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			Prologue

			Through a welter of cirrus clouds, sunlight cast blue shadows on a yurt nestled near a shed and a fowl hut. An animal hide with the edges still furry served as a door. A bearded man threw it back and dragged a girl into the snow, striping her bare legs with a switch. “You are not learning, Stroenuk. We are risking death for this!”

			“Leave her alone, Ocliv,” a woman called from inside. “She obeys her gift.”

			“Like her mother?” Ocliv said. “Huh, Opeil? Stoning and burning in the square? You be’s wanting this for her? And for us?” He held a torn page before the crying child. “No more drawings of dragon visions. No liquid center of light in this world.”

			Ocliv released the girl and ripped the page into four pieces. “Seawater does not take sunlight. It be’s bouncing off water like it be’s bouncing off snow.”

			An overhead noise made Ocliv stand alert, so different from mountain thunder or the crackle of the northern lights. Opeil stepped outside, shielding her eyes to glimpse a contrail streaking toward the craggy peak above them. The skyship, rosy in the angling sunlight, shuttered and came apart before crashing with a cacophony of clanking and tearing metal. The nose section tumbled down a cliff, exposing the passenger fuselage where puppet-like figures strapped to their seats jerked and bounced and finally were still.

			Ocliv stared until the noise quieted. “Are you seeing a crash in your visions, huh, Stroenuk? No drawings for this moment?” He paused. “Hitch the wagon.” He pushed the girl forward. “We are getting there first.”

			“Are survivors possible?” Opeil asked.

			“Imports are there, gems for their stock exchange. We must get there first.”

			[image: ]

			The wreckage smelled of spilled fuel and brittle metal. The pitiless sun in the mountain air illuminated jagged edges. Ocliv wore a thick coat with a furry hood and ducked out of the passenger cabin with a load of rucksacks like the ones schoolgirls carry. “These are the last of the goods,” he said. “We be’s going before the light fades.”

			Opeil, wearing a quilted coat and thick homemade boots, loaded the wagon with Opin helping. “The bodies we cannot leave. Others are coming, maybe offer a reward.”

			“For us, you think? For exiles harboring a Stroenuk?”

			“Alousha’s reward for kindness.” Opeil stepped past him into the frozen round compartment where the dead lay at different angles, their coats forced open, and pockets emptied.

			“Why must you always counter me?” Ocliv called behind her, but stopped short when a movement near the tail section caught his eye. “You are thinking to escape me?” He dropped the goods and drew a long knife.

			A Chinese man in a fur-lined coat and fur-trimmed cap rose in challenge. “Nu delaya!” the man shouted, brandishing a rod. “Chi cylay!’

			“Your savannah gibberish be’s harsh,” Ocliv said. “And you are not knowing my words either. So if you die, who is to say?”

			“Ransom! Ransom!” another called from behind the desperate man.

			Ocliv lowered his weapon. A boy dressed the same as his guardian stepped into the light. “They can pay ransom for my safety,” the boy said in Cochin accented with sharp consonant sounds.

			Ocliv squinted, noting a second guard crouched and ready for ambush. “And who are you?” he asked the 14-year-old boy.

			“Wan Chu, son of Ambassador Wan Su who waits in Cochin. You will contact him now with your plan for my safe return.”

			“You think you are landed where, boy? Contact him how?”

			“By Stroenuk, your dragon dreamer who can see some living on the savannah as clearly as I see you.” Wan Chu pronounced the word as strew-knock.

			“Ha! If only her visions are being clear,” Ocliv said.

			“Others will reach out to her when they see.”

			“See this?” Ocliv indicated the wreck site. “They are seeing this?”

			“There is one who has the song.” He stepped back a fraction, gesturing behind him. “Here, a dreamer like your daughter.”

			“She’s not my—”

			Opeil came from the passenger cabin, stepping past him and the Chinese guards. Beyond the chunks of ice spray, bathed in the long shadows that indicated the white night was waning, Opeil found a woman moaning softly on a pallet, covered with tarps taken from the skyship. Two Striiduc servants squatted at her feet, maybe forced there by the Chinese. On a nearby boulder a dark-skinned girl—a Putuki judging by her features—sat shivering. She was holding her arm, the anguished look of pain on her face seemingly from a dislocated shoulder. A book bag was tucked close to her side. “Where’s the Stroenuk?” Bybiis whispered through the pain.

			“We are saving Jesse Hartley, the general’s daughter,” Wan Chu claimed loudly, desperately. “We are stopping the bleeding. Except for us, she is dying.”

			“The girl,” Bybiis whispered through clenched teeth. “Bring the girl.”

			Opeil turned and gestured past Ocliv and the Chinese guards. The child in boots and a fat coat hesitated, picking her footfalls over spiky ice shards. The hood covered her freckled features and tiny mouth with its sharp teeth.

			Bybiis gestured to draw her near. “What is your name?”

			“She is Opin,” the woman said. “A daughter to my sister Opinal who was, um, stoned. Opin hides here due to the shame of seeing. Her night visions—”

			“Her visions will save us,” Bybiis finished. “Opin, I need your strength. I need a little help to reach my friends on the savannah. Will you help me?”

			“If she doesn’t,” Wan Chu said, “we all may die.”

			“I will not be dying today,” Ocliv corrected him.

			“She can ransom us,” the boy returned. “You’ll be richer than a Borabean king.”

			Ocliv squinted, glancing at the Chinese guards. “Richer than Rularim?”

			“Richer than Kel Guilin himself.”

			Ocliv stood tall and seemed to swagger. “We can hide the goods and return for them tomorrow. Our help for Alousha’s blessing.”

		

	
		
			Part One

			Open square of Arrivi Cylay

			Straight lanes, rosy limestone

			Statue of four in gouleps’ care

			Kyle Rula was torched there

			Her voice loudest when silenced

			Rabbenu must relent

			His youthful honor long spent

			A people’s ruler raised up

			A tradition much older

			One who Dolvia calls forward

			Marcy who was rabbenu’s wife

			Orange flames devoured her life

			Then Karima Le to the warriors’ shame

			Self-death in her own time

			Grieving, but not the last

			Karen the divorcée

			Mother to Kelly and Patrick

			Blue burka, smell of gasoline

			A moment’s waver, match lit

			Protest within community

			Vera and three gouleps

			Approach in humiliation

			Husbands disgraced

			Hakulupe Le saves face

			Our lives a substitute for hers

			Bright sky, rosy limestone

			Flash of rolling flame

			Blackened by smoke and shame

			Rabbenu’s deep shame

			Starving kids his fault alone

			Daughter of Cyrus enters the square

			Tall and graceful, nappy hair

			She who raised Dacupitte

			In every task his equal

			Strikestone her fire brings

			Kecouroo bears no tribal blame

			Mecukoo embrace Arrivi fight—

			One nation, one people

			Call forward a new leader

			One with suffering his very name

			Ely suddenly sick and retiring

			To time and chance relenting

			Night-fleeing, Cicero-bound

			Kari ends, cylay advances

			Enough these sacrifices

			Dolvia slumbers satisfied
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One

			from Jesse Hartley

			In her darkly paneled office, Petra Mitterand waved a finger as she took another phone call. “Jesse, I’ll just be a minute more.”

			Trying to swallow my impatience, I stepped out to the balcony that overlooked manicured grounds. Evgenia Datong had the new clutch of volunteers doing calisthenics in the yard, rather like a girl’s school. The five girls wore white shorts and pullovers with two red stripes running down the left side. The three boys wore similar shirts but with jeans.

			Louise Kurlo turned when I joined her in the shade. “I like the uniforms you provided, Jesse.”

			“They grow so fast,” I said. “Store-bought jeans are all we can do.” We watched for a moment while Evgenia demonstrated the Arrivi greeting with her hand held high, and the clutch girls practiced with each other.

			“How can Evgenia teach a culture she hasn’t experienced?” Louise asked.

			I chuckled. “Her accent is so heavy, it’s like talking to an Australian in Arrivi. All the vowel sounds are inverted.”

			“Then why did you choose her for wormhole travel?”

			“The pearl of great price,” I said. “Petra claims that no matter Evgenia’s advancement with Somule Gems, she wants Westend duty instead.”

			I glanced inside where Petra was hanging up the phone. We left the shaded balcony just as two male secretaries in suits entered the office with folders. “Go into the solarium,” Petra told us as the first secretary offered documents for her signature. “Claire will bring tea in there.” This was our last afternoon with Petra Mitterand, but she could barely make room for us in her workday. Oh well, I was leaving, and she must find my replacement.

			Petra was older than us. She had grown children who were older than us. Rich beyond reason, her family’s fortune has been secured in the decade before Dr. Pierre Mitterand had passed. Petra took an interest in our adventures, though, and had provided an entrance into Paris society events for the agents of Somule Gems, especially for Claire Datong who was her good confidant.

			And Louise Kurlo, my second, was set to travel with me to Dolvia in the Westend quadrant of the galaxy. I had hired Louise partly for her arresting looks, chocolate complexion, and long bones. Her beauty was a tool I used to assess any newcomer. Each woman would run her eyes over Louise’s face and figure and could not resist a telling moment of self-assessment. My greetings were warm or cool depending on what I learned from that response.

			I grabbed a floppy hat from Petra’s collection by the solarium door and plopped it on my head for protection against the glare of the bright afternoon. My sister Heather Clark waited by the table. Even though four months pregnant, she looked newly minted with a black plume in her jaunty hat and a beaded bodice that de-emphasized the thickening waist. After running her eyes over Louise’s features, Heather held her chin high, the sides of her mouth pulling down. I offered a cool greeting.

			Heather had adopted Earth manners, the closefitting Paris fashions more important to her than any caloric temptation at tea. She was born on Cicero in Westend, the birthplace of our parents. I felt sorry for her today, striving to fit into the container that others found acceptable.

			And me, her little sister Jesse, hopelessly provincial in my loose-fitting linen jacket over a long skirt patterned with bluebirds and oversized blue irises. I admit, I had selected that skirt for today to make Heather roll her eyes. Even the floppy hat was my resistance to Heather’s judging ways.

			Advancing shadows cooled the balmy Paris afternoon. In the yard beyond the open panels, I heard Evgenia’s shouted instructions to the clutch. Claire entered, briskly followed by two servants, one wheeling a cart laden with tea service. Jolly and round-shouldered, she was our facilitator and handed out hugs before and after each meeting, the press of her ample bosom a welcoming cushion available to any visitor. Claire and Louise were great friends and often breakfasted together before the long workday.

			Petra’s tea table was set with a white tablecloth, a hand-painted teapot, a many-layered tray of sweetbreads, and our cellphones—of course, each one a different color, and Heather’s decorated with rhinestones to match the one her younger daughter carried.

			Petra Mitterand joined us and indicated that all guests should sit. She was impatient with the male secretary who offered another folder open to a document she must sign. “Tell them to wait,” she said. “Jesse Hartley will not visit after today.”

			“This is for the passports,” he whispered.

			Petra gestured dismissively, and he stepped around to offer the page for my signature. “Louise, would you see to those?” I asked as I signed. Louise Kurlo followed him out.

			Petra and Claire sat, finally, and the stream of today’s business was shut out. Seated next to me, Heather held a slender fork and mostly pushed the morsels around on her plate. “Patrick Osborn has taken up with Evgenia,” she whispered. “The one raised to serve my girls. The one rejected by Brianna Miller. That’s what her name means around here, rejected by Brianna. And now a liaison with Patrick. I guess water finds its own level, huh? Just so, its own level.”

			Heather leaned in confidentially. I smelled her shampoo and cosmetic type, maybe from the humidity. “She never liked me, you know,” Heather added, “Brianna Miller.” Brianna was the CEO of Somule Gems and the souk who had secured our fortunes, including Heather’s. “Some social error I made when we were kids,” she continued, “from when I visited the savannah with Carl. We had disembarked for the, uh, senior tour. We were seeking the story of how we got our names—from the ‘colonial savior’ and her husband named Carl.” She pronounced the title with a curled lip. “A big lie, all of it. Heather Osborn was a slut who couldn’t keep a business open. The stories we told ourselves then, so little of it was true.

			“I don’t remember Brianna from that visit,” Heather continued. “She would have been a preteen. We met Dacupitte who was already a leader among the warriors. Dacupitte had no title, you know; he fought and died but was honored with nothing more than fireside chants. What a waste. All of it, the little that was true, just tossed away.”

			After a moment, Heather added, “I’m glad I came here. I’m glad I left Westend behind.”

			“Wormhole travel is old hat now,” Petra said as she sweetened her tea. “An easier fortune is gained from service on local space stations.” She tapped the placemat with an index finger. “In this solar system.”

			Claire nodded eagerly. “Only the Mitterands and Daniel Chin made fortunes in Westend.”

			I couldn’t let that assumption stand. “Other fortunes were made,” I said. “Bigger ones. When you see Dolvia’s two moons shimmer in the quarter phase above the savannah, the urge to ensure a legacy in Paris, um, fades.”

			Heather looked down her nose at me, literally. “Feeling homesick, are we?”

			“Brianna Miller suffers in prison,” I said. “I must manage Somule Gems traffic. I must find a way to free her.” Brianna had been imprisoned and abused these many seasons by order of Aristides who was the real power behind Khalif Ananke’s rule.

			Heather pursed her lips. “And only you can accomplish these tasks?”

			“Yes. And visit Daddy, of course.”

			“The general sent me here,” Heather said with hot eyes. “My husband and children are here. You were just a kid then.”

			Petra seemed unperturbed by the sibling rivalry. “Did you visit the pediatrician?”

			“We’re hoping for another boy this time,” Heather said more cordially. “No complications like with my girls.”

			“And now Carl lives here too,” Petra said. “Three siblings born in Westend and living in Paris. So unusual.”

			“But only Jesse holds a position with Somule Gems,” Heather said.

			“You are made rich by our enterprises,” I said. “Why so dissatisfied?”

			“And you cannot find a place for Carl?”

			“I don’t make those decisions. I told you already.”

			“Carl can leverage his Westend contacts,” Claire suggested, “with the Company tariff office. He knows the Junction Boys, after all.” The Junction boys were stock traders educated in Westend. Wormhole contacts often led to a cushy executive position.

			Heather barely glanced at her. “You know Carl’s been blackballed.”

			“For good reason, no doubt,” I muttered.

			Louise Kurlo showed her face at the doorway with a slight gesture to indicate more guests had arrived. Louise and I had worked out a system of physical ticks more subtle than baseball signals to avoid betraying our intent to others.

			Heather’s eyes followed Louise, jealousy simmering just below the placid surface. Carl Hartley handed his scarf and gloves to Louise without a glance and stepped forward to greet Petra Mitterand in the same motion. Petra rose to receive a kiss on each cheek. She towered over him, and so did Louise.

			Patrick Osborn watched Louise from under hooded lids, his eyes trailing after her as she left. He was the brother to my good friend Kelly Osborn on Dolvia but had none of her integrity, having been soiled and manipulated by my brother Carl.

			“Only in Paris does afternoon tea last two hours,” Carl said.

			I grinned, playing the innocent. “We just started. And the passports finally arrived.”

			“That stamp carries little weight in Westend these days,” he said

			“But the Company yacht takes me to Westend,” I said. “As the daughter of his former boss, I’m not expecting a friendly greeting from General Demali.”

			Claire made a soft clucking sound. “These days there are more generals at Stargate Junction than janitors.”

			Heather received a kiss on the cheek from Carl. “We got word today,” Carl said. “Another son of Khalif Ananke was found dead, the fourth youngest.”

			Claire pursed her lips. “So the incidents are progressing by order of birth, except the assassin skipped the youngest son, Analli. Probably beneath his contempt.”

			Carl licked his fingers after snatching a treat from the tea tray. “This one choked,” he said. “The one before was thrown by his favorite horse.”

			“Then why are they called assassinations?” Heather asked.

			“Because the first to die,” Claire said, “was from that ugly incident with the snakes. Nine snakes were found in his room, one already beheaded. It’s symbolic.”

			“Perhaps there were ten snakes,” Carl postulated, “but one escaped capture. Or fourteen snakes.”

			Heather asked her brother, “In order of age, really? I wonder what the next youngest son is thinking right now?”

			“I received word that he has fled to Cochin,” Petra said dryly. Of course she was the best informed among us.

			“Like the assassin cannot travel to Cochin,” I said. “By ship, by chopper, on murmurey wings.” Claire giggled and wrinkled her pretty nose.

			Heather spoke to Carl as though they were alone. “Do you think this son should jump back? For safety’s sake?”

			I resisted the urge to roll my eyes at her. “Khalif Ananke should release Brianna Miller and abdicate his seat in Urbyd.”

			“In favor of whom, Jesse?” Petra asked. “Aristides?”

			“Talk about a snake,” I said.

			Louise Kurlo was at the doorway again. Her eyes wandered from me to Carl, who picked up the signal. “He found the place then? Show him in.”

			Louise left and Carl turned to Petra Mitterand. “I hope you don’t mind. We’re like a clearinghouse for Westend travelers here. A brother to Hershel Henry, that newspaper editor? He approached us last night. He wants a moment with Jesse.”

			“With me?”

			“You may see Henry soon.”

			“But I … There’s no reason for—”

			He came in behind Louise and took no notice of her. He stepped directly to Petra Mitterand and kissed the hand she offered to shake. He came around the table to shake hands with Carl and Patrick, very masculine, then stepped back a fraction waiting for introductions. Practiced, courtly, reading the power structures well enough. While Carl spoke, Trevor Scott acknowledged each woman with a piercing focus, raising a blush on Claire’s cheeks. I found no resemblance to Hershel Henry, whom I remembered as an Australian with rough hands and two left feet. This courtier could serve at Versailles.

			“What is your errand today?” Petra asked in French.

			“So kind to afford me this moment.” His French carried provincial accents, so he was new to Paris. “I’m seeking to contact my brother, Hershel Henry, who lives in Cylay.”

			“He’s a public figure there,” Petra shrugged, “running a newspaper with his picture on the masthead. Send him an email.”

			“I have a small package he should receive. His eyes only. Um, estate business.”

			Petra looked at me, and I lifted a small bell from the table. “Give it to Louise.”

			He moved around the table to meet her at the entrance. Carl leaned in, reaching across for a mint-flavored treat. “Company contacts,” he said in a biting whisper. “Trevor can secure that position I want.”

			“So that was his calling card,” Petra said.

			These requests—seeking a courier with impunity to circumvent Chinese customs officials—were not unusual. Few petitioners vaulted the layers of assistants to penetrate our serenity. Why did these climbers assume a general’s daughter was less suspect to a customs officer?

			Trevor Scott reappeared carrying a chair, and Louise was behind him with a matching seat. She left without showing interest in the next events. All but Patrick claimed a place at the table.

			“Claire,” Petra said, “perhaps you can start those callbacks.”

			“Of course.” She was gone in a flash, but Patrick lingered near the sidebar in a grudging silence before he took her seat.

			Petra carried the agenda, using English to indicate the business part of the meeting had begun. “Mr. Scott, we were just discussing the assassinations that dominate Westend news. Three sons of Ananke are dead. The king’s next son recently went into hiding, but three wives died after sharing a meal. One was pregnant.”

			“So sad, using family members for vengeance,” Heather added with a special glance for Scott. “Perhaps he meant to draw that king’s son back to Urbyd from Cochin.”

			“Yes, well …” Petra drawled. “The next in line, the middle son, seems to be made of sterner stuff. He has erected a pavilion outside of Urbyd to stand his ground and invite the assassin to a fair fight.”

			“You mean, like Sir Gwyn?” Heather asked, probably thinking she sounded clever. “Like a knight of the Round Table? What weapons will they agree to use? Whose silk scarf will the assassin carry?”

			“Brianna Miller’s,” I said to chide her. “Or the mark of Rularim.”

			“Will Karlyhi meet the challenge?” Carl asked. Karlyhi was the militia leader for the savannah tribes with a reputation for brutal acts against enemies, called tribal logic.

			“You assume the assassin is Karlyhi?” Petra asked. “Really? He was seen in Somule during the time of the first incident, the one with the snakes.”

			I only chuckled, glad she had chosen a topic beyond the ken of our intrusive guest. “Petra, your news is more fresh than the Cylay Gazette,” I said. “How do you manage that?”

			“Just protecting our investments.”

			“The assassin could be Apetu, the oldest son of the khalif,” Trevor said quietly, looking at his hands below the tabletop. “His mother was Gora, and she was set aside for a younger woman. The Gora clan was decimated recently after an uprising.”

			Petra barely spared him a glance. “Maybe it’s Aristides using the unlawful imprisonment of Brianna Miller as an excuse to unseat King Ananke. That would be his style. Who do you think, Jesse?”

			“I’m just an employee at Somule Gems,” I said with a furtive gesture, “absent from Westend these many cycles.”

			Carl smirked. “Yeah, yeah. Who?”

			I shrugged as if the topic was boring. “Kyros Kenoma’s oldest son, Kristos, with the blessing of the tribes. Kristos is motivated due to the treatment he and Karry suffered at Gora hands.”

			Trevor controlled his face by sucking in his cheeks. He lifted his chin.

			“But they were abused by Goras,” Heather said, “not the same family as Khalif Ananke.”

			“All Borabean are put on notice,” I returned. “Don’t start a new conflict with the savannah tribes.”

			Petra squinted, not satisfied with my answer. “The real culprit behind these acts could be Aristides, though. Right, Aristides is on the short list?” Executives at Somule Gems had long suspected that Aristides undercut his khalif for profit.

			The sport of guessing assassins was becoming boring, too many troubles in a tangle. “Khalif Ananke has many former allies,” I said with a shrug, “who have soured on his empty promises about silicide mining.”

			“And you’re so eager to return to that snake pit?” Heather asked. “Surely you’re not traveling cross-country like Brianna did before. The regions are—”

			“We’re flying into Beijing to make connections,” I said. “The new clutch was mostly selected from, uh … the regions, as you call them.”

			“Not handpicked by you?” Carl asked.

			I felt surrounded. “These matters are decided over my head. I’m a simple—”

			Trevor poked into the talk again. “Daughter to a Consortium general, tariff manager of Somule Gems, a favorite of Mrs. Shaw, at tea with Petra Mitterand; these make you far more than a simple agent.”

			A long moment passed. I was willing for a longer stretch of silence so Trevor Scott felt cold sweat down his spine. The tea had gone cold. I rose from the table. “And now let’s make a pleasant goodbye, as I doubt that I will pass this way again.”

			“Jesse does what she wants no matter our advice,” Carl added for Trevor.

			We gathered in the wide and sunny entrance hall and received hugs all around from Claire. While Louise held my trench coat open for me, she spoke in low tones. “Touching on the assassinations of Ananke’s sons, maybe the siblings are killing each other, or one of them is eliminating his competition. The deaths are just staged to look like tribal logic.”

			“We cannot tell from here,” I said. “Our speculation is just a parlor game.”

			“I’ll pull the car around.” She signified on Petra and left ahead of the other guests.

			“Listen, Jesse,” Petra Mitterand said under her breath. “Look into the Company’s conscript trade while you travel. What volume? What routes and destination? Don’t make any trouble, but let me know what you learn. We may have some leverage on this end to pressure executives. The forced labor must stop.”

			We stepped outside and waited at the top of the steps that led to a circular drive with a center fountain. I saw Evgenia Datong, scheduled to jump back with us, talking on the side with Patrick Osborn. At least somebody was sorry that she was leaving. “I will miss the moist air of Paris,” I said to Petra, “full of cooking and river odors. I grew up breathing the recycled air of a transport. The one time I disembarked on Dolvia, the savannah’s hot season ruined my sense of taste.”

			Petra pulled at my collar to straighten it. “You were spared the disappointment of savannah food. You have started with the mefloquine and have acclimation pills?”

			“Louise packed a whole pharmacy of health aids.”

			“You’ll have vivid dreams for a while and sudden rages, so watch for those.”

			Carl was talking with Heather and that social climber, Trevor somebody. “Did you ever consider?” Petra said to me alone. “Our astronauts must endure cryo-chambers and haven’t reached the Kuiper Belt. Yet you come and go as if on safari, squandering teatime on questions about a Company passport stamp.”

			“I’ll miss our talks,” I said truthfully.

			“The most intriguing puzzle is the one we face next. Tell Brianna she’s in my thoughts. And tag me often. I want to share your adventures so I can have Claire publish your memoirs.” She was grinning.

			“Oh, that reminds me,” I said. “Can you have Claire find a position for Carl? A title and travel expenses, but nothing that carries your reputation. And maybe a separate place for Patrick, in a different city even. I’ll pick up the costs.”

			Petra watched my face for a moment. “I’ll look into it.”

			“Just to keep the peace with my sister. And so I can face Daddy.”

			Two long limousines waited on the gravel in front of the fountain. A red two-seater convertible skidded to a halt ahead of them. Louise Kurlo was in the driver’s seat and honked the horn, so plebian. “Is Louise her real name?” Petra asked me.

			“I cannot pronounce her real name.”

			“I never asked … Does Louise have family here?”

			“All dead in a single week when a SARS virus swept through her village in Somalia. She was away at school at the time.”

			“Another orphan adventurer.”

			“Do you wonder about them? Their lives?”

			“We cannot employ them all,” Petra said. “I was trained to help the displaced groups where I can without risk to our investments and to leave the remainder to their gods. Go on then.”

			I bounded down the steps and climbed into the flashy sports car. I waved to Petra as Louise’s driving caused a spray of gravel on the entrance roadway. Louise was dear to me, but her driving was frightful. Perhaps behind the steering wheel was the one place she could release the playfulness that she kept severely tamped down in company.

			The car paused at the end of the long drive, waiting to enter traffic. An opening came, but we didn’t move. I looked at Louise’s face and followed her gaze to a couple of workmen in uniforms who were laboring over a fallen pole and damaged phone line.

			“You just love to watch men at work,” I said. She showed me a wide smile before she pulled the car into the traffic. “You will like the savannah,” I added while gripping the armrest to hold my balance against her erratic driving motions. “Most men wear militia uniforms, and the others wear leggings only.”

			“I want to meet the Striiduc women,” Louise said, “who practice hedge magic. Ride your spirit to see through your eyes, or make you sell your goods for pennies.”

			“Control the weather,” I added as I rolled my eyes. The farther one traveled from the savannah, the more exaggerated were the rumors about tribal powers. That Kyle Rula flew over the desert on murmurey wings or that Dolvia whispered to Brianna Miller each morning at dawn, tattling on your daily acts.

			Louise jerked the steering wheel, and we sped around an open truck that had three pigs in the back, then cut back to avoid the oncoming traffic. “Jeez, Louise. Take it easy.”
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			Louise Kurlo and I stood at the long bar of the saloon, which was cool and unoccupied in the late afternoon. In the wide room behind us, some working girls and clients shared close conversations. Brianna Miller had started this Paris club, one of her many enterprises that I oversaw but had seldom visited, although Somule Gems maintained an office suite here. We were closing my accounts today, and Laura had papers to sign. Standing behind the bar, Laura made drinks that were fizzy and limey. I wrinkled my nose against the tickle. “To jumping back,” Laura toasted.

			“To Jesse Hartley,” Louise returned, and we sipped the sharp liquid.

			“Jesse, did you see this?” Laura held up her tablet, the luminous screen displaying an article in the Cylay Gazette from Westend that we could access locally just days after publication. The image was black and white, somewhat grainy, of a statue on Siibabean land. Mrs. Shaw and the corporate scientists were busy claiming a series of discoveries, naming species, and stumbling onto ruined temples and the like while she followed her husband’s task of road construction into the virgin forest.

			“Now what?” I asked.

			“She’s a hero from past conflicts, a woman archer named Onariio.”

			I tried to focus on the tablet image. “Is the statue broken?”

			“That’s a double mastectomy.”

			I drew back with a squint and passed the tablet to Louise, who also stared.

			“The article by Mrs. Shaw,” Laura explained, “claims this archer won all the competitions in her time. Except her left breast got in the way.” Laura straightened her back and struck a pose for firing an arrow from a bow. “So she had it removed.”

			I crossed an arm on my chest and saw Louise do the same, an instinctive move. “Later,” Laura continued, “Onariio was wounded in battle and had the other breast removed as part of her recovery. See how they fashioned a little pucker where the nipple should be.”

			“You’re enjoying this,” I said with a grin.

			Laura smiled in her “anything goes” way. Decades ago she had been handpicked by Brianna to run the Paris club. Laura was often in contact with the managers who lived on the savannah. “This archer later trained other women, including the headman’s daughter who had both breasts removed to emulate Onariio. Tribal girls followed the fashion of the day and—”

			“Stop,” I said. “We get it.”

			“On Dolvia, it’s not enough to light yourself on fire,” Laura shot back. “You have to mutilate yourself first.” She made a sour face and moved her head back and forth in response to my look of disgust. Louise smiled knowingly and set the tablet on the bar. This was an old fight about who was privileged to jump back. Laura’s talk was sour grapes.

			Light flooded our space and glinted off the mirror behind the bar. The doors opened with a rush of fragrant air and my brother Carl entered, a regular guest. Patrick followed him, of course, and that social climber who was sniffing around for God knows what. They signified on us and sat together at a backgammon table.

			“Hey, sweetie,” Laura whispered to me. “Uncoil a bit, huh?” I turned to my friends with question. “Your hood flared like a viper in the grass,” she added. Louise nodded with raised eyebrows. Laura patted my hand, which was resting on the drink glass. “Spend the hour. No pressing duties until Wednesday.”

			One darkly beautiful dayworker approached from the room, her face a cynical mask. “Could you move along?” she asked. “You’re ruining the trade.”

			I looked around to see several patrons watching us. One rubbed folded euros together in a beckoning motion. I quickly turned back. “Jeez, Louise. What do we look like here?”

			She grinned and gathered her cellphone and keys. “I’ll see you back at the house.”

			Laura and the dayworker also turned on their heels, like I had repelled them in three directions. I sighed and glanced over at the backgammon table. What did I have invested for today? I made my own choices, my own woman. I carried my drink and joined the men for a game. Trevor stood at my approach. Patrick only frowned and looked away.

			Presently, fresh drinks arrived at our table. Laura flipped on the music and booted the rotating lights on the dance floor, too early in the day really. She gave me a knowing look and returned to her duties as barkeeper. I danced with Carl, who was accomplished at the most recent dance moves, and with Trevor, who pretended to be less adept. Pleasantly buzzed, I danced again with Trevor. I tried to explain that I couldn’t guarantee delivery of the package bound for Dolvia. “I barely met your brother.”

			“Half-brother.”

			“The savannah is vast. I could easily miss him, for years even.”

			“I trust you.”

			He seemed clear-eyed and unperturbed, as though all would work out for the best.

			“It’s not a question of trust,” I said. “A different galaxy. The other side of the wormhole. It’s a wonder we even—”

			He held me tighter, executing a fancy dance move. “The package is delivered or not. We share a dance and a drink. Why make ourselves sick with worry?”

			We returned to the table to face an evening of gaming and flirting and telling lies.
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			I woke in the late morning under a tangled sheet. I stretched and rubbed my eyes against the bright day. The suite had stacked furniture and sealed boxes waiting for transition. They smelled of dust and furniture polish. I heard Trevor in the bathroom before he emerged, fastening his belt. “Do you have a meeting this morning?” I asked.

			“Yah, several.”

			“We could, um—”

			“Sorry, no time.”

			“You’re so different now. Where’s the—”

			His grin was cynical. “The bright-eyed boy? The eager beaver? That’s a loose-fitting cloak, one of several I use.”

			“Hey, what is this?”

			He sat on the bed to slip on his shoes. I scooted left and crossed my ankles. “You know, Shelly is twelve years older than me. That’s my name for him, Shelly. He became my guardian when I was seventeen, when my mother also died.”

			“Hershel Henry?”

			Trevor stretched an arm across my legs and languished for a moment with his chest showing under the unbuttoned shirt. He did that frequently, starting humble before he displayed like a peacock. “It was always the same with Shelly.” His eyes seemed darker, more green than blue. “No nurturing, no gesture of … of family. I was seventeen when she died, my mother. I lived at the boarding school and spent holidays with the headmaster’s wife. And later, no matter what I took up, no matter where I excelled, Shelly had got there first. His reputation preceded mine. Gaming, surfing, hunting. Investing. He was always there first and surpassing me.”

			He stood and buttoned his shirt, gathering his other clothes. “That’s why I took up research as a profession, because Shelly had no reputation there. A man of action all the way. And when I succeeded, big surprise, I came to understand myself. How he had shaped me by his absence.”

			I held out a hand in disbelief. “I met Henry one time at a function. I was already set to jump back.”

			He showed a dark smirk, most likely his real face. “And now you have met me one time at a function when you’re about to jump back, um, back. Do you see a pattern here? Except not today. I was first with you.”

			I shook my head slightly. “He doesn’t remember me.”

			“You’re his type. Shelly only chases the front office girl.”

			“The savannah is vast. I could be there for seasons and not meet him again.”

			Trevor chuckled, sort of. “Shelly will find you. And when he does, I’ll always know … I soiled his treasure. I was first.”

			“Soiled? Now wait a damned—”

			“And just for a moment, consider this … What have you accomplished before you jump back, um, back? Brianna Miller built all this, but you?” He indicated the room, or maybe the club.

			“I have to—”

			“Have to save Brianna Miller?” he asked quickly. “Only you can do this task? Not the famous general you call Daddy?”

			I waved a hand of dismissal. “Now I hear my brother’s voice in your words. Nothing new there.”

			“Suddenly you have an urgent need to join Daddy on the other side of the galaxy. And when you arrive there, you’ll find a new excuse to return here. It’s the travel you really want. What good is being rich if you cannot show off?”

			My face broke into a grin. “I get it. The same as Laura’s story.”

			His face fell. “What?”

			“I’m jumping back, and you’re not. It’s sour grapes.”

			He allowed two beats to pass. “Your Daddy will ask … What did you accomplish in Paris? Why did you leave so much undone?” He was already at the door, showing a dark smirk. “Thanks for the moment.” And then he was gone.

			I pulled on a robe as I left the musky bed and stepped to the window that looked out on the bustling street. Who needed him, the groping sniveling ingratiating sycophant? I realized I was mumbling. “I won’t see Henry,” I said out loud. “He probably has a Putuki wife and two snot-nosed kids by now. Just another prancing whining,” and louder, “self-absorbed sy-co-phant!”

			Shouting at the door was unproductive, so I decided to take a shower. First I removed every trace of Trevor Scott from the bathroom surfaces and replaced the linens. “Sicko … psycho … sycophant!” I turned the hot water high to scald the scent of Trevor Scott from my skin. “SYCOPHANT!”

			My feelings of outrage were from the mefloquine that I was taking to build my resistance to disease. A good lesson for me, these last hours. The anonymity I had enjoyed during my time in Paris, secured by Petra and encouraged by Laura, was ending. In Westend I was the general’s daughter, my acts reflecting on Eugene Hartley. General Hartley, not Daddy. I must confine my gestures to those restrictions, a container that felt tighter than the one in which my sister Heather thrived.

		

	
		
			Two

			After the flight to Beijing, Louise and I waited in customs while officials snooped through our luggage. A Blackshirt officer stood behind the workers in tan uniforms and took no interest until he was shown the special stamp on our passports. The Chinese man with a porcelain face made a slight waving gesture, and we were released.

			“I never saw one before,” Louise Kurlo whispered. “A Blackshirt, I mean.”

			Mikhail Burgess and Ahmed Datong stepped forward from the crowd. These two agents of Somule Gems had been rejected by Brianna Miller for Westend duty and left behind in Beijing to develop new markets. Each spoke and wrote Arrivi, and Mikhail was fluent in seven languages, the most difficult ones, like Chinese and Hebrew.

			Ahmed stared at Louise and kept his gestures close, a follower only. Mikhail watched other passengers and our luggage, vigilant and cagey. I spoke to him in French. “Not too inconvenient, I hope, to meet us today.”

			“Our pleasure,” Mikhail said in French. “We prepared a suite at the corporate offices. You have several meetings scheduled, though. Two are for today.”

			“Well, then … we should go.”

			Ahmed had the porters stack our many pieces of luggage on a cart, and we hurried through the corridors, bright and high following some modern architectural trend. The girls were made to walk in pairs, and the three boys brought up the rear of our procession. Mostly, it was Evgenia Datong who managed the luggage and meals for the clutch during our travels. I was content that they looked to her and not me for approval. Evgenia would jump back to Earth one day, after all, to enjoy tea with Petra Mitterand.

			Beijing was difficult for any traveler given that directional signs in a language based on pictograms, and the many Asian faces that betrayed no emotion. Near the waiting shuttle bus, I looked up at the white sky obscured by gray smog. Louise coughed noisily and covered her mouth with the edge of her scarf.

			“You’ll be inside mostly,” Mikhail said while Ahmed oversaw the loading of a side compartment. “No need to acclimate to our smoggy climate as the yacht leaves in two days.”

			So I spent the hours with a parade of managers to share anecdotes about Petra’s famous parties and to strengthen long-distance contacts. With each group who reported from a different region, Louise began with, “This is not Rularim. This is Jesse Hartley.” I had admonished her more than once to avoid starting a meeting with a negative, but I came to understand her motive. How many wormhole travelers would the managers encounter in their careers?

			The executives with faces from diverse ethnic groups hung on my words and counted today’s invitation as a promotion of sort. One even offered, “A man is the room he is in.” I supposed that was meant as a compliment.

			The following morning, I sat in the private suite over fresh eggs and hot coffee, trying to identify the source of my free-floating anxiety. Maybe it was the malaria medicine or just a moment alone that made me uneasy. I looked at the crib sheet I had made with the names of the new clutch members, trying to connect faces. Why couldn’t I conquer this simple list? The two ten-years-olds were Dottie and Dorothy, I could hold onto that. And the oldest, luckily the tallest, was Suzanne. That was as far as I could get without engaging with them again.

			After a knock, Louise Kurlo entered with Mikhail Burgess, both curious and neither demanding the lead. An odder couple I had never seen: her tall and sensuous with a barely contained playfulness, and him fine-boned and reserved, inches shorter, but wholly prepared, maybe over-prepared for this visit from the agents for Somule Gems.

			“Please join me,” I said. “There’s plenty of coffee.”

			“You’re drinking coffee in the land of tea?” Louise asked.

			“Last chance,” I shrugged.

			They sat with cups and stirred in condiments and made a show of clanking spoons against the saucers.

			“What news of Brianna?” I asked. That was my first question each time we met. Mikhail only shook his head no. I had earlier put the bug in his ear about tracking the source and volume of the Company conscript trade, mentioning that Petra Mitterand was interested. He had told me that business people in Beijing looked away from the practice, tolerant or indifferent. The conscripted slaves were taken from the normalized regions of Asia and without an advocate for human rights.

			Mikhail fingered the crib sheet I had abandoned. “Do you know the story of Alice when she returned to Wonderland?” he asked, drawing blank looks from both of us. “The other characters debated whether she was really Alice or wholly Alice, even though only one girl had ever tumbled through the rabbit hole. Alice grows into her narrative after she commits to facing the Jabberwocky.”

			Louise was grinning. “She claimed to be mad and said that all the best people were.”

			He nodded. “That she could believe six impossible things before breakfast.”

			“Breakfast is nearly done,” I said.

			Mikhail shrugged. “That there’s such a thing as a stable wormhole that empties somewhere near Stargate Junction in Westend.”

			Louise squinted. “You’re scaring me.”

			“That there’s a mixed-race woman named Brianna Miller, still living,” Mikhail added with measured syllables, “who expanded commerce from another galaxy by force of her will.”

			Louise chuckled. “That there are creatures called gualareps, wingless dragons that share dreams with favorites.”

			“That an ancient meteor deposited enough silicide on the savannah,” he added, “to justify a new enterprise with a costly startup. How many is that?”

			I held up four fingers. “That the tribes can bind together as a single nation to secure a voice within the Consortium.” I splayed all five fingers of one hand.

			Louise gave me a level look. “And that Jesse Hartley will return to Westend in time to witness the release of Brianna Miller to her father, the retired general.”

			I felt a tightening in my jaw, my mouth watering, and I blinked several times to compose myself. Must be the malaria medicine again. I straightened my back. “We have separation anxiety, nothing more. I saw these same responses many times when the general greeted officials coming and going. Daddy claimed that anxiety is why people so seldom travel alone. It’s more difficult for an individual to broadcast a purpose. Some may give into doubts about what is sacrificed by leaving.”

			“Here’s a story you can broadcast,” Mikhail postulated. “Somule Gems is unique because the lightweight packages of gems have added value when they arrive here. But iron ore is weighty, adding to the expense for each kilometer, and looks the same on either side of the wormhole. No value added. Without the silicide, reasons for commerce are weak. The Chinese are overextended and distracted by insurrections in local regions of Asia.”

			“Well,” I said impatiently. “Maybe you need to find a product from here that we would value in Westend and gladly pay the tariff.”

			“Like conscripts, you mean?” he asked.

			I shrugged. “Shipping lanes contract and expand. It runs in cycles. The windfall fortunes are already made, and colonists are no longer allowed on Dolvia or Cicero.”

			“So this clutch of children may be the last?” Louise asked.

			“Only if the StrikeStone Enterprise fails to produce results,” I said. “We must wait and see.”
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			I contacted Daddy using the EAM80 in Mikhail’s office just to let him know we were jumping back that same day. The general was sitting at a newsroom desk at the Cylay Gazette with chatter in the bustling background and sunlit windows visible through the open door. His hair and beard were stark white, a change since his retirement from the Consortium. When he shed the office of general, he had sacrificed a whole identity from my childhood memories. Now Daddy wore a uniform of the clutch of Kenru, camouflage fatigues with no insignia. I was relieved to see him in uniform again.

			“What news of Brianna Miller?” was my first question.

			He showed a hooded look. “There is news.” He seemed trimmer and tired, but that could be a trick of the EAM screen. “Brianna was made pregnant, we heard.”

			“They made her? They made her, um—” My heart pulled down in my chest. My arms felt weighted. “Oh, Daddy. I’m so sorry.”

			“The abuse has raised her profile, maybe,” he added. “Women were protesting in the Urbyd Square for rights to clean water. Brianna has become a symbol of their struggle.”

			My chest hurt, and I breathed in gasps. “Daddy, I wish I could … I mean … we’ll go to Urbyd together and shake Brianna loose from Khalif Ananke. You’ll see.”

			He showed a weak smile. “You’ll disembark in Cochin, in a city called Ninleau, and travel to Cylay with the Consortium mail courier.”

			“The courier has room for the clutch?”

			“We’ll make arrangements on this end.”

			“That’s fine.” I resisted nodding so my image didn’t blur on the screen. “I’ll call again from Stargate Junction. I’m eager to talk in person.”

			“Ah! Speaking of in person, you should greet Henry while we have a connection.” He twisted in his seat, looking around the busy newsroom. “Where’d he get off too?”

			“It’s not needed, Daddy.” I felt suddenly overheated and hoped I wasn’t blushing. What need did I have for Hershel Henry or anyone from his family? “I’ll be there before the new moons. We can share melinga with Henry then.”

			“I suppose that’s best.” The general seemed distracted and unrested. “Travel safe. Hartley endit.”

			I sighed and shook my head. All this work, all this maneuvering just so I could be by his side. I must help. I must be there to witness the release of Brianna Miller, so they can be reunited on the savannah. I cannot miss that day.

			Later, we mustered with the clutch in a much smaller airport with few employees and waited at the holding area for the shuttle to the Company yacht. I decided the Blackshirts tolerated vendors working here only when the shuttle came and went, not every day, so shops and restaurants were absent. I said melinga as each clutch member bowed her shoulders with hand held high, practicing Arrivi customs, and Dottie and Dorothy giggling prettily. The three boys, young men I guess, showed an open palm at elbow height as was common on the savannah. I shook their hands. They seemed relieved.

			Mikhail Burgess came to my side. “One more meeting, impromptu, but worthwhile.” I followed him toward an elevator while admitting to myself that I was glad to leave the clutch. I didn’t want to know them, to have to share chi with them, as it was said. Why couldn’t I be inclusive, purposeful, self-directed, or any of the many admirable qualities attributed to Brianna Miller? Maybe the travel was all I wanted, after all, feeling important while others served my needs.

			Burgess and I took a tight euro-style elevator to the third level. Stepping off, I was slapped with the chilly air, perhaps controlled independently from the ventilation system for the levels below. There was no need for security checks or to be physically rousted. I was confident their surveillance cameras could discern the plastic snaps on my underclothes. The hairs on my arm bristled.

			The walls and carpet were a uniform gray in the uninterrupted view down a wide corridor. I saw occasional alcoves that held oversized Chinese vases on black walnut stands, painted with a bucolic scene or angry dragons. The display was intended to intimidate visitors by squandering luxurious space that was used only on occasion.

			A Chinese man in a silk suit that buttoned down the side in Manchu style bowed to me. He had a perfect complexion and smelled of musk flavored with hyacinth. They all wore pungent perfumes. He ushered Burgess and me into a receiving room decorated in gray with accents of Chinese red. Beyond the big windows was a panoramic view of the launchpad and waiting shuttle. A wet bar was on the left, and two desks were on the right with monitors displaying commodity prices. I caught a lovely odor, slightly acrid. Rose petals maybe. Three men were seated on facing couches across a low table.

			Tuang Cho stood and bowed. The other man and Daniel Chin remained seated. These men who courted Daniel Chin’s favor today were the managers of the conscript trade in Westend.

			“Jesse Hartley,” Chin said in perfect English. “This detour will take only a few moments.” He was past age sixty but trim and agile. His face betrayed no emotion. I had met Daniel Chin on several occasions. His primary residence was in Paris, although he often claimed to be a peasant from Yiyang in Hunan. He spoke of a big lake there that was fed by the Yangtze River.

			I remembered Daniel Chin’s wood-paneled Paris offices as sober and well-ordered. Never gluttonous in his habits or dress, he preferred lunch at the local deli instead of hotel restaurants or private clubs. And he delighted in greeting Paris schoolchildren on the streets. Their trusting exuberance lit up his face with a smile. I had often wondered about his family. It was rude, though, to ask.

			“Mr. Chin, the gift of your time is so precious. Many thanks.” I sat, and Mikhail Burgess stood at my shoulder.

			“With your return to Westend, Jesse, it occurs to us that you may be seeking a replacement to manage wormhole traffic. We can suggest a few qualified candidates.”

			I only grinned. In Westend terms, I was acceptable to them as the manager of Somule Gems because I was not Dolviet, but rather a general’s heir and nonpolitical. Mrs. Shaw, known on Earth as Dr. Greensboro, by way of example, had been denigrated by Company executives for her partisan politics.

			I modulated my tones to the Company cadence. “Mr. Chin, my impression was that you no longer had a taste for wormhole travel.”

			His voice was barely a whisper. “The forced confinement is hard on these old bones.” He glanced at Burgess and sat back. “Today we seek an avenue,” he said for the group, “to negotiate the release of Brianna Miller from Abydian control.”

			My heart went racing. I raised my eyebrows and looked at each Chinese face.

			“Her martyr status,” he added, “grows daily with protests at the Urbyd palace.”

			“The media attention is unwelcome?” I asked. Company methods often went into retreat when exposed to the harsh light of investigative reporting from independent news sources.

			“I have known Brianna Miller,” Daniel Chin said. “I knew her father.”

			“You would secure her release to Somule, or to Company care?”

			“Her health is poor, I’m told. We can offer services.”

			So Khalif Ananke had made an enemy due to the brutal treatment of his enemy, or Aristides had. I wanted to shout hoorah and jump up and down. I only looked at each face again, and followed their idea of personal integrity, in particular that a woman held her chin high and met their patronizing gazes. “What are you offering?”

			“Renewed contracts for the tribes with Company interests in silicide extraction.”

			“You have received no shipments of silicide,” I said, “from the coastal waters of Urbyd?”

			He sighed abruptly. “We know that you know that silicide was extracted from the savannah aquifer. We can facilitate tribal efforts to bring some to market.”

			I shrugged. “As a gesture of intent, you could lower the tariffs.” Mr. Chin’s expression did not waver. “The return of the Uburu gold mines to the tribes,” I added.

			“Those mines are played out,” he said. “We are glad to return them.”

			“Is Ananke glad? From what I have seen, he has a taste for gold jewelry.”

			Daniel Chin shifted his weight in the chair. “Ananke’s tastes are uniformly crass.”

			There it was, articulated in five words. Help us dislodge an obstructive leader no longer useful to our enterprises. “The Borabean are a sovereign people,” I said. “Who do you suggest as the next khalif?”

			“In this matter, the Company is in concert with Arrivi. We find Aeolis of the Madquii clan to be bright and open-minded.”

			“Aeolis will insist on Madquii control of the gold mines.”

			“As a reward for insurrection?” Tuang Cho asked. Tension rippled through the room. It seemed that not all Company men sought a new alliance. I was certain Tuang Cho would soon be reassigned to Beijing. One misplaced remark in the presence of Daniel Chin had crippled his tenure in Westend.

			I spoke only to Daniel Chin. “I can cite tribal rights of ownership to the mines in the days of Moab the Uburu.”

			“You are well-informed, Jesse Hartley,” Daniel Chin said in frosty tones. It was his habit to use both my names as one, allowing the syllables to fall from his lips in crisp accents, extra crisp at this moment.

			“My father, as you know,” I said, “is seeking Brianna’s release by tribal means.”

			Daniel Chin only blinked. “We thought a woman sent to gain the release of a woman,” he said. “Ananke may only shrug and agree. What does he care what the women do?”

			I thought about this for a full minute. I enjoyed how they sat still, not squirming or pleading the case. “I cannot guarantee the outcome.”

			“Her health—” Daniel Chin became immobile.

			I glanced at the two executives. “My future dealings with the Company are not predicated on this one effort.”

			Daniel Chin shrugged slightly. “In private.”

			We all stood and bowed, and Tuang Cho left. I held a hand high and faced Daniel Chin. “Melinga.”

			“Melinga, Jesse Hartley. Mention us to Rularim when you see her.”

			In silence Burgess and I tolerated the elevator ride. He didn’t speak again until boarding for the shuttle was called. I imagined that he had not met Daniel Chin before today. The encounter had reinforced our travel narrative more than any fanciful story we could compose together.

			“We appreciate your thoughtful care these last days, Mikhail,” I said and offered a hand to shake. “You have done well.”

			Mikhail’s eyes searched my features, his expression revealing all. Evgenia and the clutch passed through the check-in, chatty and excited for their new adventure. I walked up the boarding causeway with Louise Kurlo trailing my steps. I did not look back.
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			I felt nauseated during most of the ride through the wormhole, a common complaint. The few times I wandered down to the communal area that had thick slits for windows, the wide room was sparsely populated with many undressed tables. There was nothing to see through the windows, just endless streams of gray on gray. Time was suspended, like those last moments before a ferry docks when people stop their conversations and wait for that reassuring bump against the pier. Ah, a trip completed without mishap. Step off into a new world. What time of day here?

			No comtech talk was possible until we reached Westend. I looked forward to contacting Petra for an update on Heather’s pregnancy and, um, other matters. Petra was my best source for Westend news, surprisingly. I never learned how she managed that.

			When we slowed to turbo speed on exiting the wormhole, the passengers became more active, a manic energy for greeting others like they were all relieved of seasickness. Louise Kurlo and I took the youngest clutch girls to the commons, thinking we could catch a glimpse of Stargate Junction. That view was thrilling to me when I had traveled with the general. Dottie and Dorothy were quiet, all eyes and shy movements.

			“The kids are cranky,” Louise reported. “The boys fight, and Suzanne has become a secret cutter. I put it all on Evgenia and her demands.”

			“What do you suggest?”

			“Some distraction. Maybe a trip to the zoo or a movie or—”

			We entered the yacht’s common area and discovered that the prime seats in front of the windows were occupied by a sizeable Chinese group apparently serving the needs of one teenage boy dressed in a yellow brocade with cranes depicted on his long robe. Traditionally dressed and with his hair spiked. His all-male attendants, with otter fur on the winged shoulder pads of their long robes, had straggly gray beards and bowed every two moments.

			Travelers from many ethnic groups mingled there: Middle Eastern sheiks with their own guards, groups of Asians in business suits, a couple of technicians in sturdy clothes and shoulder-length hair, plus eager replacements for the Westend news corps. No other women were present, and our girls looked out of place with their fresh faces, like they were on a school outing. Louise and I held Dottie and Dorothy in our arms while they pointed and murmured their delight. Dottie laid her head against my shoulder and stared. Our view of the Junction provided a memorable moment after the days of unstructured travel.

			A fat cylinder with two rotating rings going in opposite directions to generate energy, the Junction had running lights and searchlights that defined it against black space. The station didn’t circle the sun or any planet but remained in place near the wormhole terminus. One ring was for conscript quarters and had three tunnels, with one connecting to general storage, which explained how the Chinese had kept the trade under wraps for so long. The other ring received travelers, a hotel of sorts, and had seven tunnels that ran to the concourse in the cylinder. Solar panels were extended within the rings, so the tunnels appeared to paddle along, very tidy and less vulnerable to debris damage. Aft was the business end of the ship, as Daddy said, with the engines and ventilation generators and all. Fore were the docking bays, mostly open and bustling. The Consortium of Planets managed most space channel traffic, although Ambassador Otieno from Striiduc was said to have a thriving shuttle business.

			Dorothy giggled, which drew our attention. One of the Chinese attendants to the mandarin was using a couple of shadow puppets to create dancing images on the commons wall. Another in their group held a larger cutout that appeared
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