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      Esme breathed slowly. Deliberately. Controlled the in so it lasted a good ten seconds. Held for four and then out for another ten. Hold four more.

      Didn't help. No surprise there. The entire damned reunion had been an exercise in controlling her temper. It was bad enough when strangers and aliens acted like Esme was some sort of miracle worker crossed with a god. Having family members start acting that way had been enough for Esme to shout at everyone. Punch a couple of the cousins.

      But they'd earned it. Hell, they'd been brats back when Esme was young and they were still brats now that they were all grown. She would've said that their worshipful questions about the Final Oblivion and the Xr'x was just them being sarcastic little asses but not a one of them had the capacity to keep it up that long. Two solid weeks of their shit; following her around with wide eyes and breathy questions. Taking notes on the crap she made up to mess with them. Esme wasn't even sure if they'd verified the things she'd said.

      Not as bad as this, though. Esme opened her eyes and flinched.

      Tanya, properly Nurse Boreyeva Tatiana Nikolayevna but no one ever called her that if they didn't want to get strapped down for surprise vaccinations with the really big needles, was nodding as she listened to Dana and Ariel, Esme's cousins.

      The two cousins who were as prone to getting in trouble as Esme. The two cousins who'd decided, at the reunion, that they were coming back to the Final Oblivion to have some actual vacation time.

      Whole damned thing was going to explode. She just knew it. All three of them in one place? It was going to be the death of everyone. Or at least of Esme because, damn it all, Tanya liked Dana and Ariel. A lot. The three of them kept ganging up on Esme and making her do stuff.

      Like sleep. Eat healthy. Get a proper checkup and spend time talking to Grandma Chea about her 'adventure'. And Esme's 'adventure'.

      Esme snorted and went back to glaring out the viewport. Like either of them thought that near-death experiences that you survived by the skin of your teeth qualified as an 'adventure'. Grandma Chea still had nightmares about being stuck on the Immortal Sky when it's first, sabotaged, flight went so wrong. And right.

      Even with all the sedatives, therapy, meditation and outright talking Esme had done, she had horrible nightmares about the Xr'x eating their way into her body.

      Wasn't going to change, not anytime soon. She knew. Grandma Chea knew it. The whole 'talk it out' thing was one hundred and ninety thousand percent a problem.

      "Are you still moping about the reunion?" Dana asked.

      "No, I am not still moping about the reunion," Esme snapped at her. She stubbornly refused to look at Dana, Ariel or Tanya. "I am still steaming about the whole bullshit talk about your feelings and you'll sleep better thing."

      Which netted Esme a snort-laugh from Tanya as Tanya wrapped her arms around Esme's waist and rested her chin on Esme's shoulder. Hard to stay angry with Tanya right there though Ariel's little smirk and Dana eye roll made it easy to keep the scowl on her face.

      "I still say that you'll get better if you talk about it," Dana declared. Where Esme was short and pudgy, Dana was tall and muscular. All the better to pick Esme up and haul her off when Dana decided she was being stubborn. Or stupid. Or something.

      "Oh please, like that's ever worked for any of us," Ariel said. She was thin and ruddy, face still red from the 'sunburns' she'd gotten talking to her lava AI back on Hammer. "I just don't know why it's such a horrible thing. I mean, sure, you almost died. But the mine thing when we were young was worse."

      "Says you," Tanya replied when all Esme did was flip the bird at Ariel. "That was horribly traumatic for everyone, not just Esme. Seriously, we all have PTSD from it. Though that doesn't mean you should duck out on counseling, Esme. It will help if you take it seriously."

      Esme groaned, staring out the window. They were in the Shift, of course, in that weird side-space between the normal universe that allowed FTL travel. Unlike when Grandma Chea went through it for the very first time for any human, the shielding kept it from being wildly disorienting. So, there wasn't a hell of a lot to see or do other than wait for the ship to drop back out of Shift. Streaky rainbow light, weird lime and blue clouds and, new on this trip, a black lump that looked remarkably like a spaceship off their port bow.

      She stopped.

      Blinked.

      Looked again and then jerked backwards in Tanya's arms.

      "What?" Dana asked.

      "Look out the fucking window and tell me what you see, all three of you," Esme ordered.

      "It's… a chunk of asteroid?" Tanya said but just the way her arms tightened around Esme's waist said that nope, she didn't think that at all.

      "Oh, seriously," Ariel said with a dramatic roll of her eyes before she even glanced outside. "There's nothing there. You never see anything when you're in Shift, Esme. You… Oh. That's a ship. What the hell?"

      Dana looked at both Ariel and Esme, frowning. "I didn't even know that you don't see things. I'd never have noticed it, honestly. Or not paid any at…attention. Why is it getting closer?"

      Esme shoved Tanya back away from the viewport at the same time that Ariel grabbed Dana and quick-marched her out of danger. Except that no, it wasn't out of danger at all, not when something no one had ever seen was in the Shift with them and getting closer fast.

      Way too fast.

      Esme bolted for the ship comms, slapping her palm against the panel while staring out the viewscreen. "This is Esme Mullane reporting an anomaly on the port side of the ship. Someone give it a gander and tell me if I'm hallucinating here. Which, before you assume I'm always right, I could be. Look and see before you panic."

      She couldn't help going acid and annoyed on the last bit but, damn it all, since the whole Xr'x thing people of all species acted like she was completely infallible. Annoying as all fuck and there didn't seem to be a thing Esme could do about it.

      Three seconds later the door to the observation lounge opened and a rush of Nikiphoros winged in, squeaking urgently to each other as they perched hanging upside-down like the bats they resembled on the beams crisscrossing the ceiling just for them. Several had devices that Esme recognized from the Final Oblivion as scanners. Some others had cameras. One was shaking so hard that Esme automatically reached up and scratched between its ears.

      "Bad, very bad," the shaking Nikiphoros said. Its voice was even higher and squeaker than most of its race.

      "Kinda got that feeling," Esme said. She licked her lips because the black ship was approaching way too fast. "This something that your people seen before? Something old?"

      Because while the Creators and Nikiphoros were the oldest known-to-humanity races in the galaxy, they weren't the only super-advanced, super-old species around. Esme hadn't gotten much information out of Councilor Kuyotai, leader of the Creators, but he
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