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        Duty defined Jing Althus' life.

        Duty to Nthanda, his cousin. To the Ceelen who expected him to lead if Nthanda fell.

        Someone had targeted the Ceelen for destruction.

        Only one person could help Jing discover them: Iman Hogarth, conman, genius and the most beautiful man Jing had ever met.

        If Iman would help.

        Jing's only hope was to convince Iman that he was worth risking Iman's life.
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      The Final Oblivion was far larger than Dana had expected. Easily three quarters the size of the solar system with habitat globes suspended in a shining framework that connected and controlled each one's access to the others, each with its own landing bay and quarantine procedures. Dana could see the inner network, just faintly, between the globe-like habitats. That looked like a neural net spread out at the largest size.

      Sankam had built that, the so-called 'small machine minds' that had helped Esme save all the races, all the species and worlds in the galaxy, from the parasitic Xr'x. Dana still wasn't sure if the framework was the Sankam or if they'd integrated with it. Hard to tell the difference when one was dealing with nanites. Very likely, it didn't matter.

      When she'd heard that cousin Esme had been assigned there, Dana had assumed it was a smaller station, perhaps two or three times a normal station's size. Not this monster of a station that filled an entire solar system.

      Something more like the human stations that littered the systems humanity had claimed. Invaded. In some cases that they had been oh, so graciously invited to inhabit. No one else wanted those systems, after all. Why not send the crazy, dangerous, wildly unpredictable humans there?

      Dana snorted as she crossed her arms over her chest. The entire galaxy seemed to have adopted Esme's 'Humans are Space Orcs' mantra as though it was the truest evaluation of their race. Idiotic of them. Certainly, humans could survive a great deal. They were strong and resilient and adaptable but they weren't the only race that did that. All the other omnivores did the same thing to one degree or another.

      But Esme's defeat of the Xr'x had someone changed her into the foremost authority on human nature and survival in the galaxy. Ridiculous. Esme was very good at her job, auditing, but she wasn't any sort of authority on humans. She barely got along with people on a daily basis.

      "Problem, Doctor?"

      The question came from overhead where one of the Nikiphoros had settled to roost while their ship approached the Final Oblivion. Dana huffed at it, wishing there was some way to tell them apart. She'd yet to figure it out despite concerted effort on her way here.

      "Just my cousin, Esme," Dana said. "She's always been cocky. A handful. I imagine she'll be even worse now."

      "Ah," the Nikiphoros said, its ears quivering as it shifted so that it could stare her in the eye more easily. With it hanging upside down from the ceiling, that was a guaranteed vertiginous incident right there. "Esme of the Mullane. You go to consult with her?"

      "I go to smack her up back the head and remind her that she has responsibilities beyond this stupidity she's gotten herself into," Dana said, glowering at the station again. It was closer and even bigger than before. Damn, the thing was enormous. "Never takes care of herself properly, Esme. I don't know how many times I've had to sit on her just so that she'd take enough time to heal. It's ridiculous. Grandma Chea made it perfectly clear that everyone was coming to the family reunion, come hell or high water. She's not getting out of it if I can't get out of it."

      The Nikiphoros' eyes went wider and wider until it looked like it was about to fly away, squeaking in terror.

      "You are… Mullane?" the Nikiphoros whispered.

      Dana frowned at it. "Yeah. We're not a small family, you know. Though really, there's only a couple of us that get into trouble on a regular basis. Esme and Ariel are the worst. I just follow along behind them patching them up. Annoying as all hell, those two. You'd think they were invulnerable from the stupid stunts they pull."

      The Nikiphoros flew off with a clap of its wings that was loud enough to make Dana flinch. Huh. Well, yet another example of Esme creating trouble. Just their name, Mullane, was enough to make people run now.

      Their ship was supposed to dock with the Nikiphoros habitat first, then transfer to three other races but as they approached suddenly they veered off to the right and then down. Dana blinked and then groaned as she realized that they were going to the human habitat first.

      "They didn't," Dana complained.

      But yes, they did. They diverted the ship so that Dana would get to her destination first. Damn it all. She'd thought she had more time to pack and observe the station. Not to be.

      She ran for her quarters, shoved everything she'd left out into a bag and then ran for the docking bay. Just a sweater and a book but Dana hated having things out of order. The Withco in charge of the landing bay bobbed his massive head at her. They really were Dana's favorite species. Withco were the equivalent of thousand-pound Maine Coone cats with stinger tails and a propensity for adoring human babies. Quite justified in Dana's opinion. There was nothing cuter than a baby except maybe a Withco kit.

      "Sorry for the diversion," Dana panted once she skidded to a stop by the Withco's side.

      "Not a problem," the Withco said. He was comfortably sprawled on the floor, controls between his paws. Dana couldn't have operated them if her life depended on it. "We would have planned for it had you informed us of your status."

      Dana sighed. Rubbed the back of her neck which had gone hard as iron. Damn Esme and her dramatics.

      "I'm just a person making a personal call on her relative, that's all," Dana said.

      "You are a Mullane making a call on the Investigator, Esme Mullane," the Withco said with such a firm toss of his maned head that Dana gave up changing his mind as a lost cause. "This is always important."

      "Only in our family," Dana mumbled. Then shook her head.

      It really didn't matter. Sooner she got to Esme, smacked her up back the head and got her on a transport for home, the better. Dana wasn't going to be the one to disappoint Grandma Chea. That just wasn't done, not after everything Grandma Chea had gone through in her life.

      Took another ten minutes before the ship was properly docked and the landing bay's airlock opened. There was a very bored-looking young man on the other side who blinked when it was just Dana coming through. The Withco closed the airlock and the bay shuddered as the ship pushed off right away.

      "That was fast," the kid said. He shrugged and started his obviously memorized speech. "Welcome to the Final Oblivion. I'm Tovia Vasilyev and I'll be your escort for the moment. Prior to being released to the habitat, you will go through the most thorough scanning and examination known to any of the races in the galactic union. The Sankam will administer this examination so it'll be really quick and you'll probably just notice a flash of light. Then I'll take you to Commander Tikhonovich so that he can find you a place in the habitat prior to your starting your duties."

      Dana snorted, waving a hand at him. "I'm not here on business, Tovia. I'm here to find my cousin Esme and smack her one."

      Tovia lost the bored look and suddenly looked like he was maybe twelve. He grinned and bounced on his toes before clapping his hands
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