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      For more than eighteen years, Louis Moesta was a proofer and trusted test reader on all my novel manuscripts. My wifes father was a former English teacher,
      science-fiction fan (long before it was mainstream), world traveler, and extremely interesting man.


      Over the years, he offered countless insightful suggestions on my plots, characters, and prose. (I dont think he ever met a sentence that couldnt use an
      extra comma or two, though. . . .) He recently passed away at age eighty-nine. Blood of the Cosmos is the last novel manuscript of mine that he read.
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  THE STORY SO FAR


  Two decades have passed since the end of the Elemental War, the terrible conflict that raged across the Spiral Arm, devastated the alien Ildiran Empire, and tore apart the
  Terran Hanseatic League. The defeated hydrogues have retreated into their gas-giant planets; the fiery faeros have withdrawn into their stars and cause no further mayhem; the watery wentals have
  lost most of their power and are quiescent in ice planets and ocean worlds. Only the verdani, the sentient worldtrees on the forest planet Theroc, remain active, communicating through their green
  priest representatives. The humans and Ildirans have had twenty years to rebuild and recover. King Peter and Queen Estarra rule the new Confederation, a union of human colonies as well as the gypsy
  Roamer clans.


  Mage-Imperator Jorah, leader of the Ildiran Empire, announces a new initiative to explore beyond the populated worlds of the Spiral Arm, which will be spearheaded by a new ship, the
  Kolpraxa. Commanding this expedition is Tal Galenh, a talented young halfbreed officer of the Ildiran Solar Navy, protg of Adar Zannh and the son of the
  Mage-Imperators consort, the green priest Nira. Galenh is one of Niras five halfbreed children, the result of an illicit breeding program; the others are her daughter
  Osirah (fathered by Jorah himself; her special abilities to control the hydrogues and faeros were a key weapon that saved the Ildiran Empire during the Elemental War); Rodh
  (fathered by the hated Dobro Designate, the second most powerful of her children, who was never called upon to do his duty because Osirah succeeded in his stead); Tamol (fathered by a
  lens kithman philosopher); and Mureen (fathered by a warrior).


  The Kolpraxa ventures into the unexplored spaces beyond the Spiral Arm, while some of the crew are concerned about the Shana Rei, supposedly mythical creatures of darkness that
  oppressed the Ildiran Empire long ago. The human historian Anton Colicos earlier proved that the Shana Rei were mere fiction, bogeymen used to cover up other events in Ildiran history, but after
  the uproar caused by that shocking revelation, Colicos discovered other records that show the Shana Rei may have been real after all. This knowledge is heavy on the minds of the
  Kolpraxas crew as they encounter a mysterious dark nebula that seems to be growing. As they approach to investigate, the shadow cloud expands and engulfs the ship, cutting them off
  entirely.


  Back in the Ildiran Empire, Galenhs siblings sense that something has happened to their brother. Osirah, at an astronomy station near an active star, is studying the
  surviving faeros that flit about in the churning stellar layers; Rodh is in the Ildiran capital, clashing with Jorah and Nira as he tries to erase the shame of his fathers
  hidden breeding program; Tamol is on the ocean world of Kuivahr, running a medical sanctuary for a group of surviving misbreeds, malformed mistakes left over from the breeding
  program; and Mureen is testing her fighting abilities with the female warrior Yazrah. With their half-breed connection to Galenh, they know that the Kolpraxa is
  lost.


  In the Confederation, the Roamer industrialist Lee Iswander runs a risky but profitable metals-processing operation on the lava planet Sheol. Roamers are known for living on the edge and doing
  the impossible, but many of the clans are uneasy about Iswander, whose hard business attitude is at odds with the more close-knit and casual behavior of the clans. One of Iswanders workers,
  Garrison Reeves, believes the Sheol operations are unstable due to orbital changes, but Iswander dismisses the concerns. Garrisons hard-edged wife Elisa is Iswanders deputy, and she
  sides with the industrialist, angry that her husband is causing difficulties in her job. Convinced of the danger, Garrison steals a ship and flees Sheol with their son Seth. Outraged and betrayed,
  Elisa asks permission from Iswander to pursue them, and he agrees. She flies after them.


  Iswander, meanwhile, wants to be the next Speaker of the Roamer clans. He thinks the scruffy gypsies need to be brought into the modern era of business. He goes to the Roamer seat of government,
  a space habitat called Newstation, to make his case. Iswander is by far the most qualified person for the Speaker job, and his own rival is a glad-handing loser, Sam Ricks. Iswanders real
  nemesis among the clans, however, is Olaf ReevesGarrisons stern, hard-line father, who insists the clans should return to the old ways. Olafs followers even refuse to accept
  Newstation as the Roamer capital, but instead devote themselves to a hopeless dream of rebuilding the old, destroyed Roamer center of Rendezvous. After a fierce debate, the disgusted Olaf withdraws
  his clans children from the Roamer school of Academ, saying they will depart for deep space, where they have found a new home, a derelict city where they can be left alone.


  Garrison flies out into unexplored space with his son, where they come upon a cluster of organic drifting nodules, huge gas bags, like space plankton. Seth names them bloaters.
  They hide there, but a furious Elisa tracks them down, charges into the bloater cluster; she rails at Garrison for kidnapping their son and, when he tries to escape, she takes a potshot at him. The
  shot goes wild and strikes one of the bloaterstriggering an astonishing chain-reaction explosion that rips through the entire cluster. Garrison and Elisa barely survive, but each thinks the
  other was destroyed.


  Back on Sheol, Garrisons worst fears are coming true: the lava operations are unstable. Iswander returns from Newstation to meet the trader Rlinda Kett and her two deputies, Tasia Tamblyn
  and Robb Brindle, who have arrived to pick up a shipment. The operations begin to collapse, and the workers frantically try to evacuate, but it is a complete disaster. Rlinda Kett manages to rescue
  many, including Iswander, but 1,543 people die. In disgrace, Iswander returns to Newstation, where he loses the election for Speaker to the incompetent Sam Ricks. He has also lost his fortune and
  his reputation, and in shame he takes his family back to the ruins of Sheol to lie low. That is where Elisa finds him after she limps home from the bloater explosion. All seems lost, but Elisa
  reports an unexpected opportunity that could save clan Iswander: those bloaters are filled with stardrive fuel. No one else knows it. If Iswander could find more bloaters, he would quickly
  rebuild his fortune.


  Meanwhile, Zhett Kellum and her husband Patrick Fitzpatrick run a traditional Roamer skymine that harvests stardrive fuel from the gas giant Golgen. Their daughter Shareen, a genius in the
  making, has gone off to a special school on Earth, where she is miserable, and she wants to come back to the family skymine. Zhetts father, Del Kelluma former clan Speakerhas
  retired and built a distillery to process the exotic kelp strains on the Ildiran sanctuary world of Kuivahr, where Tamol has established her refuge for the misbreeds. The kelp strains also
  have unusual medicinal properties. A mysterious man, Tom Rom, comes through the Klikiss transportal and buys samples of the medicinal kelp from Del Kellum. Tom Rom claims that his employer, Zoe
  Alakis, is doing specialized research, but he departs without giving further details. Tom Rom also acquires medical records from Tamol about all her misbreeds.


  Zoe Alakis is the owner and ruthless administrator of a private medical research facility, Pergamus, on a poisonous planet. Completely isolated, she conducts dangerous research to build a
  personal collection of diseases and cures. Zoe is paranoid, lives in a sterile dome. Her father died of a terrible disease, and Tom Rom has been her faithful majordomo for years; he will do
  anything to protect her and get her the specimens she needs.


  After Tom Rom departs Kuivahr, Del Kellum goes to Golgen to visit his daughter Zhett on their skymine, where Shareen has returned from school on Earth, glad to be back above the clouds; Shareen
  is accompanied by her study partner, Howard Rohandas, who wants practical knowledge instead of just book learning. A great storm appears deep in the clouds, inky black shadows well up like dark
  bloodand gigantic hydrogue warglobes rise from the core to warn the skyminers. A smothering shadowthe Shana Rei!has contaminated the planet and engulfed the powerful hydrogue
  empire. The Kellums evacuate the skymine and barely get away before the blackness poisons the entire gas giant.


  On a joint military expedition on the fringes of the Ildiran Empire, Adar Zannh joins General Nalani Keah, commander of the Confederation Defense Forces, as they explore ice moons. They
  are astonished to flush out a small infestation of evil Klikiss robots, treacherous enemies thought to have been destroyed in the Elemental War. Led by Exxos, the black robots hid on the ice moon
  when all their comrades were wiped out in the war. Now, Exxos and his robots try to flee, pursued by General Keah and Adar Zannh. As the embattled robot ships race away they encounter
  another shadow cloud, which scrambles the technological systems of the pursuers. Seeing their only chance, the robots plunge into the shadow cloudwhere they are captured by the Shana Rei,
  powerful and incomprehensible beings who want to unmake the universe itself. As his only way to survive, Exxos makes a bargain with the Shana Rei that he and his robots will assist in their
  war.


  When the battered ships return to the Ildiran Empire, the Mage-Imperator sends Adar Zannh out to find the lost Kolpraxa. Osirah goes along, because she can follow her
  telepathic link to her brother Galenh. Out in the emptiness, they find the Kolpraxa entirely encased in a black shell, cold and dark. Aboard, they discover that all of the Ildiran
  crew are gone; the only survivor is Galenh, nearly driven mad, claiming that the Shana Rei attacked, but he somehow was able to resist the shadows owing to his halfbreed genetics. Adar
  Zannh and Osirah rush him back to lldira, where he can be healed.


  At the Confederation capital of Theroc, General Keah arrives to report to King Peter and Queen Estarra about the shadow cloud and the black robots. Zhett Kellum also reports about the shadows
  swallowing up Golgen. The King and Queen put the military defenses on high alert to prepare against this powerful, unknown enemy.


  Arita, the daughter of the King and Queen, is fascinated with nature; she and her boyfriend Collin both grew up wanting to become green priests; they trained hard and studied, but when they went
  into the forest to be accepted by the trees, Collin emerged as a green priest, but Arita was rejected, although the sentient trees altered her mind somehow. Now, Collin leaves Arita to join a group
  of isolationist green priests led by Kennebar, and they retreat to an uninhabited continent, the Wild.


  Aritas brother, Prince Reyn, is being groomed as the Confederations next leader, but he has a secret illness, a degenerative condition that seems to have no cure. Keeping his
  illness to himself, Reyn goes to Earth, where he asks Rlinda Kett to connect him with Dr. Benjamin Paolus, a preeminent neurological researcher. Paolus studies Reyn, but offers little hope for a
  treatment. Next, Reyn goes on a diplomatic trip to Ildira, where he will learn about the Empire. He is welcomed by Mage-Imperator Jorah and Nira, but spends most of his time with
  Osirah, who takes him under her wing. As they grow fond of each other, Reyn reveals his condition to Osirah, and she vows to use all the resources of the Ildiran medical researchers
  to find him a cure.


  While Reyn is on Ildira, the shadows strikebut not in a direct physical attack. The Shana Rei have found a way into the Ildiran telepathic network of thism, and they possess
  weak-minded Ildirans to attack a procession of Jorah and Nira. The insane Ildirans are killed, and the Mage-Imperator is shaken with the knowledge that the shadows may be infecting the
  entire race, attacking from within. . . .


  Back in the Confederation, Garrison and Seth have returned to his estranged clan at the abandoned site of Rendezvous. Olaf Reeves always dominated Garrison, wore him down, and now Olaf demands
  that the two accompany the rest of the clan out to their new home in space. But Garrison refuses to let Seth be raised in such an oppressive environment. The rest of clan Reeves flies away, while
  Garrison takes Seth back to Newstation, where he will find work and the boy will go to school.


  Meanwhile, thanks to the information Elisa brought him, Lee Iswander has established a thriving, though secret, worksite in the middle of another bloater cluster, where they are extracting
  star-drive fuel, ekti-X. It seems an inexhaustible supply as they drain bloater after bloater. Now they have to distribute the fuel, so Iswander can build up his fortune again. Elisa meets with
  Xander Brindle, the young son of Robb Brindle and Tasia Tamblyn, and his partner Terry Handon, both of whom work for Kett Shipping. They work a deal to distribute ekti-X.


  Eager to recover from his disgrace, Iswander presents a large and valuable load of ekti-X to King Peter and Queen Estarra on Theroc. Many people are desperate to know where he is getting so much
  stardrive fuel and so cheaply, but he refuses to reveal his source. As he departs from Theroc, Iswander takes a green priest with him, Aelin, who will assist with distant communication.


  Olaf Reeves and the rest of his family arrive at their new home in spacea huge derelict city far from any star system. No one knows who built the alien space city. The clan settles in and
  reactivates the systems, while others explore the giant city, looking for clues about the original builders. They discover a library of records showing a previously unknown race, the Onthos, who
  took shelter there in deep space, and then they find hundreds of Onthos bodiesall of them dead from a plague. Before long, the members of clan Reeves also grow sick and begin to die en
  masse.


  Rlinda Kett, who supplied clan Reeves with what they needed for their new home, is concerned about them. One of her old friends, Orli Covitz, recently came to Rlinda after the breakup of her
  marriage, looking for something to do with her life. Rlinda signs on Orli and her faithful compy DD as pilots of a trading ship and sends them to go check on clan Reeves. When Orli arrives at the
  derelict space city, though, she discovers that every single member of clan Reeves has died from the alien plague. And now Orli is infected as well. . . .


  Prince Reyns doctor, Benjamin Paolus, is secretly working for Zoe Alakis on Pergamus, and he delivers samples of Reyns exotic illness. Paolus is paid well for the information. Tom
  Rom is eager to keep delivering rare samples for the Pergamus library, and when he learns about the Onthos plague, Tom Rom sets off for the derelict city, determined to acquire the virus for
  Zoes collection.


  In the space city, Orli doesnt dare allow the plague to spread, so she copies all the medical and archaeological data on the unknown alien race, before she destroys the city and flies
  away as her own symptoms grow worse. She will transmit the data to the Confederation, and then die out in space where she cannot infect anyone. But Tom Rom arrives; Orli offers him her data, but he
  wants the organism itself. She tries to escape, but he hunts her down, and traps her on an asteroid, where he boards her ship and steals vials of her infected blood, which he will take back to
  Pergamus. Orli is distraught, thinking she has failed; DD manages to fix her ship and they fly away.


  On his way back, Tom Rom experiences an accident aboard his ship, and he too is infected with the plague. As his own symptoms worsen, he flies to Pergamus to give Zoe this specimen, knowing it
  will be the last thing he does.


  Back at the Iswander bloater-extraction yard, the green priest Aelin learns of all those who died from the Onthos plague, and he also hears mysterious voices from the bloaters themselves. Eager
  to make contact with them through his telink powers, he takes a scout pod into the bloater field, where he is caught in a power surge that crackles among the nodules. His treeling is destroyed, and
  he is nearly killed; Aelin is never quite the same afterward, both euphoric and delirious.


  Meanwhile, Mage-Imperator Jorah has nightmares, sure that he is infected by shadows. Tal Galenh struggles to recover from his horrific ordeal on the Kolpraxa, and he fears
  the Shana Rei have a hold on him. Zannh strengthens the Solar Navy defenses, but no one knows what weapons might be effective against the creatures of darkness. Anton Colicos and other
  Ildiran rememberers comb through ancient records of the Shana Rei, looking for any clues, and they discover plans for sun bombs that caused great damage previously.


  General Keah and Adar Zannh continue war exercises, hoping to be ready for the Shana Rei. During maneuvers over the frozen planetoid of Plumas, a shadow cloud appears and enormous Shana
  Rei ships emerge, accompanied by a destructive force of black robot battleships. After a desperate battle, suffering great losses, the Solar Navy and the Confederation Defense Forces retreat,
  completely trounced by the enemy.


  King Peter and Queen Estarra go to Ildira to discuss the incomprehensible war, and also to see their son Reyn, eager to bring him back home. Reyn reveals to his parents that he is suffering from
  an incurable disease, which shocks the King and Queen, but they vow to do everything possible to find a treatment. Another uprising of shadow-possessed Ildirans occurs, and they barely escape with
  their lives. Mage-Imperator Jorah sends Osirah back to Theroc with Reyn, hoping that she will be safer there.


  When Elisa learns that her son Seth is in school at Newstationnot killed in the bloater explosion after all, as she had assumedshe leaves the Iswander extraction field and rushes
  there, determined to get her son back. She seizes him from the school and takes him with her out to the ekti operations. Too late to stop her, Garrison pursues Elisa, following her to the hidden
  industrial field, where he is captured to prevent him from revealing the source of ekti-X.


  While he is trying to get his son released, an ominous shadow cloud appears before the industrial operations. Exxos and the black robots begin to attack, and the Iswander employees evacuate. In
  the chaos, the slightly deranged green priest Aelin escapes, but instead of trying to get away, he flies out to the bloaters, which call to him. He removes his environment suit and immerses himself
  inside one of the bloaters, the protoplasm he calls the blood of the cosmos, through which he receives great revelations. The invincible Shana Rei, however, hang over the bloater
  field, and then simply withdraw without explanation. Unable to believe he has dodged the bullet, Iswander puts his people back to work immediately.


  Not long afterward, Orli and DD stumble upon the bloater extraction field. Orli is near death from the plague, and all she wants to do is transmit the database she took from the Onthos space
  city before she dies; DD will self-destruct the ship to remove any chance of contamination. But Aelin insists he knows how to cure Orlishe merely needs to immerse herself in the blood of the
  cosmos. Garrison talks with her extensively on the comm, convinces Orli that she has nothing to lose, so she makes the attempt. She is cured! As she regains her strength in a quarantined section of
  the Iswander operations, Garrison grows very close to her, but neither is allowed to leave and reveal the ekti-X operations. Soon enough, though, that becomes unnecessary: as the drifting bloaters
  come close to a star, they undergo a metamorphosis that transforms them into astounding flying creatures that race off into space. Afterward, as the Iswander operations disperse, Orli goes with
  Garrison and Seth to a quiet colony planet, Ikbir, where they hope to live quietly.


  Tom Rom, on the verge of death, barely makes his way back to Pergamus, bringing a sample of the Onthos plaguein his own bloodstream. Zoe refuses to let him die, though, and devotes all
  the resources of her medical facility to discovering a cure. Tom Rom is kept in an orbital isolation facility as he is treated, and Zoe leaves her sterile dome for the first time in many years so
  she can be with him. He pulls through, thanks to a treatment discovered in the wealth of information held in the Pergamus library.


  On Ildira, shadow-possessed Ildirans gather weapons and march on a peaceful human enclave, where settlers have built a human town to share their culture with Ildirans. It is a complete massacre,
  all the humans slaughteredand the Mage-Imperator knows this will be an appalling strain on their alliance with the Confederation. Desperate to understand, he orders studies on the dead
  bodies of the shadow-possessed Ildirans, but when researchers cut into their brains, gouts of deadly black smoke rise up and wipe out the medical specialists; the laboratory itself is annihilated
  in order to stop the spread. Jorah doesnt know how he can stop the shadow that is surely within all of them. . . .


  The Shana Rei also strike Theroc, drawn there to wipe out the worldforest, which causes them pain. As black robot ships attack General Keahs warships, the Shana Rei vessels begin building
  an enormous barrier in orbit, an eclipse plate that will block out all sunlight and smother the sentient trees. The Confederation Defense Forces cannot defeat these powerful opponents, no matter
  how many weapons they use. But then Adar Zannh arrives with a battery of the ancient sun bombs, which destroy part of the nightshade. Osirah also uses her special
  telepathic powers to summon the fiery elementals that caused such havoc during the Elemental War. She controls the faeros, convinces them to attack the creatures of darkness, and all together they
  succeed in driving away the Shana Rei, though at great damage to the faeros, which retreat again to hide inside their stars.


  As the worldforest recovers from the attack, a hundred strange ships arrive in the Theron system, an alien configuration never seen before. All hundred ships land in the worldforest, and, to the
  amazement of King Peter and Queen Estarra, aliens emergethe Onthos, refugees who were nearly eradicated by the Shana Rei long ago. The Onthos claim that they, too, were tenders of a
  worldforest, now destroyed, and they gather under the great trees, requesting sanctuary.
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  AELIN


  The universe was vast and full of wonderssome too marvelous to understand, some too terrifying.


  In an empty wasteland of space, far from any star system, the ekti-X extraction operations worked at full capacity, a swarm of activity. Lee Iswander had found another cluster of mysterious
  bloaters that appeared out of nowhere, drifted aimlessly, then went nowhere.


  No one but Iswanders crew knew that the protoplasmic sacks were filled with energy-dense ekti. The secret fuel-harvesting operations proceeded in the deep emptiness, light-years from any
  possible observers. Pumping rigs and extraction siphons descended on one bloater at a time like bizarre mechanical mosquitoes, sucking each nodule dry. They filled canister after canister with
  stardrive fuel and left the discarded husks to drift away. Iswanders crew, sworn to secrecy, loaded distribution tankers and delivered the stardrive fuel to hidden dropoff points, from which
  carefully vetted representatives would distribute the fuel to trading depots. No one else in the Confederation knew where ekti-X came from, and frustration was increasing across the Spiral Arm.


  This bloater cluster would eventually be depleted, but Iswanders scouts had already located other drifting conglomerations in the dark spaces between the stars.


  The green priest Aelin knew that it would never stop. He wanted to scream.


  He had begged Iswander to cease his operations, but the industrialist would not listen to an eccentric, possibly insane green priest. They knew Aelin had been damaged, changed, through his
  recent ordeal among the bloaters. They considered him madand, objectively, Aelin couldnt dispute that.


  But it didnt mean he was wrong.


  His mind had been connected to the bloaters during one of their synchronistic energy outbursts, which revealed to him a tapestry that he could not begin to comprehend. Those revelations had
  altered his thoughts about everything. Aelin was certain the majestic bloaters were much more than mere space plankton to be wrung dry of fuel.


  He had to do something about it.


  On bare feet, the green priest crept through the operational complex that drifted near the bloater operations. Holding his breath, listening to the silence, Aelin ducked around corridors,
  intense and alert. The station had monitor cams, but he hoped no one was watching. The rest of Iswanders crew would be busy with daily production.


  Half-naked, Aelin padded along the coldalways cold!deck plates, making his way to the nearest docking bay. Like most green priests, he wore only a loincloth, refusing to abandon
  the traditions of his native planet, Theroc. Aelins green skin made him stand out among other people, so he had to make sure no one spotted him. He needed to escape.


  Lee Iswanders deputy, Elisa Enturi, was a ruthless watchdogwho had no love or sympathy for Aelin. He knew that. He couldnt let anyone see him . . . particularly not her.


  After his euphoric disaster, immersed in the soft, sentient awareness of bloater half-thoughts, Aelin had been lost in a catatonic state in the sickbay module, seemingly oblivious to the rest of
  the universe . . . but he could still hear and absorb the words around him. Drowning in the new revelations that burned through his brain, he had not paid much attention to trivial, mundane
  thingsbut he still remembered.


  Standing near his sickbay bed, Elisa had advised Lee Iswander in a voice like a rusty metal blade, Just discard him, sir. With his treeling destroyed, he is worthless as a green priest.
  Hes no good to us. And theres always a risk if he escapes. This man is unstable, unpredictable, and dangerous. Removing the threat is the wisest course of action. She
  didnt even bother to hush her voice.


  Lee Iswander had watched his business empire crumble after a tragic accident on Sheol, but he was regaining prominence, thanks to the enormously profitable ekti-X operations. No, we keep
  him with us, he told her. Ive known Aelin ever since he was a young man on Theroc. I brought him here to join our operations because he wanted to see the universe. His
  tone was firm. He will stay with us, regardless of his eccentricities. Thats my decision.


  Despite the marvelous epiphanies pouring through his brain, Aelin had been well aware of their conversation.


  As he left the sickbay, Iswander had added to Enturi, We just need to be careful. Watch him.


  And now, months later, Aelin was careful too.


  Hearing voices down the corridor near the docking bay, he ducked into a storage cubicle, slid the door shut, and huddled inside. He waited while two off-duty extraction workers strolled toward
  their personal quarters in the habitation module. Aelins heart pounded, and he held his breath, but the two women walked past the cubicle, talking about a game they planned to play with
  friends that night.


  When they were gone, Aelin slipped out and darted down the corridor to the docking bay, where several short-range Iswander vessels were there for the taking. He could steal a scout pod, fly away
  from the admin complex, and make his way out to the nodules that floated like islands in a sea of stars.


  This was the second large bloater cluster exploited by Lee Iswander. The first had been a serendipitous discovery found outside an unremarkable star system. That initial cluster, and the
  accompanying Iswander operations, was nearly destroyed by the Shana Rei and the black robots, but then the shadow cloud had simply withdrawn, ignoring the extraction operations after all.


  Afterward, the rest of the bloaters underwent a fantastic metamorphosis into enormous solar-sailing creatures that soared away and left the befuddled workers behind. Through his raw nerve
  endings and exposed thoughts, Aelin had felt joy and freedom as the bloaters took flight across the cosmos. Even so, none of the Iswander workers believed that the marvelous gas sacks were anything
  more than unusual phenomena.


  Afterward, Lee Iswander had found another cluster and begun the massive extraction operations again, harvesting bloaters, slaughtering them. . . .


  Creeping along, Aelin reached the docking bay hatch. He glanced through an observation port and waited with increasing tension while one worker refueled a scout pod that had returned from an
  inspection tour of the operations. Yes, that was what Aelin wanted. He didnt need to go farjust out to the bloaters to make contact again.


  Despite his tolerance, Iswander was obviously worried that the unstable green priest would try to escape to the nearest civilized outpost. Because he could reveal the nature of the ekti-X
  operations, Aelin was a threat to Iswander Industries. If other Roamers knew how simple it was to extract stardrive fuel from bloatersin contrast with their difficult and expensive
  operations harvesting ekti from gas-giant planetsLee Iswander would be ruined.


  Aelin had no desire to sell his secrets, thoughnor even to escape. He just wanted to be out among the bloaters, where he could bathe in their thoughts, absorb their revelations. This was
  much deeper than the mental community that green priests shared when connected to the sentient trees in the worldforest.


  The worldtrees stored thousands of years of data, experiences, and memories. When he first passed through the transformation to become a green priest, Aelin had imagined that the verdani mind
  must be the most magnificent manifestation in the universe. But he had sensed something about the mysterious drifting bloaters, and he had flown out among them, curious. Carrying a small potted
  treeling and oblivious to the danger, he had tried to connect with the bloaters via telink. The responding surge had incinerated his treeling and overloaded his mind.


  Thanks to that connection, though, Aelin now felt the constant, wordless pain emitted by the bloaters. They were so much more than he had ever guessed before. . . .


  Inside the docking bay, the refueling technician strolled away from the inspection pod, logged his work into the station database, and exited the launching bay. When the hangar was empty, Aelin
  opened the hatch and darted across the open deck.


  The entire extraction field was a high-security operation, but internal Iswander security was less rigorous. Aelin ducked into a spherical inspection pod. He could feel the strange calling
  inside his mind, the titanic and incomprehensible presence represented by the bloaters. He was sure that if he touched them again, he would receive all the knowledge he needed. He would understand
  what they were.


  He felt a great burden and responsibility as well. Only he could make Iswander Industries stop the painful slaughter.


  After sealing the pods hatch, Aelin powered up the engines, felt the craft vibrate around him. He keyed in the activation code that would open the atmosphere field to let him fly away
  from the complex. He needed to be out among the bloaters before anyone knew he had gone.


  Efficient air pumps drained the chamber, but just as Aelin tried to raise the pod from the deck plates, a sequence of warning signals flickered through the cockpit controls and alarm lights
  flashed on the metal walls. The atmosphere barrier field strengthened, blocking his exit, and air flooded back into the bay. Amber lights strobed all around him.


  The green priest frantically worked the piloting controls, but overrides deactivated them. The pod settled onto the deck and came to rest as the engines shut down. Aelin sat helpless and
  dismayed in the single seat.


  Three Iswander security guards rushed into the docking bay, followed by Lee Iswander himself, tall and lean. His dark brown hair was neat, his temples frosted with gray. He looked distinguished,
  commandingand displeased.


  Unceremoniously, the guards unsealed the pods hatch and grabbed Aelins bare green arms, hauling him out. He struggled, but only halfheartedly. He yelled to Iswander, You
  must let me go out there!


  No, green priestI dont need to do that at all. He sounded disappointed, even paternal. I wont let you jeopardize our operations.


  Aelin thrashed, but the guards held his arms firmly. Your operations are endangering the universe! You are spilling the blood of the cosmos. You dont know what youre
  doing.


  Iswander raised his eyebrows. Were becoming the preeminent supplier of stardrive fuel throughout the Spiral Arm. The success of my operations proves that I know what Im
  doing.


  Aelin said, Pleaseyou dont understand the damage youre causing! I can feel their pain.


  Iswander spoke in a wistful voice. I remember a long time ago, after you broke your leg treedancing on Theroc. Even while you were recovering, you made your way out of the tree city and
  sneaked aboard one of my commercial ships. I could tell that you had big dreams, AelinI thought you were a kindred spirit. Thats why I took a gamble and brought you out here to be my
  personal green priest. He placed his hands on his hips, and his voice became harder. But my patience is running outdont make me regret my decision.


  He gestured to the guards. Take him back to his quarters and keep him confined. If he resists, have medical sedate him.


  Aelins muscles went watery as the guards pulled him away. His connection with the bloaters remained: he could feel them dying, but he could do nothing about it.
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  XANDER BRINDLE


  Another huge load of ekti-X delivered to Ulio Station, and another gigantic profit for Kett ShippingXander Brindle decided that was a good enough excuse for a
  celebratory drink in the star balcony bar with his partner, Terry Handon.


  Ulio Station was a popular hub, an interstellar flea market where hundreds of traders exchanged wares outside of Confederation control and therefore without any inconvenient tariffs or
  taxes.


  More than fifteen years ago an old Roamer entrepreneur named Maria Ulio had begun gathering starships that were damaged during the Elemental War: huge Ildiran warliners battered by the faeros or
  hydrogues, wrecked Manta cruisers from the Earth Defense Forces, abandoned colony ships, burned-out trading vesselsall collected in a large salvage yard.


  Marias crew worked on the ships, repairing the ones that could be salvaged, converting the others into habitation complexes. Over the years, more and more people brought their ships to
  the scrapyard; wanderers came there to work, and they stayed; traders found it a convenient place to meet. Ulio Station grew like a coral reef of accumulated ships, some permanently docked, others
  just passing through.


  Xander considered Ulio Station a bustling and energetic complex filled with a mix of people, costumes, traditions, andTerrys favoritea variety of ethnic cuisines. While
  Xander had been born aboard a starship and grew up eating processed galley food, Terry had a more discriminating palate. And since Xander cared about his partner, he could tolerate fine food for
  the good of their relationship.


  After their ship, the Verne, had picked up a full cargo load of ekti-X from the secret Iswander drop-off point, they flew directly to Ulio Station, which was always their best place to
  sell stardrive fuel. Because ekti-X was cheap and in such demand, the Verne began receiving frantic bids as soon as they came within comm range. While Xander flew about in search of a
  docking berth among Ulios clustered ships, Terry studied the bids, nodding in satisfaction. We never have trouble selling our cargo here.


  OK, their competent computerized companion, or compy, announced crisply, Ekti-X is far less expensive than stardrive fuel extracted by traditional skymining operations on gas giants. And
  its energy density is greater than standard ekti. Therefore, our commodity remains in demand.


  The demand isnt waning, Xander said. And I doubt it will.


  In fact, the Iswander Industries fuel was flooding the market, which caused great consternation among the Roamer clans who saw the devaluation of their traditional ekti operations. As they
  struggled to make a profit, countless Roamers pressured Xander and Terry for any insight into how and where Lee Iswander got his ekti-X so cheaply.


  Xander just laughed off the questions, and Terry was naturally tight-lipped; none of the other secondary Kett vessels had any direct contact with Iswander whatsoever. Others could question them
  all they wanted, but nobody had any clue where ekti-X came from. Their Iswander contact, Elisa Enturi, refused to reveal anything; Terry and Xander would simply deliver a cargo and reap a large
  profit for Kett Shipping. . . .


  The two men completed their business in less than an hour, selling the entire cargo for ten percent more than the original asking price. Xander now strutted beside his partner as their compy
  marched in the lead. Terry held on to OKs smooth polymer shoulder, letting himself be pulled along; an antigrav pack kept his motionless feet suspended just off the deck.


  Paralyzed from an accident in his youth, Terry couldnt use his legs, but that didnt pose much of a problem in zero gravity. For convenience, Xander kept the Vernes
  grav generators switched off, and the two of them were perfectly at home floating aboard the ship. At Ulio Station, however, many of the docked vessels and passageways throughout the ship cluster
  had gravity at various levels, so Terry relied on OK to tow him along.


  Xander saw the nostalgic shine in his partners eyes. Does it feel good to be home? Or are you glad you made your way out of here?


  Well, Im glad I found you, Terry said with a smile. This place doesnt feel completely like home anyway. Ulio changes every week as ships come and go,
  while others dock and stay forever. He sighed. It hasnt been the same since Maria flew off to parts unknown.


  As a teenager, Terry had worked at the station as a starship mechanic; he floated around with a jetpack and an environment suit, tinkering with the external stardrive engines of any wreck that
  came in for repair. He was so nimble and competent at his job that his coworkers hadnt even realized at first that he couldnt walk.


  Old Maria Ulio had taken Terry under her wing, and he had worked with her for years, but once Ulio Station became a bustling, self-sufficient hub, Maria got bored with it all. She had her
  workers repair the battered old Ildiran warliner she had used as her home base for years, said a tearful goodbye to Terry, then flew off by herself with a few compy assistants and plenty of
  supplies. She had never been seen again.


  Ulio Station, meanwhile, remained as bustling as ever.


  As the three proceeded toward the star balcony bar inside the refurbished command nucleus of an old Ildiran warliner, OK said, Do you have an estimate of how long we plan to stay here,
  sirs? There are fees associated with the docking berth the Verne is using, and there is a waiting list of inbound ships.


  Terry looked at Xander. We dont have to rush off, do we? At least three new restaurants opened since the last time we dockedId like to try them.


  Well try two of them, Xander said. Save one for next time.


  Therell be more new ones next time.


  Its great to have options.


  Right, but difficult to choose.


  Xander relented. All right, with the recent haul, we can afford to stay a full day.


  And a half.


  And a half, Xander agreed, and turned to the compy. OK, please make the arrangements.


  Yes, Xander.


  Before they reached the connector passage to the star balcony, a group of Roamers intercepted them in the narrow station corridor. Four men crowded the passageway with no intention of stepping
  aside. They wore scuffed jumpsuits embroidered with markings from the Duquesne clan, which operated two refurbished skymines on a gas giantBelliros, if Xander recalled correctly. The
  Duquesne ekti operations had fallen on hard times, though, because of the flood of cheap Iswander ekti-X being distributed by Kett Shipping.


  The three Duquesnes in the back were husky and muscular, as if they had grown up on a heavy-gravity planet. The man in front was the scrawniest, about thirty with sandy hair, a thin face, and a
  long aquiline nose. Considering his lack of brawn, Xander decided he must be the brains of the group. He identified the man as Aaron Duquesne, the clans oldest son and heir apparent to those
  Belliros skymines, which were rapidly declining in value.


  Aaron gave them a smile that had no actual smile behind it. Xander Brindle, no matter how hard you try, you cant wipe that smug look off your face. He turned to look at the
  three men behind him. Hes buying everyone drinks tonight, since the Verne made such a profit on this run.


  I have no problem buying drinks for my friends, Xander answered with a cocky shrug. Alas, that doesnt include you.


  Please excuse us. OK stepped politely forward. We have an appointment.


  Oh, are we blocking your way? Aaron said. Thats a problem.


  Terry looked nervous. We dont want any trouble. I can either call Ulio Security or I can call on my friendsand Ive got a lot of friends here.


  Ulio must be a friendly place, then, said Aaron. And in the spirit of friendship, my cousins and I would very much like to know your source for ekti-X. Where does Iswander
  Industries get it?


  Elisa Enturi arranges for delivery, and we distribute it. We dont push for too many answers. Youd have to ask her.


  Duquesne snorted. Youre the only ones she talks to.


  A charming personality wins out every time, Xander said. I dont ask where the ekti-X comes from, and I dont care.


  Youre driving the rest of us out of business.


  Xander crossed his arms over his chest. Youre a Roamer just like me, Aaron Duquesne. You know that the one with the most innovation reaps the most rewards.


  Brindle is no Roamer clan, said Aaron. If you really considered yourself a Roamer, youd keep your clan Tamblyn name.


  Xander felt a flush of anger. My mothers a Tamblyn, and my name is my own business.


  Your own business? Aaron said. But we dont like your business.


  Behind him, his burly companions pulled out metal wands that telescoped into stiff cudgels.


  Terry recoiled and lost his grip on the compys shoulder, but his antigrav belt kept his feet suspended a centimeter above the deck. He put a warning tone in his voice.
  Theres no brawling allowed on Ulio StationMaria was very clear about that when she laid down the law. If youre guilty of assault, youll be forbidden from trading
  here again.


  Oh, I looked up the rules, said Aaron. We have no intention of harming a hair on your pretty little headsso long as you tell us where ekti-X comes from.


  Sorry, boys, we honestly dont know, Xander said. Stardrive fuel production is above my pay grade. Iswander has some mysterious new processand good for him.
  Given the profits, we dont ask questions were not supposed to askand youre not supposed to ask either.


  With a disappointed frown, Aaron turned to his three cousins. I was afraid hed say that. Lets give him something to think about.


  His three companions snatched OK before Xander could react. The little compy flailed his hands, and the three men hammered him with their metal clubs. One took a vicious swing and battered
  OKs head, while another smashed the compys shoulders, tearing open the polymer skin; the third man buckled one of the compys kneecaps.


  OK amplified his voice. Please stop!


  Xander launched himself off the deck and struck one of the burly men, who caught him easily and slammed him back against a bulkhead. Terry tried to pull himself forward, but he couldnt
  find a handhold.


  The Duquesnes were mostly done anyway. With a quick succession of blows, they smashed and incapacitated the poor compy. OK lay on the deck, squawking in a voice that degenerated into static.


  Stop, damn you! Xander yelled. Enough!


  While two of the men held a thrashing Xander, Aaron took one of the clubs and hammered OKs artificial face; then he turned with a smile. Youre rightUlio Station rules
  forbid brawling on penalty of banishment. On the other hand, anyone who causes damage to personal property just has to pay a fine. The gangly man tossed out a handful of credit
  chips, which clattered on the metal deck. Here you go. Sorry for the inconvenience.


  Xander tore himself free of the men holding him, and Terry moved forward to grab OK. The compy tried to get up but collapsed against one of the bulkheadsdented, scraped, torn, and unable
  to stand on one of his legs.


  Satisfied with the damage they had done, the Duquesnes retreated. Remember that, Brindle, called Aaron. Take a little more interest in where your profits come from, and
  wed be a lot friendlier if you shared your information. His companions folded around him as they left.


  Though he was sick and furious, Xander was unarmed, and he couldnt fight four men. Terry was not a warrior either. Instead, they tended to the smashed compy. OKs speakerpatch had
  been damaged, but he kept trying to make sounds.


  Well get you repaired, OK, Xander said, his voice cracking. This compy had been his copilot since before hed even met Terry. They had been through a great deal
  together. Its just external damagea few scuffs, thats all. Well have you patched up and repainted in no time.


  Theyre barbarians! Terry looked up at him, his face gray. But theyre correctUlio Station law says the punishment for property damage is nothing more
  than a fine.


  Xander felt nauseated. His parents, Tasia Tamblyn and Robb Brindlethe acting administrators of Kett Shippinghad reluctantly agreed to a trading partnership with Lee Iswander, and
  profits from the stardrive fuel were too extraordinary to dismiss, but Robb and Tasia were worried that the ekti-X operations were shady dealings. Xander had brushed aside those worries, citing the
  old adage (which he didnt really understand) about not looking a gift horse in the mouth. He had remained willfully, and happily, ignorant.


  But now . . .


  Simmering with anger, he picked up the damaged compy. OK was incapable of walking, though he made a valiant attempt. Lets get him back to the Verne. Fast.


  Terry swallowed hard. Well find OK the best compy repair facility.


  Thatll be on Earthback at headquarters. Xander was sorry Terry wouldnt get the gourmet dinner he had been promised, but neither of them was hungry anymore.
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  ARITA


  They called themselves the Gardenersan alien race that had tended the worldtrees millennia ago, just as the human green priests on Theroc did now. But the
  Gardenersor the Onthos, in their own languagehad been all but exterminated by the Shana Rei long ago, their core worldforest wiped out along with the stored memories contained in that
  verdani mind. Only a hundred survivors of the small-statured gray-skinned creatures had limped their way to Theroc. They had begged sanctuary, and King Peter and Queen EstarraAritas
  parentshad granted it.


  Now, a group of curious green priests gathered under the towering trees to speak with the Onthos, hoping to learn more. Since the worldforest mind could offer only vague hints about the
  long-lost Gardeners, the green priests had many questions, and the Onthos had many stories to tell.


  Without being invited, Arita sat on the edge of the group, even though she was not a green priest, despite her dream of becoming one. She had lost her chance when the forest mind tested her,
  changed her, and ultimately rejected her as a green priest.


  Even if she wasnt one of them, the green priests did not shun Arita as a failureshe was, after all, the daughter of Therocs rulers. Nevertheless, the priests treated her
  with discernible pity, and it was almost too much for Arita to bear. Now, though, she very much wanted to hear the Gardeners reveal their secret history.


  Three seemingly identical aliens sat in a clearing among the gigantic trees, speaking to the group. Ten green priests listened and then delivered what they learned into the tree network, so that
  any other priest across the Spiral Arm could receive the details. Instantaneous telink communication was just one of the many wonders that Arita was denied because she was not a green priest. . .
  .


  But she listened now. The primary Gardener representative called himself Ohro, though he seemed indistinguishable from the other aliens. The Onthos were four feet tall with enormous black eyes
  set within prominent orbital ridges. They wore no clothes over their smooth skin; they seemed entirely sexless.


  Ohro traced emphasis in the air with nimble fingers as he spoke to the rapt green priests. I remember our world, bright pictures and memories of a beautiful place, a peaceful
  civilization. The Gardeners and the treeswhat more could we wish for? The other aliens murmured, and the green priests listened, smiled, nodded. They touched the towering worldtrees
  next to them, shared thoughtsand left Arita apart from it all.


  But even Ohros words conjured fantastic images in her mind.


  We had tremendous tree cities, much like this one, and we built our structures to exist in concert with the trunks and frondswooden and metal walkways that wove the living forest
  together. Bridges spanned tree to tree. Towers rose even higher than the canopy! His dark alien eyes glistened.


  When the ancient trees would eventually die, they became a source of new life. Our spore mothers would enter the dead wood and spawn more Onthos, birthing many more Gardeners who would
  tend another generation of worldtrees.


  Ohro sighed. And we became explorers, toofusing ourselves with the trees. An Onthos volunteer would climb inside the heart-wood, meld his body to the great tree, and act as a
  pilot, a voyager. Together, they underwent a marvelous metamorphosis, becoming more alive, more sentient. The new treeship would uproot itself and rise into the sky . . . and fly away into the
  void. The alien glanced at Arita as if to make sure she understood, then turned to the green priests. You know of thisyou have done it yourselves.


  The green priests nodded. One said, We created verdani battleships, which fought in the Elemental War.


  We observed the remaining ones guarding this world when our refugee ships arrived at Theroc, Ohro said. We did not use our tree-ships for war, though, but to explore. We
  flew off to other worlds and dispersed the trees, built new colonies, even constructed space cities far from any planet.


  Arita could not see what the other priests observed when they tapped into the shared verdani mind. The Onthos could offer no tangible relics, photographic images, or other records apart from
  their memories, which they shared throughout the worldforest. She could only use her imagination, but right now that was enough.


  Then the Shana Rei came and drove us from our home. Ohros voice became deeper, sadder.


  Until recently, little was known about the Shana Rei beyond brief mentions in Ildiran legends. Then a shadow cloud came to destroy Theroc. The creatures of darkness had assembled a gigantic
  orbiting nightshade that plunged the worldforest into a suffocating night. Only the combined efforts of the Confederation Defense Forces, the Ildiran Solar Navy, and even the capricious faeros had
  driven away the shadows. For now.


  You know much more about the Shana Rei, a green priest said to Ohro. Help us understand how to fight them.


  Even though the Gardener was not human, Arita could read an expression of hopelessness on his flat, grayish face. We could not fight them. They annihilated everythingour forest,
  our world, our home star. The gathered Onthos shuddered in unison.


  Some survivors tried to make new homes on other planets, but we were caught up in the Klikiss depredations that swept across the Spiral Arm with their swarm wars. They fell upon our
  colonies, tore us to shreds.


  Again, we were decimated, but a few scattered and survived. Some of us simply drifted away in space, circling outward, always hoping to find a remnant of the worldforest that survived.
  And now we are home, he said. At last, the Onthos can recall who we are, and exactly what we were meant to be.


  Arita saw the desperation and hope on the strange alien faces, and she felt glad for them that they had found a home.


  Your worldforest remembers us, at least in part, Ohro said. The verdani know that we are kindred, even if they do not recall the great swath of memory obliterated by the
  Shana Rei.


  After their refugee ships had landed in front of the fungus-reef city like a swarm of silvery raindrops, the Gardener survivors had reveled in the gigantic trees, drinking in the scents and
  sensations of the verdani mind. The Onthos had settled in, but had not built any structures nor moved into existing homes. For now, the aliens were content to be back in the embrace of the vast
  forest, sleeping out in the open.


  Some Therons were uneasy about the strange visitors, but King Peter reminded them all, The worldforest recognizes them. If they cared for the trees the way our green priests do, then they
  must be our allies.


  Aritas parents had recently been called away because of a crisis at Shorehaven, where a large but rare native predator had been ravaging the villagers, and Peter and Estarra had gone to
  investigate, leaving the green priestsand Aritato learn more about the Gardeners.


  Now Ohro raised his thin arms to indicate the sprawling canopy of interlocked fronds above them. The Shana Rei obliterated our forest down to the last treeling, but without worldtrees,
  the Onthos cannot reproduce. We are stagnant, our numbers dwindling. Until now.


  Arita was fascinated with alien life-forms, particularly trees, fungi, and insects, and the Gardeners could not be any stranger than what she had seen on other worlds. She spoke up, startling
  the self-absorbed green priests. I dont understand. How could you need worldtrees for that?


  The alien looked at her curiously. Our symbiosis with the verdani was greater even than a green priests bond with the trees, and we saved only one of our spore mothers. Ohro
  looked directly at her, as if he felt a tighter connection with her than with the green priests. But that made no sense. We have lived so long without any hope at all. Now that the Onthos
  are here on Theroc, everything will change.
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  ANTON COLICOS


  He was a historian, which was really only a fancy word for storyteller. The Ildiran rememberer kith had always understood that.


  The drama of grand events in the Spiral Arm was more than a listing of facts and dates. It was a story, a genuine saga, with untold trillions of characters, countless races and factions
  and clans. The Ildirans had chronicled millennia of history in their magnificent billion-line poem, the Saga of Seven Suns.


  Anton Colicos knew his purpose in life. He wanted to preserve those stories of civilizations in conflict, to capture the essence of the titanic events that had swept through the galaxy, not just
  from centuries ago, but in recent years as well. After all, he had been in the thick of much of it himself.


  And here he was again.


  Riding in an open flyer that skimmed above the lush green forests of Theroc, Anton admired the worldtrees. He was part of the entourage accompanying King Peter and Queen Estarra as they headed
  to a village built along the shores of a shallow inland sea.


  For months, a giant wyvern had preyed on Shorehaven. From what Anton had heard, the predator was a voracious sharp-clawed insect the size of a dragon. According to reports, this was the largest
  wyvern ever spotted; even allowing for a certain amount of exaggeration from excitable eyewitnesses, he was sure the thing was a monster by any definition.


  When Peter and Estarra had put together a party to go to Shorehaven, Anton immediately asked to go along. Over the years, he had fallen into most of his adventures by accident. This time,
  though, he sought it out intentionally. Someone has to record it, Majesties. Yazrah would have been proud.


  He smiled at the thought of the tough warrior woman, daughter of the Ildiran Mage-Imperator. Yazrah had been his bodyguard, his companion, and she reveled in any kind of fight. She liked
  to demonstrate her prowess for him, in what Anton had realized with alarm was a flirtatious way. He was not interested in her as a loverand not only because Yazrah would have damaged
  him in their first love-making session. Fortunately, she remained on Ildira, and Anton had been evacuated here to the worldforest planet. She would have loved to go along to see the wyvern.


  Anton had lived on Ildira for years as a guest historian, devoting his career to translating the Saga of Seven Suns, so that humans could understand more about the oddly humanlike race.
  Rememberer Anton had been adopted as a hero among the Ildirans, who were pleased that he loved their culture so much. He had spent well over a decade in the Ildiran capital of
  Mijistra while the alien empire rebuilt itself following the devastating Elemental War.


  When uprisings of shadow-contaminated Ildirans made Mijistra too dangerous a place for Anton or Prince Reynald of Theroc, they had departed Ildira for the supposed safety of the worldforest
  planet . . . only to be engulfed by yet another shadow attack.


  And then the unexpected Onthos refugees had arrived with their astonishing tale. It was all too much for a historian to write down, even if he spent all day, every day, taking furious notes!


  For now, though, a wyvern attacking a village was simply too intriguing to pass up.


  Peter and Estarra looked regal as they rode in an ornate skimmer that cruised above the canopy. They wore traditional Theron clothing: scaly moth-wing adornments, and glistening insect carapaces
  mounted on their shoulders. Two green priests and three business-suited Confederation representatives rode in a separate craft along with Anton, as well as a group of security troops.


  The worldtree canopy ended abruptly like a gigantic cliff as they reached the edge of the inland sea. The water stretched out flat and blue ahead of them, dappled with sunlight. In the marshland
  along the shore, dwellings were made of knobby structural reeds covered with tough polymer films. Long rafts and anchored docks extended into the shallow sea.


  Lightweight sailing boats and fishing trawlers moved about like water bugs, but the fishers had to be wary as they went out on the inland sea. From shore, watchers scanned the sky for any sign
  of the wyvern.


  The royal entourage swooped down to reach the main settlement on the shore. The people of Shorehaven emerged to greet the King and Queen, but they remained close to their homes. Anton took
  detailed notes, not sure how this story would shape up.


  Peter and Estarra were greeted by the Shorehaven village leader, Tristan Cove, a dark-skinned man with a smoke of gray through his hair. He wore clean unornamented clothes; he was clearly a
  fisherman himself. Please help us, Father Peter, Mother Estarrathat monster is destroying our village. Twelve victims so far. Were crippled, many of us afraid to do our daily
  work, while others are desperate enough to risk for everybody.


  Well help all we can, Estarra said.


  Peter added, You dont know where the wyverns lair is? Have you sent out hunters?


  A green priest stepped up to them. A wyvern has no lair. He was muscular, bare-chested, wearing only a traditional loincloth. I am Beltrias. Through the eyes of the trees, I
  studied the creature, watched its movements. I am starting to get to know it. The monster attacks, it feeds, it flies away, then it hunts elsewhere. I could not follow the thing, even through the
  trees.


  Tristan Cove gave a grim nod. Despite its size, it has only a rudimentary reactive brain, but eventually it recalls the good feeding it found at Shorehaven. It comes back. It always comes
  back.


  Then we will have to kill it, said Queen Estarra. Well send teams, use tracking devicesand be ready the next time it comes.


  Anton held his pad, ready to take more notes. Id like to hear about the previous attacks, record the stories, talk to witnesses.


  Alarms out on the great lake startled them. The colorful fishing boats began to race back toward shore so swiftly, they created a visible wake. The crews on deck scurried about.


  The village leader pointed to the sky where a small speck grew noticeably larger. Thats the wyvern.


  In a blur of segmented wings and jagged carapace sections, the wyvern swooped down, targeting one of the smaller fishing boats. The crew scrambled to rip down the colorful sail, which had
  somehow attracted the monster. Projectile-weapons fire erupted from the nearby ships, but the wyvern had already chosen its target.


  Anton watched, chillingly fascinated as the creature dropped like a hawk pouncing on a quivering rodent. With segmented claws, the wyvern crashed down on the boat and snapped the deck and the
  hull. With a beat of throbbing wings, it tore the vessel from the water and flew into the air, carrying the entire thing.


  The wyverns claws continued to work, ripping the hull apart, cracking and peeling pieces away. After it flew high enough, it dropped the shattered vessel, and Anton could see human
  figures falling through the sky. The wyvern danced about with a blur of wings, extending numerous limbs to snatch bodies out of the air, before whisking away across the water until it disappeared
  in the distance.


  Tears filled Peters eyes. Estarra was shuddering. The King said to the village leader, Anything you need.


  Anton recorded the Kings exact words, knowing they would be a vital part of the story.
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