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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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      Cymbals clashed as drums made of old bowls, bins and a Saurid's belly sounded. The beat varied between frenetic and so slow that it temped Esme to curl up and fall asleep. The music bounced off the floor and ceiling, off the walls of the habitats closes to the social area. Esme still wasn't sure why the Final Oblivion, stupid name for a space station, was designed like this.

      Big open meeting areas but overstuffed with plants and fountains except in very select places. Lots of shiny silver and chrome support struts around the edges of the Void at the center of the station but no goddamned railings to keep people from falling off. Sure, sure, the antigravity system would keep you from going splat. It turned gravity into pretzels along the struts and edges of the thousand and one platforms.

      Still creepy as hell having all that open space and nothing at all to keep you from falling right into it.

      Esme turned away from the Void, determined, as always, to ignore it. Better off just pretending it wasn't there. Besides, there were way better things to focus on than the stupid design of the Final Oblivion.

      Like the Day of Joy going on around her. There were flute-like things off in the t'Saoir's tentacles that they used to sing along with the Nikiphoros hanging from the ceiling. While the Nikiphoros looked like anthropomorphic bats, the t'Saoir were stout little purple penguins with eyestalks and tentacles.

      Who were playing music with singing bats the size of a human. Damn but aliens were weird. A good weird, granted, but still weird.

      Esme wandered slowly past them, amused at the way the t'Saoir eyestalks pivoted to watch her go. The entire galaxy was convinced that humans were eating machines. Valid, really. There was damn little food out there that humans couldn't eat if they put enough effort into it. But the whole 'will eat anything' had somehow gotten translated into 'will eat people, too' and Esme found that amusing as all hell sometimes.

      "Like I'd want to eat purple penguin meat," Esme murmured low enough that no one other than the Nikiphoros should be able to hear it. "Rather have a damned taco."

      One habitat away from the human's habitat, just about a quarter mile, the platform narrowed down thirty yards from a football field's width to something more like a too-wide hallway with six story high ceilings. Had to be high to let the Saurids through, especially the long-necked varieties. Esme kind of like them. They didn't mind if you clambered up their tails or legs and rode on their backs. Seemed not to even notice it until you climbed their necks, and then you'd be expected to have a long philosophical discussion about the nature of reality and how consciousness affected quantum physics.

      Or something.

      Esme never stayed for the whole thing. She had better things to do than let her eyes roll back in her skull so far that she glimpsed her brain.

      Not many Saurids around today. There were a good thirty Dancers, no other name had ever been given to the species and they'd never offered, swaying in time together while Yannick Ivanov's son Tovia Vasilyev and his best friend Malak Zahariev had a dance battle while laughing their lungs out.

      Good to see. The kids were just at that age when they went from little kids into surly teenagers. Yannick complained about Tovia every other day or so, grumbling that he was losing his little boy. Rest of the time he bragged about how his Tovia was turning into quite the strong young man.

      More power to them both. Esme remained glad that she'd never had kids. Too much work. Fun to watch them dance and laugh, though.

      Pretty decent Day of Joy though Esme would have preferred one where there was food and drinks offered to see if anyone could come up with something that humans wouldn't eat. Those were fun. Last time she'd ended up eating all day long and hadn't spent a single penny. Found six new foods that humans officially enjoyed, too, which went into the Final Oblivion's records.

      She still didn't know what to make of that name. 'Final Oblivion' was a damn depressing name for a vibrant commercial space station filled with two hundred and fifty-two alien species, not including Humanity. Their choice, of course. Wasn't like humans had built the place. It'd have a hell of lots less plants and fountains and a fuckton more places where a human could lurk and watch the crowd without being obvious.

      No such luck. Esme slowly strolled between music making groups, swayed along with a wayward Dancer that was three times her height and spindly as an aspen shoot. About as green as one, too. Sensory nodes up top of its head were shaped like leaves as the final insult to Esme's long-dead ideas of what 'life' should look like.

      The Dancer moved on, spindly arms fluttering towards the other Dancers in an apparent apology for leaving.

      "Yeah, it's fine," Esme said. "I was just looking for food anyway."

      That cleared the Dancer right out. Also cleared a nice path through the pack of short and stubby t'Saoir babies that were giggling together by a little fountain with rainbow lights in it. Little young for psychedelic experiences in Esme's opinion but the parents off to the left by the spiky crested Saurid didn't look too upset. Not her problem then.

      By the time she'd cleared the music section, she'd almost decided to go straight back home to her tiny cubicle of an apartment in the human quarters. The prepacked dehydrated food she'd squirreled away wasn't much but it was food.

      Then she caught the smell of fried something. Deep fat, that she knew, with hints of nuts and a bit of a corn smell. Bit of a meat smell, too, so Esme sniffed extravagantly at the air and, lo and behold, the hanging bat-like Nikiphoros flew away to a different perch. Sometimes humanity's reputation was truly helpful. Gave her a clear line of sight on a dozen or so little groups of t'Saoir preparing food.

      Yeah, that's what she was looking for.

      Other t'Saoir scattered, tentacles quivering, as Esme strode that way. She'd be amused by it if she didn't know it was her own damn fault. Shouldn't have explained what calamari was. The whole damn galaxy was already convinced that humans were perpetually ravenous monsters that viewed everything they encountered as potential food.

      People included.

      At least she wasn't the one who'd gotten in trouble for explaining exactly what cannibalism was and why there had to be laws against it on Earth. Yannick was the one who'd gotten that lecture and more power to him for it. Esme was here to work, not to socialize. If the powers that be back home would just let them create their own kitchens in their habitat she wouldn't bother going out at all.

      More than enough work for her to do dealing with all the investigations that went along with a thousand humans light years from home on a space station that frequently made you feel like your mind was being twisted into pretzels. Not a bad place to work or live. Not like the Stealth Tempest. That station was so bad that Esme had begged for a new assignment and then paid her own way to be quit if it soon as

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      

      
    

  

OEBPS/images/pod-joining-of-lines-ebook-cover-04---750-x-1200-size.jpg
eyarl.’
cFarland

Author'o‘l lah fo

"] ommg

o OL lneS






OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
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.



OEBPS/images/pod-day-of-joy-ebook-cover-01.jpg
eyari
cFarland

Author of Clash of Lines -~

‘ -

R

An Esme

Mullane

SF Short
Story







