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      For Pat, who often believes in me more than I do myself.

      

      My Wednesdays will always be reserved for you, Miss S, and Sister B.
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      Yuhwa Bon-Gil wouldn’t say she skulked out of the room. But she didn’t take time to glance back at the woman she left behind in bed either. There was no specific reason to hurry away from the short-lease establishment and back to the Eternidad, Yuhwa just always felt better there. Keeping herself unentangled was much easier when she avoided morning afters, too.

      Their core group had snuck out of Voice House last night and reveled in a subspoke-wide festival, held on the blue spoke of Centris. Rixat, like the woman with whom Yuhwa had merrily passed time, were already feeling the pull of their Valc. A triwakian atmospheric shifting of their home planet’s magnetics, it triggered mating frenzy in their species every three hundred tuigs. No matter how far away Centris was from Shilmand, Rixat were feeling a need to share beds and worship bodies. Waterbringer Blue’s spoke was known for ecstatic celebration, and when the people most closely aligned to them wanted to party, it got raucous.

      Katy Phelan, upon seeing the crush of people said it looked like something on her planet called “Mardi Gras to the extreme.” Djilbay, Katy’s mate, had agreed with her, although it turned out neither of them had ever attended this festival when they’d lived on Earth. Yuhwa didn’t understand how anyone could pass up a chance for fun like that, but accepted she knew little of the newest people to join the Calling.

      Hål, join was mere speculation right now. Humans hadn’t gotten that far yet; the Cadre were still planning carefully how to announce them as the sixteenth advanced species on Centris. Sundancer Orange was back, but hadn’t resumed leadership of the Calling yet. She was biding her time, given they all expected the Pu’ulqaari to confront them soon. No telling if the PQ would attack directly or secretly, and until then Sundancer would keep everyone else on the Wheel wondering what was coming.

      Of course, that kept all of them precariously balancing, too; anxious and eager to do something, or be helpful. Grasping at anything, all diversions great or small. Which helped explain how Katy, Raisa, Djilbay, Lia and Yuhwa sought out the early Valc “hootenanny” (new Human word, saved to aoiti favorites) and dove in as deeply as possible. When Yuhwa bumped into Xanthos, a gorgeous Rixat woman whose dancing meshed perfectly with her own, Yuhwa had surrendered to the current and thoroughly enjoyed her night. She wasn’t sure how many drinks she’d consumed by the time Olak Purplevoice came and claimed Raisa, but only one more after that she got a message from Katy that the rest were calling it a night, too.

      Yuhwa took advantage of her momentary freedom; no one asking her to pilot through a veṣu, head of the Swords not nagging about going back to Malor, nothing more stressful than a sweet woman’s kisses and a sensual night sharing pleasures. She’d been honest with Xanthos, as she always was with new partners. Yuhwa wasn’t good for more than a night, two at most, but would be very good for that brief window. They’d had a great evening, now she quietly departed the sky ring hostel with a smile.

      She received Katy’s semi-urgent message at a bev cart near the tram stop. Yuhwa read it as she swiped her aoiti interface to buy an extra-large nropita with optional baijur dust sprinkles. Yuhwa clearly wasn’t the only traveler on the Wheel who’d learned to love that sweet, nutty flavor.

      
        
          
            
              
        Not sure where you ended up last night, but we’re meeting at the ship. Time to head back for family pickup!

      

      

      

      

      

      Yuhwa hurried her steps, hopping the tram running back to Harbor Primur. She dropped her eyes as they passed the Truth Arenas. With her luck, if she even glanced over there, Head Sword Tangun would jump aboard and remind her she was soon likely to be called home by the nawa. Yuhwa wasn’t opposed to tradition, per se, but didn’t feel ready to drop her life as majio for something else.

      What if her quest made her a diplomat? That life change would probably jeopardize future interspecies relations, and the thought made her smile. Anything in the hospitality industries would be equally bad. None of those options stirred her spirit the way piloting the Eternidad did.

      But it could just as easily make her a sword, following her father’s legacy, which was what Tangun believed destined to occur. Yuhwa wasn’t sure how she felt.

      Thoughts of her father weren’t as painful as they’d been when he first died, two hundred thirteen tuigs past. But Phu Bon-Gil had died too early, leaving a bereft daughter and catatonic wife. Nowadays, Yuhwa struggled with thoughts of her mother more than her papa. She had been far too young to lose both parents.

      She’d been orphaned, felt lost and forsaken, yet she’d endured. That’s why her looming pâtexi didn’t scare her so much as it stressed her. Yuhwa had found equilibrium, friendship, and a good place in life after two aiwaks, and she didn’t want to risk losing it at the whim of the nawa and their waja quest.

      Shaking off such gloomy thoughts, she arrived at the Eternidad’s berth to the sounds of an argument.

      “I bloody well am going!”

      “Katy, qania, be reasonable. We can’t leave-”

      “You did not just tell me I’m unreasonable! I can’t believe you. Just because I’m Kawakona doesn’t mean I’m chained to this Wheel!”

      Uh oh. Trouble in paradise already?

      “What did I miss?” Yuhwa interrupted the argument. She directed her question to a nearby Raisa Leon.

      The second Human rolled her eyes. “These two drank too much last night, or they woke up out of sorts. They’ve been at loggerheads all morning.” Raisa made two fists and bumped them together.

      Loggerhead Human English name for amphibious life-form known as ‘turtle’; also idiom to indicate either fights and/or stupidity.

      Yuhwa doubted Raisa meant semi-aquatic creatures. She also wasn’t surprised to hear Djilbay “Bay” jo Bikajo and Katy Phelan were struggling. The stress of everything they’d already been through was enough to push anyone off a plateau, but now there was the prospect of families being retrieved for a bonding ceremony. The mating a recently revived Drazoen had thrust upon them, all with the knife blade of a Calling hearing about their actions poised at their throats.

      Between the Mikanjo violating the Law of First Approach, helping a PQ slave escape (Yuhwa was still pissed at Na Xan for forcing her complicity in that), and inadvertently making themselves Prima of a species not yet invited to the Calling…. Well, there was plenty to fray tempers.

      Katy, vibrant curly hair flying around her shoulders, gestured at the ship, eyes pleading. “I want to go back with you to Earth. It’s time to pick up our parents and families before everything gets too insane back there.” She pointed an accusatory finger at her partner. “Bay thinks he can overrule me.” Her voice dropped, low and gritty. “He’s wrong.”

      Raisa, long brown hair unbound and (like her tone) calm in comparison to her friend, said, “I’m excusing myself and my family from this. I know the news reports we’ve managed to get from Earth are confusing, but I think my family isn’t ready. Babu will be a difficult passenger under the best of circumstances.”

      “But if you’re there-” Katy started.

      Raisa’s hand forestalled Katy’s objection. “I agree with Djilbay, Sundancer, and the Cadre. We can’t leave now. What if they refuse to let us back on Centris? Things are sure to get heated, politically speaking, and we must be here to defend ourselves.”

      “Or punch back,” Yuhwa said in support. “Sounds smart to me. Lia and I will get your family, Katy. Send them our arrival time so they’ll be ready.”

      Katy’s shoulders slumped. “Fine. I hear what you all are saying.”

      “You see reason only when someone else speaks it to you?” Bay, normally a rational and unruffled man, semi-barked his question at Katy. His wings, in their compact hold, circled as his shoulders rolled in irritation. “As soon as we were told this morning not to leave, I knew I couldn’t go to Bankiri to pick up my mothers, but I did not argue like you.”

      “Good thing,” a new voice added. Yuhwa saw Lia’s feet before she fully descended into view, coming off the Eternidad. “Our mothers have declined the offer of a visit with us here on Centris.” Vailillia jo Bikajo hid her disappointment so well Yuhwa wondered if she even felt it the way her brother obviously did.

      At his crestfallen expression, Katy’s ire disappeared and she wrapped her arms around him. “Mo chroí, I’m so sorry. I know you hoped they would come for the ceremony.”

      His arms circled her, followed by his wings which hid her entirely from view. Resting his head on hers, he sighed. “Some things change more slowly than wind carves canyons.”

      Lia grimaced and looked to Yuhwa. “Ready? Let’s fly fast as we can; I’m excited to try a new application of the kuh-suppression suit technology. Bay,” she smiled at him, “such amazing things have come from your first hybridization. We applied it to the landing shuttles, which should hide us completely from Humans!”
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      Paul Phelan was done with this federal git. The man had arrived at the head of a phalanx of black-suited government robots, and was intent on scaring the hell out of everyone. As if anyone needed extra help being terrified in the wake of his sister’s memorable exit from Earth three weeks ago.

      Thankfully, Paul had already been at his parents when this tosser and his posse came screaming down the driveway. In a black van so much a stereotype it hurt, no less. Who did that on Mercer Island, for fuck’s sake?

      Paul looked at his father, who seemed torn between according respect to an official and letting his Irish temper off the leash. Baby brother Oran, also home, cracked his neck ominously and looked ready to get into it physically.

      “As I keep saying, we’ve tracked signals to this home. We know you’re in contact with the aliens.”

      “I’m sure we don’t know what you’re talking about,” Da said, wrapping an arm around Ma and pulling her close.

      Paul’s heart ached looking at his ma. She’d been hardest hit by Katy’s disappearance, though he didn’t think the alien thing bothered Ma. More that her baby girl was in the middle of scary events happening so far away. When they’d heard “assassin” and “poison” he’d worried his mother would faint. Of course, Bug had dropped those bombs and swanned off to do her own thing. Typical move from his baby sister.

      Speaking of whom, it must have been her latest call to the family that set off alarms at the Pentagon. Or NASA, or SETI, whichever place this weaselly twat called home. He hadn’t clearly stated his affiliation, just flashed some badge Da flinched upon seeing. Given he worked at Boeing’s military and government facility (called the “black hole” by locals), Martin Phelan probably knew exactly who this guy was. Paul didn’t, and found it hard to care; his irritation was the same no matter which org was to blame.

      What he did know? Katy’s message from two days ago meant this man needed to leave ASAP. Their chariot to the stars was due any minute if he’d done the math correctly.

      Right as he had the thought, he spied two women approaching the front door. One of them – long brown hair and bright green eyes – was taller than his own six-five. Impressive. The second woman wasn’t as tall, closer to Bug’s height, but she was arresting just the same. Pale lavender hair blowing in a gentle June breeze, skin-tight bodysuit of red and black, dark eyes, and stride that said she knew her capabilities well.

      Paul’s life of learning, competing in, and teaching gymnastics had taught him to size up body language. This woman wasn’t a fighter, but she had fluid grace similar to it. Like a dancer or swimmer. This had to be Yuhwa, pilot of the alien spaceship here to pick up the Phelan family. But nice as the diversion of these two pretty women had been, Paul needed to get this idiot out of the house and keep the aliens from bumping into him.

      “We will take your entire family in for questioning if you aren’t more cooperative, Mr. Phelan.”

      What had this fool said his name was? Something bland. Jim? No. John, wasn’t it? Paul was terrible with names. He moved to position himself so the women could see him through the front windows. “We don’t even know what you’re talking about, man!” He raised his hands and shook them, praying a brush-back gesture translated across species’ lines.

      “I cannot be any clearer. Our systems picked up communication originating from beyond Earth’s satellites. It came to an IP address located here. In this house.”

      Both women heeded Paul and stopped on the walk. He saw them consult with each other, then creep closer to the front door without knocking. Damn, he hoped like hell they could hear and understand what was happening. Paul had to believe two women instrumental in saving his sister were more than smart enough to avoid detection.

      Oran drawled, “You’re whack. You think those aliens from last month, what? FaceTimed us?” As much of a pain as Katy’s twin could be, he was solid when he needed to be. Nor was he lying; Katy and Bay used WhatsApp.

      Da moved to stand beside Paul, Oran sliding in next to Da. They’d made a wall of Phelans, and Jim-John the government lackey wasn’t getting through it.

      “I’ve been here a long time, sir. I’ve got clearance as far up as an Irish immigrant and green card citizen can get where I work. That means I know you’d have taken us in, seized our computers, and refused us calls for help if you had enough proof. And yet,” Martin Phelan shrugged, “here we are. Standing in the family living room.”

      “Look here-”

      “I think not.” Ma spoke up, surprising Paul. She pushed her way between Da and Oran. “We’ve been polite, we’ve listened to your threats, and we’re done. Unless any of your goon squad want the refreshment previously rejected, you may be on your way.”

      He tried not to react as two puzzled faces peered from the side of the front windows, mouthing “goon squad”. Sweet Marie, these two! Thankfully Paul was on a break from women, or he’d probably form the kind of insta-love connection Katy had with her Bay. The very next second, both ladies melted away from the porch and front entrance.

      Just in time to avoid the exit of a furious government jerk who tried to stare down every family member before stalking out behind his team. Slammed the door when he went. Twat.

      “Did you see-”

      “Yes, of course I did. Everyone! Get it in gear!” Briana Phelan knew how to bellow, having raised four hellion boys and one sensitive girl.

      A girl who’d sent aliens to pick up her immediate family for transport to a place called Centris. On a Wheel, she’d said. In the middle of the Universe. She’d gone and had some epic adventure with winged aliens, supposedly waking up a dragon. Paul figured that had to be exaggeration or creative license. Or maybe a mistranslation by those aoiti bugs Katy had ingested.

      Bug swallowed bugs. Heh.

      His oldest brother, Ian, came out from the rec room, his wife right behind him. Deb was a high maintenance piece of work, but for whatever reason she and Ian meshed perfectly.

      Another picture-perfect couple came out of the guest bedroom they’d claimed when the fed arrived. Patrick and Vasuda, not married, but might as well be. They were the opposite of the Ian-Deb ladder-climbing power couple; two artists, chill as all get-out, and happiest with simple things.

      Paul was sick to death of happy couples. He hadn’t been part of one for nigh on six months, and wasn’t sure he’d ever be part of one again. Women were vicious creatures who tore a man apart with ultimatums and unrealistic demands. He was better off single, if what his ex had done to him was anything to go by.

      Ma and Da (another damn love match) had everyone gather close in the dining room.

      “They’re here-”

      “Jesus, we know, Da. We saw them.”

      “We didn’t! Do they look really alien?” Deb’s face was livelier than her recent Botox shot should have allowed. She must be very psyched for this adventure.

      Vasuda marveled, “I can’t believe this is real. We’re going to experience new cultures and species, it will be ama-”

      “New networking opportunities. If we can get in first, we-”

      “Blow it out your arse, Ian.” Oran punched his brother’s arm.

      “Everyone shut up.” Man, his ma could control the family perfectly. “Are all the bags in the garage? Katy said to pack light; they’ll have everything we need on the ship, or on that Wheel thingy.”

      “I just packed booze.”

      “Oran, my lad, you’re a good-”

      “You have to be kidding. Martin, don’t encourage that! Make him grab underwear at least.”

      “No time, mo chroí. I’m sure they’ve got us covered.”

      Paul and Patrick exchanged a glance that spoke volumes. They’d always been the closest of the kids. Ian was too invested in being the oldest to care about younger siblings. Oran and Katy had whatever the opposite of a twin bond was; they could fight over anything, and regularly did. Paul and Patrick, however, had each other’s backs. They supported one another, collaborated on their businesses, shared ideals and plans, and knew how the other thought. Right now, Patrick was wishing they could ditch the Phelan brood and get going on this trip without all the damn noise.

      Paul agreed, but that was part and parcel of the family deal. Hearing a tentative knock on the front door, Paul prayed these two women from space were prepared for the chaos to come.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Yuhwa didn’t know what to think of Katy’s family. Loud, that was a certainty. There were so many of them! Jadoube tended toward single-child families, and while she’d heard Katy speak much of her large clan, meeting them in person overwhelmed.

      She’d been most fascinated by stories of Katy’s twin. It was intriguing and unsettling to think of sharing gestation with another, someone linked by blood and genetics yet completely separate. Oran, the man her friend claimed was a Chitan “changeling”, was nothing like Katy physically. Yuhwa’s people didn’t have tales where one species swapped out babes for others, though it was said Sister Ha-Seng could change between a Jadoube woman and a ferocious four-legged beast with brindled fur and sharp teeth.

      In this case, Katy had exaggerated more than a little. Oran seemed completely Human, hair the same color as his sister’s, upper body strength implied by the muscles Yuhwa could see under his tight-fitting shirt. Unlike a Chitan, he didn’t seem determined to start a fight at every moment. Eying his bulk, Yuhwa bet he could definitively end a bout, though.

      Too many Phelans, she thought, as she and Lia tried to sort out how to cover everyone in the rimā they’d brought (newborn name of the hybrid kuh-suppression suit). It hadn’t occurred to them that any of the group would object to being shrouded together, but they certainly did. Strenuously. In hindsight, if she’d listened more closely to Katy’s stories, the ego of her eldest brother and his wife would have sunk in better. Ian demanded he and Deb have one to themselves. Katy’s parents tried to reason with him, but the couple were united in their demand for privacy.

      “No,” Lia ended the argument. “Two rimā only. Half go Yuhwa. Half go me.” Despite the limited English Lia spoke, they got her message. “Shuttle in big rimā, you Humans no can see.”

      Patrick laughed. “She’s got you there, Ian. Ya prat.” Shaking his head, he addressed Yuhwa and Lia. “On behalf of my family I apologize. You’ve come across the Universe to be met with such stupidity, I can’t even.”

      “Hey!”

      “Shut it, wanker” said the one who’d been introduced as Paul.

      Wanker geo-culturally specific vulgar Human slang; one who masturbates (“wanks”), idiot, fool; comparable to bakyại

      Huh. She wouldn’t keep “wanker” as a favorite; she already had a better one with bakyại; her own language added a hint of pathos the Human word lacked.

      Paul was notably different to the rest of his family. Every other Phelan, except the mother, had red hair. The mother’s was blonde, but her son had hair as black and gleaming as Ji-Cheol Jarog’s wings. Unlike the other mens’ close trims, his fell sleekly against the nape of his neck. Vibrant blue eyes, no facial hair, tall for a Human. His smile was what linked him with his family. Yuhwa supposed he was considered handsome.

      Katy said he worked with children, teaching them some kind of acrobatics, which Yuhwa had assumed meant he was gentle and understanding, but something about his attitude so far didn’t work for her. She couldn’t pinpoint what was off, just that something was. Maybe it was the way he’d tried to send her and Lia away when they arrived, as if they couldn’t see what was happening and needed his help to avoid detection. Like they were infants!

      She’d reserve final judgement, but for now Paul Phelan was in the “watch” category.

      “Come by me,” Yuhwa said to the group. She’d practiced hard to get the words right on this. “Gather in a circle, near near, I give aoiti, start your learns.”

      Her studying had worked, because everyone stepped forward. She wondered if they’d appreciate the advantage Katy and Raisa had given them: the aoiti they were about to drink had been upgraded repeatedly by the first Humans on Centris, and benefitted even more from the Mikanjo feedback loop on the Eternidad. These nanobots would bind faster and with greater depth than they had for the women nearly a buwan ago.

      Once they had that out of the way (“You’re absolutely sure this is safe for us?” the only comment from Deb), she and Lia split the group. Deb, Ian, Martin, Brianna in Lia’s rimā. In the other, Vasuda, Patrick, Paul and Oran followed behind Yuhwa. While the rimā had a lot of give, they still needed to keep very close as they walked from the house to the shuttle. They moved mostly in sync, shoulder-to-shoulder, but Yuhwa couldn’t help thinking not a one of them would make it as a majio. Being a pilot of the dao took a rhythm and connection to the current these folk lacked.

      Paul was almost there; this made obvious that his work involved his body. He seemed acutely aware of how he moved, but bore a deeper stiffness that would cut him off from the river’s flow.

      If he tried at all, that is, which Yuhwa doubted he would. Paul seemed like a man who would deny the Jadoube birthright, try to dismiss it as “magic” as Raisa had first done. She caught herself imagining how she’d explain it to him, then grimaced internally. Why was she thinking so much on this one? He wasn’t a candidate for pleasures, he was a job from her friend. Who was his sister. End of any further Paul Phelan contemplation.

      Miraculously they arrived at the shuttle without being discovered. It was good fortune indeed that Katy had drawn them a map of where to land; somewhere with sufficient space and not far from her parents’ home. Keeping the rimā stretched tight as possible to cover the boarding ramp, they sent the Humans inside one-by-one. They ascended at a jog, comments trickling back, while she and Lia exchanged sly looks of humor.

      “The engineering on this!” from Katy’s father.

      “Thought it would look more alien,” from Paul.

      “Incredible!” from Vasuda and Katy’s mother together.

      “Can I drive this thing?” from the twin.

      At that both women hustled up the ramp, ready to pull Oran away from the controls if he’d actually figured out how to engage them. Thankfully nothing of the sort happened, they got their passengers secured. For the second time in recent history an Eternidad shuttle whisked Phelans off Earth.
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      Paul needed a goddamn break.

      In the days between his sister’s last call and now, his adrenaline was on overload. Both he and Patrick had been given myriad jobs by their mother to prep the house for their likely long-term absence. They’d added extra locks on doors and windows, deep cleaned like the Pope was on his way, and directed packing logistics. Oran, beyond securing smuggler-haul volumes of booze apparently, was going to install a sprinkler on a timer. Da reminded him Seattle lawns were meant to go brown in summer, and that was dropped. Vasuda had shopped for the list of foods Katy and Raisa begged them to bring for replicator training. Ian and Deb tried to bring half their home with them; thankfully Ma and Da stopped them, with Patrick and Paul announcing firmly there wasn’t room anyway.

      All in all, Paul stepped aboard the Eternidad with only five pairs of underwear, two pairs of gym shorts, three tank tops, and the slacks, tee and sneakers he was wearing. Katy’s man, Bay, swore his people would give them clothes they could wear on the ship and at Centris, but Paul wanted workout clothes he could be sure were comfy. Bonus, they doubled as sleepwear.

      He also carried two duffels filled with snacks and sheet music for Katy. The shuttle lifted off and Paul declared himself probably the first interstellar contrabandist of powdered donut holes and BBQ chips.

      The run-up to departure hadn’t left him time to think about what the hell they were actually doing. Leaving Earth. Flying away, like heroes in some cheesy sci-fi movie. Earth was…kind of a disaster at the mo’. Humans were panicking about the alien incursion, many swearing this was a deity’s judgement for unchaste lives or twaddle like that. Which deity, exactly, was hotly contested.

      There were also the coverup conspiracy theorists, saying world governments had known all along. And one couldn’t forget the knobs welcoming future alien “friends” with open arms, but getting frustrated when no more of them appeared on demand. All these groups came with attendant shouting, protesting, marching, sign-waving, etc.

      Some governments deployed military to keep peace, though Paul begged to differ. Peace can’t be kept at the end of a weapon, he knew. Other regimes opted to let chaos reign, looting and fighting in the streets over gas or groceries building to upsurges of terror and violence. It was a cluster fuck, to put it mildly.

      Kids had stopped coming to his gymnastics academy for the most part. Directly in the wake of Katy fleeing Earth, at least half of every class had immediately dropped. Paul couldn’t blame them; plenty of folks kept their kids home from school and all activities, too scared to let them leave the house. Attendance continued to wither until he’d finally sent a message to parents that classes were cancelled for now. Would have been a hell of a blow to his psyche and wallet if he hadn’t known all this was about to happen.

      All this, right here. Leaving the atmosphere and landing on a huge damn flying saucer, a process less taxing than a quick run to a convenience store. Five minutes, maybe? Yuhwa, the one with pale purple hair who liked to order them around, showed military jets scrambling to reach them, visible on the shuttle screens.

      No luck, Chuck! They were astronauts now. Paul felt like there should be a badge for that.

      Dock, disembark, dork out. Rubber-necking like a madman, despite trying to be nonchalant and suave, Paul took in what he could as he could. People with wings. Everywhere. Lia, too, flexing massive wings now they’d left the shuttle. People – Mikanjo – in flight, walking about, coming closer to circle the Phelan brood and smile. Good thing this place was cavernously big or all those white feathers would smother them like down pillows.

      A man with neon yellow hair stepped forward. He seemed slightly older than the rest, his cocoa skin just a hint softer, looser than Lia or Yuhwa’s. “Wiremu,” he said, bowing to their group.

      Katy had coached them all about Mikanjo formality. No using nicknames, no touching without permission, never assuming you had the right to do either until expressly and verbally confirmed. She’d also warned them that when the aoiti kicked in, it would blow their minds. She wasn’t wrong.

      Wiremu jo Bikajo captain of the Eternidad for the last milenyo flashed in his head. Right in his bloody noggin, like it was normal to have microtech broadcasting bot-to-brain. His father’s look of wonder made it obvious everyone had gotten the same blaze he had. Hot damn.

      Another Mikanjo stepped forward from the crowd, looking not at them but at Wiremu. His face didn’t seem friendly and his fists were clenched. “Wiremu,” he started, then continued in a barrage of language their aoiti were far too immature to translate. He heard Bay and Katy mentioned, but that was the sum of Paul’s ability to keep up. All the Phelans shuffled a bit, unsure what was happening. Yuhwa and Lia’s faces darkened so it seemed a safe bet this wasn’t a routine ship question.

      Paul moved closer to Yuhwa and asked, “Any chance you can translate a little for us? We’re getting nothing.” Her face clouded more, and she shook her head in the negative. Great.

      She put a gentle hand on his arm to focus his attention, and said, “Soon. Hope soon.”

      A nice dark room for the two-day transit to Centris seemed like a grand idea right now. Give his aoiti time to marinate, give him a chance to figure out why his chest felt like it was gripped in a vise. Paul had never been prone to anxiety and wasn’t about to start now. A solid workout was what he needed, and a good ale. Oran better have packed both Ma’s favorite (45th Parallel) as well as Da’s (Kilkenny cream ale).

      Paul would be fine if he could just understand what the argument was about, if he could intervene and deescalate whatever was happening. Before he could give it a shot, a young Mikanjo raced out of a corridor overhead and slid down a ladder like an eel, running toward them. Just about the age of one of his students, and flexible. Did Mikanjo have acrobatics? Perhaps that was something built in when you eventually grew wings and had to make them work. This boy didn’t have them yet, his round face beaming, chest heaving for breath.

      “Humans!” he shouted. Arms waiving exuberantly, he shouted again, “Katy Humans! Frens!” He leapt at Da first, who was pretty adept at catching flailing boys by this point in his life. Paul’s father laughed out loud.

      “Me Zazi. Fren!” The boy hugged Da, wiggled down, then made his way through Ma, Patrick and Vasuda before reaching Paul. Zazi jo Bikajo son of Wiremu, pre-fledgling of one aiwak. Human age equivalent ninety years. Whoa. Zazi wasn’t exactly the age of Paul’s gym kids, was he now?

      “Fren?” he asked Paul more calmly, extending his hand.

      Paul squatted down to look Zazi in the eye. “Good friend, yes.” The smile he got in return lit up his heart. He stretched his hands out to the boy (never mind he was older than Paul, he acted like a kid), and when Zazi nodded, Paul scooped him up under the arms and slung him onto a hip.

      This was a good omen, a perfect start to their interstellar voyage. As soon as the aoiti kicked in full-time, he’d get an explanation of what that guy had argued with the captain about. Then he’d get more clarity on where they were going, how exactly Yuhwa the Jadoube majio was getting them there, and what it would be like when they arrived.

      There was only so much he could take of what his sister had said without questioning, and doubting, frankly. A dragon? Sure. Flying, no, swimming through a black hole? Uh huh. Giant planned communities, designed by pre-sleeping dragons, floating in the middle of the Universe where all the aliens liked to gather and hang out? Right you are.

      A man could only take so much. Paul was that man. He needed answers, followed by calm and quiet. But right now he’d settle for cuddles with an alien who’d wrapped small arms around his neck and clung like a barnacle, giggling in his ear.
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      If Ungo didn’t stop whining at Wiremu, Yuhwa might slap him. For sure glare at him forcefully until he shut his nȗz mouth. She and Lia had risked themselves to get Katy’s family here, safe from PQ reprisal and the mess their Earth was gearing up to be. The Phelans had also taken a risk to come, plus a huge leap of faith. Mikanjo, especially seekers, were supposed to be open and kind. Giving and wise. Ungo was opting for annoying, which flayed Yuhwa’s nerves.

      “I know what you’re saying, Ungo-”

      “Do you, really? Then why have we violated the Law of First Approach another time?” Ungo tossed his hands in exasperation and fluffed his feathers a little. “We should be returning to Bankiri. Taking our families to the home we’ve dreamed of for milenyo! Instead, here we are, ferrying Humans illegally for a second time. Explain this to me, to us!”

      In fairness to him, Yuhwa respected Ungo’s concern. The Calling at Centris, an august, if slightly tarnished, governing body, didn’t take laws lightly. Especially ones of non-intervention. A transgression of this magnitude would reap sanctions or fines. Nothing so dramatic as ûpiøra; they wouldn’t be banned from Centris and shunned by all species. But there would likely be charges brought, and the Mikanjo couldn’t claim it was an accident. The first time, many aiwaks ago, had been forgiven and overlooked when Humans weren’t sophisticated enough to track what had happened. Now, however, it was a different tale. Twice in short order the Eternidad had breached Human space, revealed themselves to the world through technology far too advanced to be native, and had kicked off planet-wide fright.

      Regardless of the logic or reason behind it, Ungo was being an ass. Confrontation here, in front of the Humans who couldn’t process a word of it, was underhanded and manipulative. But Yuhwa saw more than a few heads nodding their agreement with his points. She wished she could tell Paul and his family what was being said, but her English just wasn’t good enough.

      Zazi’s unplanned but welcome distraction put the argument on hold. Ungo and his supporters left, thankfully. Yuhwa was impressed by Paul’s immediate rapport with Zazi, though the boy instinctively acted with more reserve toward Paul than he’d shown with the others. Katy’s brother hadn’t hesitated a second, though, to grasp the boy’s hand and take him up on friendship. Paul wasn’t off her watchlist yet, but she was thawing slightly.

      Turning to Lia she said, “Time for Katy’s message. We can get them settled in their quarters, and I’ll head to the numig for transit.” Yuhwa was suddenly antsy to get to her dao bed and link in to the Eternidad. She hadn’t felt this way in a long time, since she was a girl first learning the dao, and there was a piquancy to the eagerness, like it could be her last chance to connect. Ridiculous. Even if the nawa called her back to Malor, she’d resist. The Eternidad was her home, had been so for too long to just hand it off to someone else. She was majio here, no one could take that from her.

      All the Phelans had heard her say Katy’s name, and now faced her. Zazi slid down Paul’s side and ran to his papu. Lia used a nearby terminal to access the video Katy had made for her family. Suddenly Yuhwa’s friend’s face popped onscreen, cheerful as always.

      “Hi all. If you’re seeing this then you’re on the ship and it’s time to go. Bay says your aoiti will be a gazillion times better than ours were.” She looked back over her shoulder, off-screen, then nodded and turned back. “Yep, confirmed again. But it won’t be immediate so this is to get you through the first hours. Your key takeaway here is going to be simple: trust Lia and Yuhwa.”

      Oran snorted, Deb scowled, the rest kept listening.

      It wasn’t a long vid, and when it was over the Humans waved goodbye to Wiremu and Zazi so that Lia and Yuhwa could move them along. They escorted the small group onto a travel sled, then deep into the residence area of the ship. Three conjoined family units had been set aside for the Phelans.

      Each couple had a full family unit, and the two unattached males could pick where to take a guest spot. Paul immediately moved to Patrick and Vasuda, Oran to his parents. Yuhwa had begun to see everyone avoided Ian and Deb as much as they could. She blamed no one, the pair had been less than delightful so far.

      As the Humans checked out their cabins and set down things they’d been carrying, Martin asked Lia to explain the replicators. He declared his “engineer demon brain” had engaged and needed to be fed. Lia laughed and showed him the way, all the other Phelans following like gỗwie waddling after their fathers.

      Amused by the thought, Yuhwa chuckled. There was a tug from her majio side, so she listened to it and excused herself. Or tried to. Paul stopped her.

      “Wait, where are you going?”

      “Numig,” she answered, doubting it would translate.

      But a moment later his face lit. “New-mig. The bridge, the ship’s command deck?”

      Yuhwa nodded, speaking slowly, but more hopeful the aoiti were coming online. “I need to fly us now, through the veṣu.”

      Paul’s eyes revealed he hadn’t caught all of it, but some had gotten though. “Veṣu is a black hole, yeah? Katy tried to prepare us for this. She said you swim it somehow.” He crossed his arms, conveying his doubt. Was he unsure his sister told the truth, or if Yuhwa did? Either way, she’d happily prove him a fool. With any luck he’d faint the way Katy had.

      “Come on, then.” She climbed onto the travel sled and raised her eyebrow at him. “If you’re brave enough.” Paul’s eyes narrowed in response.

      Waving goodbye to the rest, she waited. Paul called out he’d return soon, then jumped on the sled. She could admit to some showboating, taking turns a little faster than necessary, although nothing like the racing young Mikanjo did. Paul didn’t object, but he didn’t stay standing, either.

      When they arrived, Yuhwa jumped down and offered her hand. He mocked her by cocking his eyebrow as she had, putting one hand on the side, and flipping himself off the sled in some Human acrobatic maneuver.

      Interesting.
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      So long as he told himself he was inside a planetarium, Paul didn’t think he’d fall down. But shite, this numig thing was mind-bending! Multiple stories, flashing lights, walkways leading to a center platform with terminals and a raised dais bearing some kind of couch-bed deal. All of it under a clear dome with a view of distant stars. Not a hint of Earth to be seen.

      “Majio attends!” called out all the Mikanjo on the bridge. Yuhwa headed for the dais in the middle of everything.

      Paul followed behind her like a suck-up assistant. “I understood!” he crowed, not embarrassed when Yuhwa glanced back at him with a smirk.

      People who’d been born to this Aoni of multiple species and space travel and aoiti couldn’t comprehend what it was like not being able to participate, to communicate in such a basic way. He had just enough time to be ashamed of every time he’d been impatient with immigrants speaking imperfect English back home, before Yuhwa climbed onto the bed reclaiming his attention. He had burning questions she needed to answer.

      “What are you doing?” he stepped closer, aware of the Mikanjo watching them. As long as they were happy to let him be there, he was staying. The way they’d hailed her arrival he assumed his presence was covered by her authority. “What is this? Does it all work only for you?”

      Yuhwa measured him with an arch look, obviously contemplating whether to answer in pidgin English or go for broke and hope the aoiti worked. “Dao bed. I unintelligible order to unintelligible. It might unintelligible.”

      “I got dao. Katy says that’s how you get us through black holes. That it’s like swimming?”

      Yuhwa nodded, then made a move that was kind of like an eel. Or maybe a snake. “Dao. Swim. Pilot.”

      “Why does swimming space mean you need to lay down? Is it a trance, or you fall asleep or what?” Paul had seen the look on her face that he was getting now in the past. A lot. Mostly from women, in particular his ex, Brittany. She’d given him that exasperated, why are you so dense you frustrate the hell out of me look many a time in their decade-plus together.

      “Look, I’m only trying to assimilate what’s happening here. Things have moved so fast, half of this feels like magic even though I know it’s not. I’m just…”

      Yuhwa’s eyes went from cold onyx to a warmer ebony, her mouth softening. “I know unintelligible hard. Soon unintelligible aoiti will unintelligible and we unintelligible. Try to unintelligible patience.”

      Damn, he needed these nanobugs to start working right damn quick. “’Kay, then I’ll just hang out here while you do that voodoo you do.” It was probably childish, but he loved how phrases like that made her eyes lose focus and give a hold please vibe as her aoiti worked to translate.

      She shook her head. Maybe voodoo wasn’t something that crossed species boundaries? Yuhwa made a shooing motion, moving him back from the dais. Then she reclined, closed her eyes, and started to meditate. Or fall asleep. Almost the same thing as far as Paul was concerned.

      He looked overhead: his view of the stars rapidly changed and warped, which gave him wicked spins. Concentrating on Yuhwa seemed less urp-inducing, so he watched her as she began gyrating. Her lilac hair, nearly to her butt when she stood, was trailing off the edge of the dao bed, down the dais and swayed to the movements of her body. He wasn’t sure he’d classify her movements as swimming.

      More like she was dancing. Or getting sweaty between the sheets, if he were honest. She undulated, writhed a bit, trembled. Her mouth opened in a grimace that curved into a wide grin. Heavy breathing, which drew his eyes to her small, well-formed breasts encased in that red and black bodysuit.

      Yeah, wow. Not Safe For Work time, and he had to turn away because she was not on his radar in any way. Paul was off women, for one. For another, Yuhwa was his sister’s friend who was allegedly four hundred years old.

      Paul knew all these things they’d heard from Katy were supposedly real, but honestly? All the people of the Universe were long-lived, specially powered, and smart enough to discover other advanced species because dragons made them that way? He’d need more proof to believe it.

      Newly resolved to avoid the temptation of the majio pilot wiggling her hips like a Latin ballroom dancer, he tried looking through the windows again. Big mistake. A long way away, but closing in fast, was a black hole. How did he know?

      It was huge, blacker than any black he’d ever seen, and he could only “see” it because the damn thing was sucking down light like a slushy dripping from the edges of a bulging sphere. At least, that’s what his mind told him milliseconds before taking a break and shutting off.
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      All Jadoube on Malor are taught the way of dao as children. A birthright, gifted from Songmaster, allowing their people to travel the Aoni in ways no other species could. Their instruction started so young that, as adults, they couldn’t remember a time they hadn’t known the way. They were older than babes in arms, but not by much; they learned to swim before walking.

      Parents weren’t allowed to watch that first day, as their child was carried into the Uyu, a large river surrounding Druk Plateau in Wadi Bul. The Uyu had serene lake-like parts, some rambling waters, and sections where rapids ran wild and dangerous. Jadoube were introduced to the calm, placid sections first, by instructors who set them gently upon the water and let them float or sink. Those who floated immediately (rare) were routed to accelerated learning, the majority who sank were pulled up, soothed, and put back in. Over and over until the child learned the skill of keeping their head above water.

      Yuhwa had taken the fast track. Her papa had told her he’d been proud, then sad, when he heard from teachers that she was the greatest in a generation. It meant she would be a brilliant majio, but might never follow in his footsteps as a sword. Her mother, happy in those days, had laughed at him and said Yuhwa would become whatever the Five Côttru decreed.

      For her part, Yuhwa didn’t worry overmuch about the day the nawa sent her on pâtexi. All the mystical transcendence she needed was already in her grasp, every time she called upon the dao and swam through space and time. Just like the arnat zingo found in Malor river waters, Yuhwa swam the Aoni.

      See how they slide through the water, child, you must do this with the Aoni. Close your eyes, seek the branch of river that flows within you. Watch their silver fins, how they flutter or keep still. When do they do one or the other, and why? Do their eyes frantically dart about? No, they are focused; small arrows needling through the river, trusting their bodies to know the way. The arnat zingo is always in harmony with its environment, too quick to catch, beautiful and solitary, the fastest swimmer of Malor. Be that. When you leave us here, be that.

      And she had been. Years of study, early one-off jobs as majio while she honed her talent. Securing her position on the Eternidad had been a dream fulfilled: sailing throughout the Aoni, befriending a group who needed her to get them safely between galaxies, meeting travelers from all species, and staying as far from Malor and nawa influence as possible. She’d embedded herself here, and her relationship to the Mikanjo and the ship itself was as intrinsic as breathing.

      She never knew how to answer the question Paul had put to her: Is it a trance, or you fall asleep or what? It was the core of who she was, and even if she’d had enough English to talk to him easily, Yuhwa wasn’t sure she had words in any language that translated. Jadoube just knew and didn’t talk about it, though many times she’d heard older Jadoube say they missed it.

      Another reason Yuhwa dodged contact with Malor; the nawa couldn’t send her on a quest to seek waja that would reveal her sacred role if she couldn’t be found. Maybe she’d still be a majio after that quest, but far more were taken from the role, and Yuhwa wasn’t ready to let go.

      Here and now, she let herself relax back onto her dao bed. Soft where it needed to be, firm and supportive elsewhere. Crucial for transiting veṣu, every ship’s dao bed was unique because each majio designed it to suit their needs. When Yuhwa had taken the position here from Fyuko Jin an aiwak past, she’d had a new bed built and replaced his. All Jadoube had the genetic power that was dao, bestowed by Songmaster, but it manifested for each of them individually. The dao bed allowed them to connect quickly to the flow of the Aoni, harkening back to their first days on the Uyu River. More critically, it linked their dao with their ship.

      Sinking deeper into the comfort of the bed, Yuhwa’s eyes closed. Her focus circled like a whirlpool, draining down to her deepest, darkest places. The smallest particles, even smaller, down, down, until she squeezed between the tiniest bits. Each time she communed with the dao this way was a revelation, no matter how many times she’d done it. Shrinking to sub-atomic and quantum levels only to discover how vast the spaces were between infinitesimal things.

      The wonder of the Aoni surely lay in how universe upon universe nested within itself, an endlessly blooming lotus, that which gave and gave of itself. Yuhwa had never reached an end to it, even on her longest transit. If she dove deeper, more was revealed, unfolding like waves upon a shore.

      What majio learned during their years in the dao schools was how to ride those waves, find the shortcuts between them, and make crossing cosmic distances a mere step. Less than that, even. A breath, a thought.

      She’d tried in vain to explain to Katy and Raisa, knew she’d have as little luck trying with Paul or the other Humans. When she swam the dao, she first connected to all living things on her ship; in a transit the Eternidad was hers more than anyone’s. She had to take ownership of the people, plants, animals, even the objects. Everything fell under her power, tied by strings only she could feel, but that bound them together as surely as blood.

      Gathering those strings was the first step, reaching for the veṣu was second. Harmonizing with a veṣu was like dancing with a new partner; they were dazzling, enchanting. They called to Jadoube like a lover promising forever, sweet murmurings of perfect unions and eternal joy spinning together. Always a slow, flirtatious approach followed by gentle touch and swelling excitement. One pass, then another. Yielding, pressing forward. Spin, clutch and release, moving apart then back together, faster and faster. Sliding around, then through, diving into the stygian waters of the veṣu. Aligning them to your own, two rivers flowing in perfect concert; same direction, speed and strength. All while the majio sheltered the ship strings and brought them into the dance.

      Then, becoming the arrow of the arnat zingo, slicing through one wave to the next. This dance with the veṣu became more challenging, fighting the pull of its power. Veṣu could, after all, stop the very light of the Aoni from escaping. But not a majio. The more a majio traveled the more she knew the magnetic attraction of known locations. Remembered how to swim in the right direction, trusting herself on currents her soul had marked and kept in a holistic inventory. Expertise taught her which moment was right to wrap herself in the threads under her protection, and leap from the veṣu back to plain space.

      Transit completed. She felt the Kéntro system mute her abilities and drag the Eternidad down into cruise speed. The enforced slowdown on the way into Centris always annoyed her...but considering what kinds of people would try to storm the Wheel if they could, she knew the Drazoen had been wise to put it in place.

      Yuhwa’s eyes shot open. After every transit she wanted two things: rusim and sex. A quick look to her side revealed a Paul-shaped object on the floor. Ah. Looked like fainting ran in the family after all. He wasn’t her choice for sex, anyway, because he was Katy’s brother. And a bit hỏi hậu, like Kalim Bluevoice and Thuliso Maor. Yuhwa had no time for men who relied on appearances to get their way. Looking at his prostrate backside, though, she could appreciate the view for a moment.

      Nȗz. Rusim it was.
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      Had Paul woken up in strange places having passed out the night before? On more than one occasion? Without a doubt. But the only time he’d opened his eyes to feathers was that time he’d fallen asleep in a park and woken up surrounded by pigeons. Mikanjo wings were a less familiar sight.

      He wasn’t completely ashamed or embarrassed, but he wasn’t feeling über manly either. He was on the floor, surrounded by concerned Mikanjo, one of whom fanned air over him with a wing. Like Paul was a genteel lady who’d fallen prey to a fit of the vapors. Jesus.

      Above his head, space had stopped the buckling, twisting hyperdrive imitation it had been doing and resumed its steady state. Yuhwa’s head peeked in from the side; she’d finished her cosmic swim, was off her bed, and in his face.

      “Katy and Raisa shared sympathetic fainting when they went through, if that makes you feel better.”

      It did not. “How did they get over it?”

      “We commandeered an observation chamber, drank heavily, and I forced them to stare into space until it didn’t make them dizzy anymore.”

      “Then we should-”, he sat up so fast he almost collided with Yuhwa. “Hey! I understand what you’re saying. The bugs are working!” He pumped a fist; the nearby Mikanjo narrowed their eyes and scuttled backwards.

      One of them called out, “This,” he copied Paul’s gesture, “it means good or bad? Do you say you will hit and do violence?”

      Crap. Humans were going to have to watch themselves, if something so simple to him wasn’t clear to his hosts. There was a whole world of Human gestures that were innocent, and probably even more that weren’t. Body language was a new frontier when it wasn’t merely a cultural divide, but one of biology and speciation.

      “Nah, man, it’s good. Happy.” Paul did it again. “It’s saying ‘yay!’ and that I’m excited.”

      Yuhwa huffed. “Good your aoiti work. You can keep up when I say it’s time to work on acclimating you to space. All of you, if you can convince the rest to do it.”

      As he and Yuhwa headed for the exit he saw all the Mikanjo officers giving fist pumps a try.

      By the time they’d returned to the ship section temporarily housing his family, Paul’s spirits were back to normal. It was only to be expected that he’d stumbled the first time he confronted interstellar travel. Nothing to be ashamed of, he’d just put it right out of his mind. Pretend it never happened, in fact.

      Yuhwa rounded the corner to their hallway, much slower than she’d driven it before, for the record, and came to a jerking stop. Dozens of Mikanjo were milling around, smiling and laughing, and right in the middle of it was Da. Of course that’s how it was. Papa Phelan never met a stranger, only friends waiting to be made.

      “Did this happen last time?”

      Yuhwa shook her head, using a hair stick she’d pulled out of nowhere to secure her hair in a bun before jumping off the sled. “Not this fast, no.”

      “My boy!” Martin Phelan bellowed down the open hall, arm around Ma’s shoulders. “This replicator does God’s own work, and we’ve been sharing ale with all these fine people.”

      Paul had to laugh. This was what his family gave the Aoni: a sister who broke a dragon out of prison with her flute, and Irish beer.

      They neared the crowd, Lia making her way toward them. She, too, had a mug of Kilkenny.

      “What happened?” Yuhwa said. “We left you with tired Humans and return to a hootenanny!”

      Paul cracked up. “How do you know that word?”

      “Your sister,” she replied. “I learned it right before we left the Wheel to come for you. Did I use it properly?”

      “Absolutely,” Paul said, feeling a grin break out. “Gives me hope these aoiti will teach everyone, not just us backward Humans.”

      “This is what they do,” Lia said. “They were first created by a team of Imen and Lunari. The Imen don’t have the same vocal structure most bipedal species do. They were motivated to ensure all people would be able to communicate.”

      “It will take some time,” Yuhwa added, “for Human languages to assimilate. There are a lot of them, more than most species have. But the aoiti are already much faster than they were when Raisa and your sister first got them. They learn and share exponentially. Once the main databases get uploads of what’s been worked out so far, it will be even better.”

      In the future, Humans wouldn’t be fleeing Earth the same way the Phelan brood had. Hopefully. Paul knew there were those who’d kill to be where he was, and those who would rather dig a hole and live in a bunker than go to outer space. Those who did want to get off-planet could get their aoiti in place ahead of time. Like getting vaccinated, but with nanobots that were your phone, wallet, and malaria shot.

      “Back to my question,” Yuhwa said. “Since when did this become a party?”

      Lia blushed. “Martin Phelan wanted to see the replicator, try to understand how it worked. Katy’s womb mate-”

      “Oran.” Paul offered. “And you might want to say twin instead. Those two aren’t friendly enough to be mates of any kind.”

      “Oran offered to use what he named your most precious resource for testing. When I was gifted a portion, it was astonishing, so I commed my friend. Orihei came to see about getting a taste, and she told another friend.” Lia laughed. “Your father replicated many containers of, what do you call this?”

      “Ale. Beer.”

      She peered into her mug. “We have nothing like this, but it’s delicious.”

      “I wonder,” Paul mused, “if it’s the hops. Maybe that’s an Earth original.”

      Both women paused simultaneously, shook their heads as one, and he took that to mean the plant wasn’t something they recognized.

      “All right,” he clapped his hands and rubbed them together, cocking an eyebrow at Yuhwa. “Does this work for the space exposure therapy you were talking about?”

      Lia gasped. “We would never expose you to space!”
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      Eventually the Phelan family, plus Lia and Yuhwa, made their way to an empty observation chamber and locked the doors for privacy. Wiremu had given his approval, though he suggested Yuhwa not drink too much rusim “like last time”. He’d added a wink so she knew he wasn’t a captain censuring her, just a friend teasing.

      She tried the Human ale; it was acceptable, but she preferred her native drink. Reminded of how she’d overdone it before, though, she planned to be reasonable. Temperate enjoyment wasn’t what the still rushing blood in her veins wanted, but Yuhwa could control her impulses. She’d had plenty of practice in her four hundred seventeen aiwaks.

      Even with a temptation like Paul Phelan, she reasoned. Yes, he was very attractive to her in her post-transit state. She’d watched him though, ever since they met on Earth, and knew they wouldn’t work. Even if she was willing to risk Katy’s wrath by sleeping with her friend’s brother, Yuhwa wasn’t willing to risk attachment. This was a man who needed a family, the closeness of people who know one another fundamentally. Exactly the opposite of what she wanted.

      The initial sal-ang in the chamber didn’t go well. Deb vomited, sheer panic at the idea the vacuum of space was “only a window away!” making her sick. Brianna trembled, too, but not as bad as Deb. She’d thought the others might be equally challenged, but Patrick and Vasuda were cuddled together on a couch, dreamy smiles on their faces as they watched space move by.

      “Years ago, they went through a ‘shrooms phase,” Paul murmured. “This is probably nothing for them.”

      Martin wouldn’t stop moving long enough to look out the windows, far more interested in the furniture and construction materials. He and Kweza were having detailed training about layout and design on the Eternidad. A loud “marvelous!” erupted from different parts of the room every few kaalas.

      Oran and Ian had taken a long look into the darkness filled with starry pinpricks and shrugged. “Huh,” came from one of them, before they parked themselves at a table. The large amount of beer they’d brought sat between them as they made their way through bottle after bottle.

      That left her in a lounger, Paul on her left and Lia to the right. Paul had asked to try her rusim, declared it was “damn fine” and tried to get his brothers to try it.

      “Guys, it’s like Olde E and Goldschlager. But
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