, and Reynald looked after her with envy.

PRIME DESIGNATE JORA’H

As the eldest noble-born son of the Mage-Imperator, Prime Designate Jora’h filled his days with dutiful
distractions. Fertile women from across the spectrum of Ildiran kiths applied for mating privileges, and
the lists grew long with more female volunteers than he could possibly service.

The Prime Designate’s next assigned lover was named Sai’f. Whip-thin and alert, she was from the
scientist kith, an expert in biology and genetics.

Sai’f was interested in botany, developing new crop strains for diverse splinter colonies.

She came to Jora’h in his contemplation chamber in the Prism Palace, where constant daylight shone
through gem-colored crystal panels. Her brow was high, her head large, and her eyes sharp and
attentive, as if she were capturing every detail for later study.

Jora’h stood before her, tall and handsome, his face defining the Ildiran ideal of beauty. Golden hair
drifted in a nimbus around his head like a halo, knotted into ten thousand fine strands. “Thank you for
asking to be with me, Sai’f,” he said, meaning it—as he always did. “May our shared gift today produce
a gift for the entire Ildiran Empire.”
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In nimble hands, Sai’f held a ceramic pot that contained a twisted, woody-stemmed shrub. Its thorned
branches were bent, constrained, massaged into an unnatural shape. Shyly, she extended the pot. “For
you, Prime Designate.”

“How poignant and fascinating.” Jora’h took it, intrigued by the labyrinthine tangle of branches and
leaves. “It looks as if you’ve done weaving work with a living plant.”

“I am exploring the potential of our quilltrees, Prime Designate. It is a human technique called bonsai. A
way of compressing a plant to turn its biological efforts inward, yet enhancing its beauty. I began growing
this one a year ago when I first filed my application to mate with you. It has required a great deal of
attention, but I am satisfied with the results.”

Jora’h did not have to pretend his enjoyment. “I have nothing like it. I will keep it in a special place. ..
but you must instruct me on how to care for it.”

Sai’f smiled at him, relieved and thrilled to see his obvious pleasure. He set the bonsai quilltree on a
translucent shelf on the wall, then came forward to her, opening his tunic to reveal his broad chest. “Now
allow me to give you a present in return, Sai’f.”

She had been tested by his staff before she’d entered the Prism Palace. All women who came to him
were certified fertile and receptive. Such tests did not guarantee that he would impregnate every lover,
but the odds were good.

Sai’f disrobed, and Jora’h admired her. Each Ildiran kith had a different bodily configuration. Some
were willowy and ethereal, others squat and muscular, angular and sinewy, or plump and soft. But the
Prime Designate saw beauty in all kiths. While some were more lovely to him than others, he

never played favorites, never insulted the volunteers or showed any disappointment.

Sai’f reacted to his caresses as if she were following a program or a suggested procedure. As a
scientist, she had probably studied the variations of sex like a scholar, attempting to become an expert so
that she could excel in her encounter with him. Right now, Jora’h felt as if he were doing the same for her,
following a program, a familiar task like any other.

As he thought of the fascinating bonsai tree Sai’f had brought him, Jora’h could not help but recall Nira.
And his heart ached with the old sadness for the lovely green priest. It had been five years since he’d last
seen her.

Nira’s innocence and exotic beauty had charmed him more than any adoring Ildiran female ever had.
When she’d first arrived in Mijistra, her wide-eyed wonder at the architecture and museums and
fountains had made him look at his own city with fresh eyes. Her innocent excitement in Ildiran
accomplishments had made him feel more pride in his heritage than the most stirring passages from the
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Saga of Seven Suns.

After shy months of enjoying each other’s company, when they’d finally made love for the first time, it
had seemed entirely natural. The warm familiarity that grew into a bond with Nira was unlike anything the
Prime Designate had ever experienced before. His relationship with her had been entirely separate from
these routine matings scheduled by his assistants. Jora’h and Nira had spent many afternoons delighting in
each other’s company, knowing the relationship must eventually end, but enjoying each day. And the
Prime Designate had kept calling her back to him.

But at the beginning of the hydrogue crisis, when Jora’h had gone to visit Prince Reynald on Theroc,
Nira and her mentor, Otema, had been tragically killed in a fire in the greenhouse that held the gift of
worldtrees from Theroc. According to the Mage-Imperator’s report, the two visiting green priests had
rushed in to save their treelings and had perished in the blaze.

Long ago, sweet Nira had come to the Prism Palace bearing potted treelings, small offshoots of the
worldforest. Now, years after her death, the woman Sai’f had brought Jora’h a bonsai tree, and the
memories all came flooding back to him. ..

Jora’h refocused his attention on the scientist woman. He did not want her to note his troubled thoughts,

or to leave dissatisfied. He made love to her with an intensity that, for a while at least, drove back the
ache of memories.

Jora’h requested an audience with his father. The Mage-Imperator’s bright eyes were set within folds of
fat, and his plump lips smiled when he saw his son. Bron’n, the fierce personal bodyguard, stood at the
doorway to the private chamber so the leader and his eldest son could speak privately.

“I wish to send another message to Theroc, Father.”

Mage-Imperator Cyroc’h frowned, leaning back in his chrysalis chair, as if relaxing into the telepathic
connection of

thism

. “I sense that you are thinking of that human female again. You should not allow her to kindle such an
obsession in you. It can only disrupt your more important duties here. She is long dead.”
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Jora’h knew the corpulent leader was correct, but he could not forget Nira’s smile and the joy that she
had brought him. Before coming here, he had gone to the skysphere arboretum. One particular chamber
had been used to house the Theron treelings. By now, the greenhouse had been replanted with salmon
pink Comptor lilies and crimson poppies, swelling the humid air with heady perfumes. Five years ago,
when he had returned from Theroc to learn the terrible news, he had stared in horrified awe at the scars
from the inexplicable conflagration.

There had been no bodies left to send back to Theroc. And the worldtrees were already burning by the
time Nira and Otema arrived to fight the fire, so they had been unable to send any last messages through
telink. Everything had been lost. Grieving, Jora’h had explained the tragedy to his friend Reynald in a
special communiqué delivered by a Solar Navy ship.

By now the ashes and soot stains had been scoured clean, but the memories and the sadness remained.
In his heart, Jora’h had never accepted that Nira was dead. If only he had been here, he would not have
let any harm come to her...

Sensing his son’s sadness through the web of
thism,

Cyroc’h nodded somberly. “You will carry many burdens when you ascend to take my place. It is your
destiny, my son, to feel the pain of all our people.”

Jora’h‘s tiny golden braids flickered like tendrils of smoke. “Nevertheless, I would like to send a new
message to Reynald, in memory of the two green priests. We did not send the ashes or the skulls back to
them.” He spread his hands. “It is such a small thing, Father.”

The Mage-Imperator smiled indulgently. “You know I cannot deny you.” The ropelike braid that hung
from his head coiled around his pudgy stomach and twitched, as if the great leader were annoyed.

Relieved, Jora’h held out an etched-diamondfilm plaque. “Here, I have

composed another letter for Reynald to share among the green priests on Theroc. I would like to
dispatch it with one of our commercial vessels.”

The leader reached out to take the message. “It may require some time and a roundabout route. Theroc
is not a frequently visited world.”

“I know, Father, but at least it’s something I can do. It is my way of maintaining contact.”

Cyroc’h held the shimmering glassy plaque. “You must not think of the human woman again.”
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“Thank you for granting me this favor.” Jora’h backed out of the chamber and departed with a spring in
his step.

As soon as he was gone, the Mage-Imperator summoned his bodyguard forward. “Take this and
destroy it. Make certain Jora’h is not allowed to send any message to Theroc.”

Bron’n took the diamondfilm letter in his clawed hands and, with great strength, snapped it in half. He
would incinerate the pieces in a power plant furnace. “Yes, Liege. [ understand.”

NIRA KHALI

Standing inside the Dobro breeding camp, isolated but joined by hundreds of other human test subjects,
Nira stared through the thin fences. The fences were a mere formality to demarcate boundaries, a
convenience for the captors, since the prisoners had no place to go.

The camp was situated at the foot of mountains to the east, rolling grassy hills to the west, with dry lakes
and bleak terrain in a central valley. The ground itself was striated with arroyos cut by furious washes of
rain, making it look as if the skin of the world had stretched too fast and broken open like festering
scabs.

For five years as a prisoner of the Ildiran Empire, she had held on to her inner self, just staying alive
despite all the unspeakable acts she’d had to endure. None of the camp guardians or Ildiran supervisors
would answer when she begged to know why they were doing this to her.
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Her love, Jora’h, could not possibly be aware of her situation. With a single command, he could have
freed her and all the other prisoners. Nira doubted the Prime Designate would ever participate in such
awful schemes. He was too gentle and caring. She believed that in her heart. Did Jora’h even know she
was still alive? Could she have misjudged him so much?

Nira didn’t think so. Unsuspecting, Jora’h had been sent to Theroc—
obviously to get him out of the way, so he couldn’t interfere when they abducted me.

The Mage-Imperator must have kept this a secret from his own son, even though she had been carrying
Jora’h‘s child.

The Dobro Designate, second son of the Mage-Imperator, used the human descendants here as
breeding stock for Ildiran experiments. For some reason, Designate Udru’h considered Nira the most
interesting of all the prisoners, and she had suffered greatly because of it.

After she had given birth to a perfect, beautiful half-breed daughter named Osira’h—
my little Princess

—the Dobro Designate had kept Nira here in this awful camp, so she could be impregnated again and
again, like some horrible broodmare. ..

Now she knelt at the edge of the austere compound, using a small tool to loosen the hard dirt around
hardy, scraggly shrubs and thin flowers she had planted. In her spare moments, she tended and watered
whatever plants she could find, tried to help them flourish; even the tiniest flecks of green life reminded
her of the lush forests on Theroc. Though she was cut off from the worldtrees and the sentient forest
mind, Nira was still a green priest, and she remembered her duties.

Though her emerald skin absorbed the daylight and converted it to energy, Dobro’s sun felt weak and
undernourishing, as if contaminated by the dark history of this place. She looked up, judging how much
more time she might have to herself before the next labor shift out in the excavation trenches.

The breeder camp was a sprawling enclosed area with barracks, birthing hospitals, experimentation
laboratories, and crowded dwelling complexes. Prisoners went about their business, knowing no other
life. Some of them talked with each other; one gaunt man even laughed, as if unaware of his plight.
Human children—sanctioned offspring of the breeding prisoners—found games to play even in a place
such as this. The Dobro Designate insisted on a constant renewal of purebred descendants in order to
keep the breeding stock diverse and healthy. However, to Nira, it seemed as if the human spirit had been
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bred out of them in less than two centuries.

Even after five years among them, Nira was still treated as a novelty,

eccentric and strange, a troublemaker. At least the people had stopped staring at her green skin, which
was unlike anything they had ever seen. But they could not understand her attitude, why she still refused
to accept her situation and settle down to her new life.

The poor people didn’t know any better.

Nira looked up as the alien supervisors put together another work crew. She tried to remain small and
unobtrusive, hoping the bureaucrat kithmen would not choose her, not today. Her muscles were strong,
though her mind was weary from years of difficult assignments—chipping opalbone fossils, handpicking
fruits from thorny bushes, digging trenches.

The Ildirans would eventually give her an assignment—they always did—but she clung to each moment,
one at a time. Resisting the instructions would only provoke the Ildiran guards to tear up her plants. They
had done it several times before. She would find other ways to resist, if she could.

When Nira had first been taken captive, before the Dobro Designate realized she was pregnant, she
was imprisoned alone in darkness, sealed in an unlit cell—the worst punishment imaginable to an Ildiran
accustomed to constant daylight. The black claustrophobia was intended to crush Nira’s spirit, perhaps
even drive her mad. The Designate needed only her reproductive system, not her sanity.

For weeks, Nira had shuddered in dank darkness, suffering further as she went through physical
withdrawal from the sunlight. Normally, under Ildira’s dazzling sunshine, her photosynthetic skin delivered
life energy every minute. Trapped in darkness, however, her metabolism and digestive system had to
readjust themselves. Nira had to learn to eat again, to digest normal food. She became extremely ill,
weak, but refused to surrender, keeping her heart and her strength.

In the end, the Designate had released Nira from the darkness so he could perform analyses and
benchmark measurements on her. His lean and handsome face was similar to Jora’h‘s, but devoid of
compassion. His eyes were sparkling and hot, intent on what he might discover about her biology. After
studying the test results, he had looked at her first with accusation, then with delight. “You are pregnant!
Jora’h’s offspring?”

Rather than throwing her into the breeding barracks or putting her on labor crews like the other human
prisoners, the Designate and his medical kithmen had tended her with meticulous devotion, taking regular
blood


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

samples, making painful and repetitive scans. Nursing her, studying her, making certain she maintained
her health, for their purposes.

Nira, though, kept her strength and sanity for her own reasons.

The labor and birth of her first daughter had progressed normally. Through bleary eyes in the delivery
lab, Nira had watched as the Dobro Designate looked wolfishly at the squalling little girl, as if ready to
dissect his brother’s child. The baby mixed the bloodlines of a telepathic green priest and the noble Prime
Designate. Udru’h had named the girl according to the phonetic traditions of Ildiran kiths, Osira’h, but
Nira simply thought of the girl as her Princess, a secret hope from all the storybooks she had read aloud
to the curious worldtrees.

As was the custom among the breeding-camp prisoners, the Designate let Nira keep the baby girl for
six months, breast-feeding her, nurturing her so that she remained strong. She had grown to love the
child, to care for her. Then the Designate had taken the infant girl away. All successful half-breed
specimens were separated from their mothers.

But Designate Udru’h had something very important in mind for Osira’h.

My Princess.

Afterward, Nira’s real nightmare had begun.

From then on, no matter how much she fought or prayed, the Designate kept her constantly pregnant,
experimenting with different fathers. Each defeat drove her down, yet she refused to wither and die. She
was like a blade of grass in the forest, bent underfoot and battered by heavy rains only to spring back. In
her youth, she had never conceived of such torture, yet she withstood it, learned to send her mind to a
kinder place until it was safe to return.

The alien sperm donors did not hate her. They were only following the Designate’s instructions. They
were part of an overall plan, to which none of them knew the details. And neither did she.

But unlike Osira’h, her subsequent bastard children had not been conceived out of love. She despised
the forced mating sessions, and Nira tried not to grow attached to her half-breed boys and girls. But she
had nursed them, held them, studied their features. .. and her determined attempts at coldness hadn’t
worked. She could not reject these innocents simply because their fathers had been ordered to rape her
until she conceived again.

Her own children. .. though she could never keep them. As before, the medical kithmen had snatched
the infants away to raise them in the adjacent Ildiran city, under their own testing and training regimen.

Soon, they would consider Nira recovered enough to be reassigned to a
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work crew, to toughen her. Once her fertility had reached its peak again, the guards would drag her
back into the breeding barracks, and the forced-impregnation cycle would begin all over again. Four
times already...

Now, as Dobro’s orange sun lowered toward murky clouds on the horizon, she left her fresh, trimmed
bushes in the small garden and went to look for other flowers and shrubs. Worker teams returned from
the hills and filed into the camp. After generations of imprisonment, the captive humans had no dreams,
only a resigned endurance, day after day. They didn’t even seem miserable.

This was the great dirty secret of the Ildiran Empire, an answer to what had happened to the only lost
human generation ship. These prisoners were descendants of the

Burton,

living here, hidden from the rest of the human race, for almost two centuries.

And five years ago, Nira Khali had joined them. The Dobro prisoners had never seen a green priest
before, never heard of Theroc. Nira was a stranger, an emerald-skinned outsider.

At night, or in muted conversations on work crews, she quietly talked about her world, and the sentient
trees, even the Terran Hanseatic League, hoping that someone might believe her. Many of the breeder
captives suspected she was mad. Others, though, listened with disbelieving curiosity. But they did listen,
and Nira continued to hold out hope.

She had borne unwanted children, one fathered by the Dobro Designate himself, one by Adar Kori’nh,
two from other Ildiran kiths. And though she had nurtured each of those children for months, she cared
the most for young Osira’h. Nira clutched the fence wires, feeling the cold hollow in her chest. She
longed for her daughter, her Princess. The other human prisoners didn’t understand her misery.
Half-breed children belonged to the Ildirans, and they were always taken away. They had never thought

anything of it.

Nira often sent messages into the Ildiran city adjacent to the sprawling camp, asking to see Osira’h. The
Dobro Designate denied her request each time, refusing to answer Nira’s questions. Not out of particular
cruelty, but because Nira was no longer relevant to Osira’h‘s upbringing. The green priest woman had
other breeding work to do.

Still, the Designate did understand the half-breed girl’s potential. Just the thought of it brought a faint
smile to Nira’s face. Her Princess was more than just an interesting mixed-kith experiment.
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She is something special.

ADAR KORI’NH

The seven beautifully anodized Solar Navy ships arrived in response to the Dobro Designate’s
summons. Adar Kori’nh stood in the command nucleus as the septa of ornate vessels entered a standard

orbital configuration and retracted their elaborate reflective sails.

Back at the Prism Palace, he had received his orders directly from Mage-Imperator
Cyroc’h—instructed to come personally, not to delegate the assignment to a lesser officer. Still, Kori’nh
had frowned. “T have always been uneasy about the activities at Dobro, Liege. It is not. .. suitable for

inclusion in the

Saga of Seven Suns.

2
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“Our work there will never be chronicled in the
Saga

, Adar. But still we must do it.” The Mage-Imperator had stirred, his tentaclelike braid twitching. “The
Dobro experiments hold the key to our race’s survival, and even after generations of effort, we are not
ready for the challenge we must face. And now, the hydrogues have returned. Time is short.”

Kori’nh knew that a million deep thoughts simmered quietly beneath the leader’s calm face, ideas far
beyond his own comprehension. The Mage-Imperator was the focal point for all

thism,

the conduit through which soul-threads shone in faint glimmers from a higher plane composed entirely of
light. He was unsettled by the very thought of questioning his leader’s wishes.

Even so, as commander of the entire Solar Navy, the Adar had to speak his mind. “Is there truly such
urgency, Liege? The hydrogues have not escalated tensions since we withdrew from their gas giants.”

The Mage-Imperator shook his large head. “The hydrogues will not be content to remain within their
strongholds. Soon they will become more aggressive. And we must be prepared to do whatever is
necessary for the survival of our race.”

Having dutifully raised the question, Kori’nh had bowed and accepted the assignment. He had no other
choice.

Now he waited in the warliner’s receiving bay as a shuttle rose from Dobro carrying the Designate
himself. The Mage-Imperator’s second son desired to speak privately with him; Kori’nh would learn
soon enough what it was about.

Suspecting that this mission might have unpleasant consequences, Kori’nh had already dispatched Tal
Zan’nh on a make-work assignment. The Adar would dirty his own hands with this task, but he saw no
need to involve his protégé, the son of the Prime Designate. ..
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After the shuttle had docked, the pilot stepped out, looking flustered. Behind him the Dobro Designate
scanned the empty bay like a predator. The Designate’s clothes were drab and serviceable, without lace,

finery, or colorful strips of self-active energy film. He was a working man, with an assignment and a
mission.

Seeing the commander waiting for him, Designate Udru’h turned gruffly to the shuttle’s pilot. “You are
dismissed. The Adar will take us where I direct him.”

The pilot looked uneasy, but Kori’nh nodded his permission. “Apparently the Designate and I will
require privacy. No doubt he has certain orders for me.”

Three years earlier, he had been sent here to Dobro for the express purpose of mating with one of the
captive human females, a green-skinned woman from Theroc. Kori’nh could not understand why she
was being held among the

Burton

descendants, nor was he allowed to ask about it. He had not relished his union with the woman. It had
seemed. .. dishonorable. Yet it had been his duty, an indirect command from the Mage-Imperator
himself.

He dreaded what the Designate would order him to do this time.

After he took the cockpit controls, Kori’nh remained silent, not even offering minor conversation.
Designate Udru’h gave him coordinates that took the shuttle away from the orbital lanes toward the
fringes of the Dobro system. A skein of icy moonlets and asteroids looked like a pile of planetary
ingredients that had been swept under the rug—too diffuse to be an actual asteroid belt, each piece too
small to be considered a planetoid in its own right.

“We have concealed it out here. A perfect place,” said the Designate. “Even so, we must be cautious.”

Uncomfortable with the prolonged mystery, Kori’nh said, “Please explain yourself, Designate. What are
we seeking?”

“Our aim is not to seek, but to

hide,

and thereby ensure continued secrecy.”

Kori’nh dwelled on the words as the shuttle drifted into the ice-studded, rocky debris. He heard a hiss
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of dust particles and tiny pebbles impacting

their shields. Ahead, his scanners detected a darkened shape that looked decidedly artificial, a
construction not of Ildiran design.

“As you can see, Adar, we have left too much evidence behind. There is always a risk it could be
found.”

A huge, antique spacecratft.

Fascinated by Earth military history, even when it was not relevant to current assignments, the Adar
recognized the bulky, squarish lines of an immense star-crossing vessel larger than five Solar Navy
warliners. The construction design seemed wasteful, a ship that relied upon brute force rather than
finesse. It was shaped like a tall building, topped with industrial processors, collectors, and refineries; it
looked as if it had been uprooted and hurled into space like a brick. Now the big vessel was dark and
shadowed, stained with the scars of ancient storms and encounters, like a ghost ship, haunted and drifting
without its crew.

Kori’nh noted the symbols on the fuselage; these bulky engines could achieve only a fraction of
lightspeed. It would have taken centuries to cross the gulfs of space. .. and yet the brash humans had
flown the old generation ships anyway. “

Bekh!
Is that... the

Burton

?3,

In the cockpit, the Designate looked scornfully at the immense vessel. “The Solar Navy escorted that
thing here to Dobro. At the time, we’d intended to let the humans settle with our splinter colony here, two
races joining together. The Designate even took a human woman, the

Burton

‘s captain, as his wife.

“But other humans. .. did not adapt well to the situation. Before any formal contact was made or
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delegation sent back to Earth, the human woman was assassinated, and the grief-stricken Designate was
forced to crack down, to impose rigid order.

“Earth never knew about these refugees. My grandfather Mage-Imperator Yura’h issued instructions
that these unruly creatures were to be investigated in every possible manner. Once the

Burton

was emptied, a warliner towed the vessel out here to the fringes of the Dobro system, where it has
remained.”

Kori’nh thought of all the effort and hope that had been poured into the creation of this mammoth
starship. “It is a valuable relic.”

The Designate sneered. “I’'m sure the humans would love to have it back. They have prospectors and

scavengers searching the void between stars to see if they can recover it. We must let them hold on to
their myths and mysteries. And never discover the truth.”

“Agreed,” Kori’nh said, but for a different reason. “They must never

learn what we have done here.” As he cautiously threaded the shuttle through the space debris, he drank
in the crude majesty of the derelict.

The Designate kept talking. “There is no longer a reason to keep this ancient hulk. If found, it would be
embarrassing, incriminating.”

“Then why was it hidden in the first place? Did someone intend to... use the old ship?”

“Precisely the question, but my ancestor was. .. distraught at the time,” Designate Udru’h said. “We
have found nothing in the

Burton
‘s design or engines that can benefit the Empire. Under the pressure of the hydrogue conflict, the Terran

Hanseatic League 1s developing new weapons to increase their military strength. They’ve always been
aggressive, expanding into other colonies, even taking over settlements that we have abandoned—"
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“Like Crenna,” Kori’nh said.

The Dobro Designate gave a sour expression. “My father has decided that the danger of accidental
discovery far outweighs the benefits of keeping the

Burton

. I myself see no reason to leave it here.”

Intrigued, Kori’nh guided the shuttle in another slow pass over the mothballed vessel, dodging icy
planetesimals so that he could get a better look. He expanded the prow blazers, playing a ripple of light
across the space-weathered hull features. “So... exactly why have you summoned me, Designate?”

Udru’h looked at the Adar as if the answer were obvious. “I want you to destroy the

Burton.

Leave no trace that it ever existed.”

CESCA PERONI
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Heat, incredible heat—enough to soften rock and boil away light elements, harsh enough to incinerate
organic flesh in an instant. Isperos was a terrible place under a blazing sun, full of hazards. But to
Roamers, the heat was a

resource.

The heavily reinforced colony produced

enough pure metals and rare isotopes to make the risks of living and working here worthwhile.

As Speaker for the clans, Cesca Peroni had come to congratulate Kotto Okiah for his ingenuity in
establishing an outpost on the threshold of hell. “No one would have believed it possible, but you
recognized what others were too blind to see. The success of this place is another support to buttress our
strained economy.”

In the underground bunker, the eccentric engineer fumblingly acknowledged her praise. Kotto was a
genius, but he had never learned how to accept compliments with good grace.

Eager to impress his visitor, he led Cesca into deeper tunnels, wiping beads of perspiration from his
ruddy cheeks, scratching at sweat in his curly hair. “It gets cooler after level two.” He rapped the baked
wall, his knuckles making a hollow sound on the tiles. “Three layers of ceramic honeycomb with an extra
layer of rock-fiber insulation throughout. Vacuum voids to halt thermal transfer.”

“No one else could keep up with the output of a whole
sun

. A perfect example of Roamer ingenuity.” Her praise was sincere.

He favored her with a shy grin. “Well, the enormous solar flux provides plenty of power to run the
generators, atmosphere processors, and cooling systems.” He indicated a set of frost-covered pipes that
ran like blood vessels along the tunnel wall. “I’ve devised an unorthodox thermal-flow system to channel
excess energy to the surface, dumping it into large fins that radiate waste heat. Well, some of it at least.
Just another one of my inventions.”

Years ago, when the hydrogues had forbidden skymining, Cesca had called upon all clans for innovative
options to gather hydrogen across the Spiral Arm. Kotto was a wealth of ideas. While the Isperos station
was being established, tunnels dug, smelters built, he’d managed to rework the process chain of ekti
reactors to make them more efficient. He had also invented the blitzkrieg scoops used to gulp hydrogen
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from gas-giant clouds, hit and run.

Somehow, Roamers always managed to do the impossible. She drew a deep breath, content with what
they had achieved.

Yes, impossible things.

Like her relationship with Jess. But Cesca had even found a way to bridge the gap with the man she
loved, after so long...

Years ago, while betrothed to Ross Tamblyn, she had fallen in love with his younger brother. After Ross
was killed by the drogues, she and Jess should have had the luxury to find happiness together. But when
Cesca was chosen as the new Speaker, and Jess found himself the head of his family’s

water business, they had put off their feelings. She and Jess had agreed that the Speaker must be strong
and completely focused, at least until the crisis was over.

It had seemed like a reasonable decision at the time.

Less than a year later, they’d become secret lovers and now had finally agreed to announce their
wedding plans in six months’ time. Six long months. .. but at last the end was in sight. She would take her
small measure of happiness wherever she could.

In the meantime, she needed to concentrate on her duties as Speaker.

Kotto led her into a shielded control bunker lined with ceramic tiles. “We call this our ‘luxury lounge.’ ”
Eight Roamer workers sat at stations watching the outside activity through observation screens,
monitoring the shipping crews in the night-side shadows.

Isperos was bathed in the furious corona of the unstable sun, like a stone in a furnace. Giant mobile
mining machines and surface smelters operated just on the night side of the terminator, where the crust
had recently been baked. The machines scooped the surface layer and processed it into metals,
separating out useful short-half-life isotopes created by the rain of cosmic rays.

“Our clans have always been proficient at mining outer-system asteroids,” Kotto said, “but those rocks
retain useless lightweight elements, ices, and gases. Here on Isperos, the sun does all the processing for
us. Nothing left but the purest heavy metals.” He spread his hands. “We just form them into ingots and
put them onto the railgun launcher. Perfectly simple.”

Cesca doubted anything about Isperos was “perfectly simple,” but she admired the technical audacity.
The Big Goose would never have taken such a risk.
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Outside on the scabby surface, flattened road cuts led away from mining operations on the terminator
line. Automated ferries delivered pallets of processed ingots to a kilometer-long railgun launcher, an
electri