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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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            1. Change of Command

          

        

      

    

    
      The command staff offices for the human habitat on the Final Oblivion were the most butt ugly places Esme had ever worked in her entire life. Including that summer she spent processing fish as a teenager. Smelled better than the fish plant. Barely. But they were way uglier.

      Scarred steel walls without a single decoration other than maps, plans and the occasional note stuck to them by magnets send every word, cough and shuffled foot echoing across the big room. A lot like a traditional Japanese office, really, all the desks pushed up together with no cubical walls or sound barriers or, heaven forbid, sound dampeners perched on the corners of the desks.

      Which were cobbled together out of whatever scrap the first drew had been able to scavenge. Made for some interesting desks. The commander, sat smuck in the middle of the room where he could watch everyone else, had a proper desk constructed to proper human standards. Most of the desks at least approximated what they should be but some were solid glass tops, the heat shield kind, others metal. A few were made of Saurid shed armor plates. Those were kind of nasty, always vaguely squishy to the touch.

      Though apparently they'd stiffen over time and in, oh, a hundred or so years be harder than steel. Yeah right. Like they'd last that long. The accountants that worked those desks tended to do everything in their power to work anywhere else but their desks. Meant that everyone else piled stuff on top to hide the creepy things.

      Off by the door that led to the bathroom that always stank of rot, Esme's desk was a standing desk with six layers for perching papers, coffee mugs and whatever interface she was using at the moment. It was set a bit too high for her but the damn thing was stuck in position. So she had a stool that she'd stolen from the medics that she could take up or down depending on which level of her desk she was using at the time.

      Right now, like everyone else in the room, Esme had her head down and her stool at the lowest position in the hope that no one would notice that she was there. Because as soon as Commander Sergey Shchurov Tikhonovich realized that this very serious discussion with soon to be former Commander Nikita Chuprakov Olegovich, always Kesha to people he liked and that was damned few humans on this station, they'd all be ordered the hell out of here.

      Tikhonovich stared down his nose at Kesha who'd put his feet up on his desk while slouching so low in his dramatically underpadded chair that his back had to be killing him. While Tikhonovich looked like exactly the sort of spit and polish rule lover that Esme hated, she had to admit he was a damn sight prettier than Kesha. Slim, tall, lean muscle, Tikhonovich's hair was just starting to go grey at the temples in that distinguished way that some very rich and very powerful and very spoiled men managed.

      He was about the same age as Kesha, maybe fifty-two, fifty-three. But he looked a good ten years younger. Kesha was short as Esme, balding and didn't care who knew it. His paunch was like another person in the room, big and jiggly every time he spoke or breathed or moved at all.

      Right not it was shaking like they had an earthquake going through the station, legacy of Kesha's toe twitching from its perch on top of his desk.

      "You actually consider this an adequate working environment?" Tikhonovich demanded for the second time. Much louder, especially in the wary quiet that had fallen around the two of them.

      "No," Kesha said, blowing a raspberry as he folded his hands over his belly. Not even to still it because he started tapping his fingers against his stomach.

      The damned man was amused. Near to laughing until he coughed a lung up. He thought this whole thing was funny.

      Esme peeked and then pressed her lips together because, yeah, it kind of was. Tikhonovich looked like he was about to turn purple from pure outrage. Justifiable. Absolutely everyone here agreed that the habitat they'd been given was a piece of junk but no one would pay the money to fix it. Esme ought to know. She'd audited the requisition requests often enough and seen the thousand and one rejections from Earth.

      "Then why haven't you fixed it?" Tikhonovich demanded. "This is intolerable. No one should have to work or live in an environment like this, especially so far from home."

      "Agreed," Kesha said. His lips stretched into a twitching smile as he drummed his fingers against his belly. "Not saying anything I don't already know."

      He waved one hand, looked straight at Esme. She glared right back at him, straightening up fast enough to make her spine pop loudly. Kesha grinned, chortles finally squeezing past his control. Bastard always loved to get a reaction from her. And everyone else.

      "How many requests I put in to fix this place up?" Kesha asked.

      "You got a computer," Esme snapped at him. "Don't drag me into your little joke here, Kesha."

      "You don't get to call me that," Kesha snapped, laughter stopping as he glared and pointed imperiously at her.

      "Sorry, Commander Kesha," Esme said and then smirked as he glowered at her.

      Tikhonovich breathed in, rubbed two fingers directly between his perfectly groomed eyebrows and then let it out slowly before turning to smile in that so-reasonable way spoiled, rich men had when they were humoring those beneath them by being egalitarian. And it was pushing their temper to the breaking point. Asshole.

      "How many requests have there been, please?" Tikhonovich asked. Yeah, his patience was about worn thin. Could have cut through flesh with the edge in his voice.

      "Kesha here," Esme grinned when Kesha flipped a thoroughly vulgar gesture at her, "has turned in one thousand, nine hundred and twelve requests during his command. Commander before him had over three thousand. One before her had nine before he was reassigned. All of them have been rejected. As have the requests to be allowed to cook our own food."

      "So annoying," Kesha sighed. "I swear on my mother's grave, may she take her place in it soon, there are mornings where I would kill for a good cup of coffee before I left my quarters."

      Everyone muttered and nodded their agreement. Even Esme did. Never did like having to talk to people before she'd eaten. Given her problems with caffeine, Esme preferred food to wake up with. No reason to risk the headaches of coffee first. She needed a good buffer of food before she dared to drink her drab of coffee mixed in with a whole hell of a lot of chai and strawberry jam. Sometimes oatmeal, too.

      "They… denied the requests?" Tikhonovich asked.

      Esme's nod made him rock back on his heels. He ended up sitting on the desk closest to Kesha's when Kesha just nodded and smiled beatifically at him. Made the asshole look like that fat Buddha stature Yannick had gotten for Tovia when Tovia was little. It'd scared the hell out of Tovia so the thing sat on Yannick's desk ever since then.

      "Why?" Tikhonovich said. "Why would they expect everyone to endure these conditions?"

      "What I was told was that we needed to 'foster relationships with the other species'," Kesha said and yeah, there was the brittle edge to his voice. He wasn't going to stand for much more of Tikhonovich's questioning and innocence. "So we didn't need beautiful quarters. We were all, every single member of the crew, to 'socialize'. To make friends. To gather what we needed from our environment. Had one damned Earth inspector who said that he thought this," he gestured towards the room and its motley assortment of desks, "was 'most appropriate'."

      "To be fair, he was old-school Japanese," Esme said. She grinned when both Commanders glared at her. "Hey, you roped me into this conversation. Don't be surprised when I keep participating. I've done more to find us edible food than anyone here other than Yannick."

      "Where is he?" Kesha asked. He flipped a hand towards Yannick's empty desk. "He's always here."

      "Unless his boy manages to hurt himself which he did yesterday while having a fly-wheel contest with his best friend and three Nikiphoros adolescents. They all crashed into each other. Tovia's still in the infirmary, more because he doesn't want to go to school today than because he was really hurt."

      And also because it was time for his annual nanite upgrade. Esme was due next month. She always hated that. Lying there on the beds with an IV pumping what looked like mercury into her veins. But the protection against stray radiation, cancerous cells and the majority of infectious diseases was worth the discomfort. Usually she just slept through it. Tovia'd apparently decided to flirt his way through this time, much to Yannick's dismay.

      Not a choice Esme would have made even if some of the nurses were cute as hell. They all had no patience for people wasting their time, too many patients and too many reports to fill out for the bureaucrats back on Earth. Never get between a nurse and their mass of required paperwork. Might get you stabbed in some very uncomfortable places with 'vaccines' but that was a lesson Tovia needed to learn on his own.

      At least Tovia knew not to flirt with Esme's sometimes-girlfriend.

      "That kid," Kesha sighed, shaking his head.

      "You have no food," Tikhonovich said slowly. "All food comes from the aliens on the station."

      "Yep," Kesha said and there was his about to laugh smile again. His fingers went back to drumming on his belly.

      "No ability to upgrade your work environment."

      "Or our private quarters," Kesha agreed. He snickered at Tikhonovich's look of horror. "Yeah, that room you got to sleep in? That's the most comfortable that we've got. Some of us, not me, Esme for example, sleep on leftover netting scavenged from shipments."

      "Hey, my hammock's damn comfortable," Esme protested very, very mildly. "Only comfortable thing I got but it's a good one. Had to beat off one of the new guys last shipment. Claimed he needed it to take things back to Earth. Like he didn't go buy a new one that worked better than mine ever had."

      Tikhonovich stared at them both, mouth opening and closing as he tried to find words. Clearly couldn't find a single one because he threw his hands up, slapped them down on his thighs and then stood. He shook his head one more time before striding out of the offices. Down the hallway towards the communications array.

      Not one of his people followed. They all let him go and conspicuously made themselves busy learning their new jobs at their battered old desks. Lovely support for their commanding officer but hey, Esme didn't know. Tikhonovich had probably told them it was first priority while he dealt with the important stuff.

      Like figuring out why they couldn't upgrade the habitat.

      Good. Maybe he'd be able to find out why they were being made to suffer through all this crap. Esme sure never had. None of the humans here had a damned clue and the aliens weren't ever allowed into their habitat. But then no aliens allowed people into their habitats either. Just wasn't done, sharing that part of your private species business with outsiders.

      Esme was pretty sure that if they did open up and let the aliens see what things were like in here they'd either get flooded with donations to make it better or they'd get funding so that the assholes back on Earth wouldn't be so embarrassed by the comments the aliens made.

      Or both.

      Probably both. Wouldn't take but a few donations before Earth would get their nose out of joint and they'd have proper renovations happening. Tempting thought, letting it slip to the other species, but no. Esme wasn't going to be the one to get punished for that. Let Tikhonovich beat his head against that wall. Kesha clearly'd decided that he was the right man for that job because he just sat at his desk, feet up, laughing as Tikhonovich stalked away.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. Evening Prowl

          

        

      

    

    
      Esme loitered outside the infirmary, humming tunelessly. She should just come back later. Every time she hung out like this Tanya snapped at her and threatened to subject her to every test in the universe. Including the ones that didn't apply to humans. People lurking outside the infirmary were assumed to be avoiding treatment.

      Not trying to ask their girlfriend if she wanted to go eat together.

      "What are you doing?" Boreyeva Tatiana Nikolayevna, the beautiful Tanya, snapped as she glared out the door at Esme.

      Not a good day. Tanya's hair was stringy with sweat. Her scrubs were spotted with blood and what had to be a crust of vomit. One of the newbies must have gotten sick dealing with the station. Or brought something with them.

      "Thought I could buy you dinner," Esme suggested. "You know, get away from this, get something to eat, collapse into bed snoring like the old boring people we are."

      Tanya's foul temper dissolved into an amused snort. "Yeah, sounds about right. Fine. Let me ditch these scrubs. I'll be right out."

      And she was. Took about ten minutes but Esme waited quietly. No humming now. She sure as hell didn't want to attract the attention of the evening shift head nurse. That man was a complete and total bastard on a level with Kesha. He'd haul both of them in and scold them until Esme's ears were ringing.

      When she returned, Tanya's hair was still stringy but she'd pulled it back into a messy bun and tamed the wispy bits around her ears with about six too many hair pins. Maybe Esme could coax her into a shared shower later. Tanya always did like it when Esme washed her hair for her.

      "Come on," Tanya said, already striding to the big double doors that led from the human habitat out into the rest of the station. "I could eat a Saurid raw right now. What a damned day. Six of the newbs got in a big fight over who was going to have to take 'the worst' room. They ended up breaking four noses, dislocating one wrist and one of the poor stupid bastards was already dealing with disorientation sickness. He didn't stop vomiting until we knocked him out."

      Or maybe not.

      "Sucky day," Esme commented.

      "You?" Tanya asked as if she'd only just realized that maybe Esme's day had been crap as well.

      "Eh, got to watch Kesha picking Tikhonovich to pieces," Esme said. "More amusing than anything else. Tikhonovich spent the rest of the day in the comm center trying to get a good answer for all of this."

      She waved a hand at the bare steel walls of the main hallway through the habitat. Meant everything. Tanya got that. Instead of replying, she rolled her eyes. It was what it was and nothing they could do would change it. Short of someone going mad and murdering people they were stuck with this mess.

      Hell, they were probably stuck with it even if someone did go on a murder spree. Cheap bastards back on Earth.

      They prowled out of the habitat, both pausing at the double doors to look and breathe and allow their minds to adjust to the strangeness around them. Tanya did it by staring out into the void at the center of the station. Esme did it by looking for the t'Saoir scurrying around, tentacles wiggling as they waddled like penguins on their four short stubby legs. They were everywhere, all over the station, so anytime the weirdness got to Esme she'd find a t'Saoir and just notice how adorably weird they were.

      Seriously. Slap tentacles on a purple penguin and double its legs and you'd be close. Except for the stalk eyes. Never had gotten used to those. Though Esme still snickered when the t'Saoir group she'd been staring at all raised their eye stalks to stare back at her in perfect unison.

      "Stop staring at them," Tanya huffed, apparently done with her own way of dealing with the weirdness. "Come on. I'm starving. We've got to find something really filling to eat."

      "Last Day of Joy there were some t'Saoir who had this blue meat with a really bad deep fry coating," Esme suggested. "We could see if they have more meat, take it to the group with that incredible spice mixture."

      "Oh, I tried that!" Tanya said. "Let's do that. It was so good."

      When she smiled it lit the whole place up. Esme grinned and followed Tanya. No surprise, every single alien, t'Saoir included, got the hell out of their way. Humans on the hunt for food? Every race agreed that you got out of the way. There was a herd of Saurids up ahead, the sort with the big frills shaped like rainbows. They all flushed lemon yellow in alarm and hurriedly shuffled away as Tanya and Esme stalked past them.

      Tanya made a face. "I hate that."

      "What?" Esme asked. "The way everyone runs?"

      "Mm-hmm." Tanya looked almost sick over it. Understandable. She was a nurse. Last thing she wanted was to scare people.

      Esme grinned. "Hey, it makes sense. Humans are Space Orcs and Earth is Space Australia. Everybody runs from you when you're from a death planet."

      Her grin turned into delighted laughter as Tanya stumbled to a stop, staring at Esme. Only took about five seconds of shocked blinking before Tanya started doing that giggle-snort thing she did when she was really amused. She punched Esme in the shoulder and then led the way onwards, giggle-snorting every time an alien scurried out of their way.

      Turned out that the t'Saoir with the blue meat and the ones with the awesome spice mix had teamed up. They had complete plates available for humans to eat with deep fat fried everything. Meat, veggies already known to be liked by humans and those damned seaweed slices. Which really were way too tasty.

      Made Tanya giggle-snort some more as she watched Esme go back for a second serving of the seaweed slices. She was going to be teased for the rest of her life over it but damn it, those things were good. Terrible any way other than deep fat fried but like this? Nirvana.

      They both bought some bits of dried meat to sneak back into their quarters. Esme added a basket of melon-berry fruit, something like strawberries but with a ripe melon taste to it. Which she nibbled on as they slowly ambled back towards the human habitat.

      "You do that specifically to calm people down," Tanya said as they passed the lighted fountain and headed along the edge of the platform, despite its lack of a railing that would keep anyone from falling into the central open are of the station.

      Too big, that whole thing. The station was hollow, built around a central core that hovered in the center doing who knew what. Esme had poked around, trying to find out. Pretty much everyone had tried, at least briefly, all the aliens and pretty much all the humans, too. Yannick had a long-term project of figuring the thing out but the 'Creators', mysterious flying aliens that apparently were immortal and all-knowing who refused to leave their core, had made the computer system of the station unbreakable.

      Or unbreakable by human means.

      Didn't stop Yannick from trying. Looking out over the hundreds of miles-wide void at the center of the station, Esme couldn't blame him. She'd love to know who the Creators were. And damn if she wouldn't like to know how the hell they kept this cobbled together mess of a station together.

      Tanya poked her.

      "Sorry," Esme said with a wave for the void. "Distracted. Yeah, I do. If a human's got food in their hand they're not hunting. They're not a threat. Calms everyone down. It's part of why Kesha's as fat as he is. He never sets foot outside without something to eat in his hands. Tikhonovich is going to have to be careful. He's got that lean hunter look about him. Aliens are going to scatter from him whenever he approaches."

      Tanya stopped in her tracks, staring at Esme. She looked around, eyes wide, and then pointed a finger at Esme while making vague little horrified noises. Esme grinned.

      "Yup, you're a lean, mean hunter, love," Esme said. "I'm a lazy grazer, not a threat at all."

      "You could snap my spine and drop me over the side so fast no one noticed that it happened," Tanya hissed at her. Low enough that no one heard her. "I'm made of marshmallows, Esme. No muscle tone at all."

      "Now, that's nonsense," Esme replied. She popped one of the fruits into Tanya's mouth, prompting her to roll her eyes and snatch a handful from Esme's little basket. "You heft patients around all day long. You've got muscle. Just no training in hurting people."

      "My point."

      They both went still as a flock of Nikiphoros flashed past them, squeaking with alarm calls. They were followed by a pack of running t'Saoir whose eye stalks were extended a good foot and a half over their stocky little bodies. Kind of surprising how fast they could move when they really wanted to. They did a sort of galloping thing where they leaped forward, bounding like a gazelle, just on short stubby little legs.

      Then they ducked as a cluster flailing Dancers, three Icalgra with their ice-blue scales pushed out like a porcupine who'd been attacked, one very alarmed Egraq all surged past them. Other than the Egraq who slithered towards them, jerked to a stop and then slithered past only when it saw that they both had food in their hands.

      "Huh, it really does work," Tanya commented as she ate another melon-berry. "What's setting them off?"

      "Either a pack of the fur babies on the hunt or our new commander," Esme said, offering Tanya a coin.

      "Don't call them fur babies," Tanya huffed as she pulled a coin of her own. "That's terribly rude. And it's more likely to be the Creators flying by."

      Esme snorted and then grinned as a pack of Withco, the aforementioned fur babies, dashed by. Cutest damned aliens on the whole station. They looked like Maine Coones about a thousand pounds bigger and with stingers on their tails. Purred like a literal jet engine if you could get close enough to scratch behind their ears. And were generally done with touching just as abruptly as any cat would be.

      Behind the fur babies was Kesha, doing that rolling stroll thing of his where he looked slow and sleepy as any Saurid, with Tikhonovich by his side doing the 'holy fuck, what the hell have I gotten myself into' face that every newb got when they stepped out into the station.

      "Esme," Kesha called, smiling at her as he rolled their way. "What you got there?"

      "Fruit," Esme said. She offered it to Tikhonovich with a stern nod that actually got him to take it. "Try 'em. They're good. And if you have food in your hands the aliens won't panic seeing you."

      "Ah… thank you." Tikhonovich took one, put it in his mouth and chewed but he clearly tasted it just as much as if he'd been eating sawdust.

      "Pay up," Esme said, snapping her fingers both to Tanya who stuck her tongue out at Esme and at Tikhonovich.

      Took the coin from Tanya. Had to snap her fingers again at Tikhonovich while Kesha snickered and rubbed his belly.

      "For… what precisely?" Tikhonovich asked. He didn't reach for his pocket.

      "We all pay for our own food," Esme said. "I bought those. Don't mind spotting you this time but I put my own pay into it. I expect to be compensated for it. Or you can give it back and deal with the terror you cause, you alpha predator in a human suit, you."

      Predictably, Tanya burst into giggle-snorts, turning away so that she wasn't laughing straight into Tikhonovich's face. Kesha didn't bother at all. He just bellowed a laugh, slapping Tikhonovich in the back so hard he damn near knocked the man over. Seriously, how could anyone believe that Kesha was harmless. Paunch or not, the man was built like a tank and twice as powerful as one.

      Tikhonovich glowered at Kesha but he dug into his pocket and pulled out a bunch of change. Esme looked, picked out three coins that marked a fair value for that amount of fruit with a recyclable basket and nodded.

      "That's about what it's worth," Esme said and grinned at the suddenly sharp look in Tikhonovich's eyes. "Basket's recyclable. Make sure you have Kesha show you where to redeem it. Make some of your money back that way. We'll be going. Have a good stroll. Make sure you eat something while you're out. Sirs."

      She nodded to them, then pushed Tanya away, back towards the habitat. Not a good thing that Kesha and Tikhonovich were out without escorts. Kesha pretty much never did that. He always made sure to bring a few people with him when he wandered about. Both to record what happened and have people to carry stuff for him. Hated carrying things, Kesha did.

      But he probably wanted a nice quiet discussion with Tikhonovich well away from listening human ears. And the bugs that everyone knew filled the habitat. Couldn't blame him. Someone had to bring Tikhonovich up on how things worked on the Final Oblivion. Esme was just glad it wasn't her.

      "So, you think you got energy for some private time?" Esme asked only to laugh as Tanya glared at her so scornfully she could have left scorch marks on armor plating.

      "Don't be ridiculous," Tanya said. "I have a double shift tomorrow. Plus those newbs want to do an audit of all our systems. Something about getting us upgrades to the equipment."

      Esme rolled her eyes just as Tanya did. Yeah, Kesha really needed to fill Tikhonovich in on things around here. Upgrades. Yeah. Right. That'd be the day.
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This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




