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THE STORY SO FAR

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

1
KING PETER

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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



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

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

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

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

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

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

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

2
ADMIRAL LEV STROMO

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

MAGE-IMPERATOR JORA'H

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"That will be my task."

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

4
JESSTAMBLYN

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

5
RLINDA KETT

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

6
KOTTO OKIAH

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"Another conundrum," GU said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

discarded. Nothing useful remained.

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

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

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

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

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

I~
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DENN PERONI

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

"We only had short-range craft at the shipyard, in-system vessels without Ildiran stardrives. We knew
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we'd never make it to another clan settlement. But we didn't want to leave all of our equipment there, by
damn. Y ou know the Eddies would strip it clean and use it for themselves."

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

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

More grumbles, mostly mutters of agreement.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

OSIRAH

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

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

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

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

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

But the hydrogues were much stronger.

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

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

"Y ou do not understand our war."

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

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

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

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

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

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

prey.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Standing before the hydrogue emissary, with hundreds of warglobes overhead, the Mage-Imperator
wrestled with thisimpossible choice. Obviously, he saw no way out. Jorah lowered his eyes and
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