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      IZRAMITH OPENED her eyes, flicked back the blankets, and rolled off her mattress onto her hands and knees. For a few dazed moments she remained that way, staring into the utter darkness where her hands would be if she could see them.

      Something was very, very wrong.

      Through the roaring of blood in her ears, she couldn’t hear the sound of weapons fire or explosions. There was no shouting, no one was swearing and rummaging for clothes and gear in the tent. She wasn’t, in fact, in a tent, and no supervisor was yelling orders. No group of fighters scrambling to get ready and armed for battle.

      The soft stuff under her hands and knees was not sand, but the carpet in her bedroom. This was not a military base. She was at home, not in the war zone, and the noise that had woken her up was not the general base alarm.

      That damn child was crying again.

      She leaned back, rubbing her face with her hands. The roots of her hair were damp with sweat.

      A cold draft tracked over the floor, making her shiver in her nightclothes. The hub at the door glared some impossible time in the middle of the night shift.

      She jumped to her feet and was at the door in two steps, where she found her home clothes hanging on hooks on the wall. Her fingers brushed the tough fabric of her basic service uniform. She pulled her home pants and shirt from underneath, almost dislodging her gun from its hanger. It scraped against the wall, dangling to and fro.

      The piercing cry of a baby grew louder when she opened the door.

      “Thimayu!” Mother yelled from elsewhere in the apartment. “Go and feed that child or you pay off the neighbours’ goodwill from your own account.”

      For two days in a row, that nasty Merani had filed a complaint about noise with the corridor caretaker, and twice Izramith had gone into the man’s cramped office to deal with it. Pay up or we’ll put in a challenge to the Good Neighbours regulation. Some neighbours were just insufferable, even when they knew what had happened, or maybe even because they knew what had happened, as Thimayu insisted.

      Lights flicked on automatically when Izramith walked into the hall, their intensity low at first, so as not to be hard on her eyes. Before the light grew too bright, she crossed to the small room where the cot stood jammed in between the spare bed and the cupboard. The light above the cot gave an eerie blue glow that seemed impossibly bright.

      The baby had kicked off his blankets and wriggled until he lay exposed and upside down in his cot with his feet where his head was supposed to be. In the time that Izramith had been awake, his cries had gone from loud to hysterical with great gulps of breath in between. With each cry, his mouth opened wide and his lips drew back over toothless gums. His little hands trembled. Poor thing.

      Izramith prised her fingers between the mattress and the soft and sweaty body and lifted him, being careful to support the head. He was so helpless and fragile, a mere bag of loosely connected bones that felt like they would fall apart if handled too roughly. She held him awkwardly against her body, where he buried his face in her shirt, seeking something that he wasn’t going to find. At least he stopped screaming.

      The door to her sister’s bedroom remained closed. Mother was nowhere to be seen, though obviously awake. Izramith hadn’t seen either of them when coming off her shift last night, when the apartment had been quiet enough to look abandoned.

      She went into the kitchen, cradling the baby in her arm as she had learned from watching the nurse teach her sister. He was still digging around in her shirt and getting frustrated, making protesting noises. For someone so young and so soft, his little hands were strong enough to pinch the skin.

      Using only one hand, she found a bottle in the pantry, grabbed it between her knees and twisted the top to break the seal. A couple of drops of formula splattered on the floor. The baby started screaming again.

      She flung the bottle in the heater, waited until it beeped, took it out and sat down with the bundle of screaming, shivering baby. The teat went into the mouth.

      Silence.

      The boy drank with great gulps, holding the bottle in both his hands. The milk behind the glass went down visibly.

      While he drank, Izramith studied his fine-featured face. The skin below his eyes was wet from tears. How long had he been crying? She wiped the wetness away with the tips of her fingers, which felt coarse enough to damage his newborn skin. Poor, poor thing. If only she’d heard him earlier.

      She folded her free arm around him and stroked his little head, ruffling the unruly mop of black hair that stood straight up from his head. It was so soft. He was so perfect against her rough, muscle-corded and scarred skin. New unblemished life in contrast with someone who made a living killing people.

      He was her little nephew, the first of the next generation.

      His birth two nights ago, in her sister’s bedroom, had changed everything. Izramith couldn’t get that horrible moment out of her mind. Thimayu sat, naked, on the birthing chair. Mother stood behind her, holding her shoulders, backlit by the light on the wall. The nurse crouched on the floor. The final moments of what had been—the nurse said—a pretty normal birth. But the emergence of the child and her sister’s cries of relief were followed by a moment of silence. Stunned, horrible silence that said there is something wrong.

      And into that silence, the nurse said, “He’s zhadya-born.”

      Thimayu opened her eyes wide. “No,” she shouted. “No, that can’t be.”

      “Unfortunately, he is. Look at him.” She held up the baby, thin, the skin pale, with his umbilical cord still attached.

      “No. I don’t want that. I don’t want him. He’s not mine.”

      Mother said, in a calming voice, “Thimayu, it’s all right.”

      She whirled around. “No, it’s not all right. I negotiated that this child would be mine, not Endar’s. I don’t want to look after some freak. I can’t. I can’t, do you hear me?”

      Her sister’s hysterical screams still rang in Izramith’s ears. She had not wanted to hold the child, not then and not the next day when she calmed down. Since his birth, she had fed him only a couple of times, and then complained that he creeped her out.

      But this little boy in Izramith’s arms was helpless. He was now getting to the last dregs of his milk while his eyelids drooped and his hand kept falling off the bottle only to jerk back up when his eyes opened wide. He looked at her when he did this, as if he felt embarrassed by being caught asleep. It was so unbelievably cute.

      Zhadya-born.

      He looked healthy, if unusually thin. He would walk and talk long before any of his peers did, and grow into an extremely smart, precocious boy who outsmarted all the kids of his age. He would read and write at an unusually young age. He would know all his lessons backwards. Then, having grown bored with reading and writing, he would start playing mind games, manipulating teachers and elders with cold calculation.

      He would become less coherent and withdrawn. Sometimes angry, usually brooding. Often scary, manipulative or downright malicious. He would lie to see what he could get away with, and he would set people up against each other. He would be nice or mean, often in the same sentence, continuously testing the boundaries of acceptance of the people around him. He would say one thing and do the opposite, and would never hold to his promise.

      Everything in the house was fuel for fires, and fires would be his obsession. He would overheat his food until it burned, set his clothes on fire and watch the flames creep up his arms. Whenever they lost him, he would be found staring at the underground lava rivers. He would pluck mycelioids from the rocks and throw them in to see how they burned. Or undress himself and burn his clothes. Or he would climb down the rocks until the soles of his feet blistered with the heat. He might even push people into the lava and do nothing as they screamed and died. He would stick in his hands and peel the burnt skin off his victims.

      Then he would be arrested by the guards and spend the rest of his life locked up, together with his twisted and crazy peers.

      All that would be the future of this helpless creature in her arms. His eyelids drooped and his hands were slipping again. She took the bottle from him and set it on the bench.

      His eyes jerked open and focused on Izramith’s. His lips pursed and his face screwed up with a furrowed brow as if the very action was an effort.

      People said newborn babies didn’t see and didn’t think, but she knew that wasn’t true. Not for this boy. Two days old, and he knew everything. He watched her. He knew his mother didn’t want him. He knew his grandmother wanted him out of the house. His mother and grandmother were afraid of him. He knew he only had his aunt to keep him out of the Respite Illness Centre, where people who were too ill to be in the community lived their lives in misery.

      Izramith stared at his little face. As guard, she had seen the ugly side of the zhadya-born, she had seen the murders they had committed, the family members they had terrorised, locked in cupboards and fed rubbish. She had seen the scars one boy had cut into his sister’s skin because she annoys me. She had spoken to bosses whose employees had played games of betrayal. She knew all that, but still couldn’t believe that this helpless creature would do any of those things.

      “Come, let’s put you back in bed.” She was on the early shift tomorrow, had been for the last few days, and these nightly escapades didn’t help her level of alertness on the job. Nor would they increase her supervisor’s satisfaction with her, and to be honest, after the war zone of Indrahui, coming back to a dull guard job had been hard enough.

      The door to Thimayu’s room opened when she walked back to the nursery.

      Izramith didn’t stop and didn’t look at her sister, who stood in the doorway like a ghostly wraith in her nightclothes. She ignored the urge to start yelling and ignored the flick of her sister’s head and the crossed arms over her chest and everything that screamed Dare to criticise me.

      Izramith went into the nursery and put the sleeping baby in the cot. Her hands trembled and the skin on the back of her neck pricked with her sister’s gaze.

      The baby stirred only a bit when the warm arm at his back became a cold bed. His little hand flopped relaxed on the mattress with a soft thud.

      Izramith pulled the messed-up blanket off the bed, draped it over him and tucked the ends in. She left the room after having planted a kiss on his head. The hair was so soft.

      Thimayu still stood in the doorway, glaring.

      Their eyes met. Izramith’s anger flared. “Don’t look at me like that, sister. I just fed your baby.”

      Thimayu said nothing. She looked pale, with hollow eyes and her belly still too big and floppy from carrying the child. Had she even slept since he was born?

      Izramith reached her bedroom door. With her hand on the handle, she said, “You are allowed to say, Thank you, sister. That would be the least I expect.”

      No reply.

      Another flash of anger welled in her.

      Fuck it, fuck her stupid dysfunctional family who couldn’t even agree on being civil to each other. Was this why she’d made the effort to come back?

      She slid the door aside, went into the room and slid the door shut again with more force than necessary. It crashed into the frame with a thunk. The walls rattled and the door bounced straight back open.

      Izramith whirled around. Stupid piece of furniture.

      Thimayu was still glaring.

      “I didn’t ask you to feed him and look after him.” Her voice was prim.

      “Then what were you going to do? Let him cry, like you did last time? Get complaints from the neighbours? That bitch Merani has probably told everyone in the corridor how you’ve gone to pieces and aren’t fit to be a mother.”

      “I’m not a mother.” Thimayu turned on her heel and slammed the door behind her. Not as hard as Izramith had slammed it. The door stayed shut.

      Izramith glared at the door. Her sister would probably stay there for most of the day, and ignore everything to do with the child. Mother might take pity on him, but she wasn’t much better.

      Izramith was on duty and couldn’t look after him.

      And the fuck, her sister was going to take some responsibility.

      In a few steps, she had crossed the hallway. She grabbed the door handle to her sister’s room and pushed. The door moved a fraction but wouldn’t open. Thimayu was trying to keep it closed from the inside.

      “Open the fucking door so I can look you in the face.”

      “Mind your own business!” Thimayu’s voice came through the door.

      Izramith gave the door a huge heave. Something broke and slipped. The door opened. Thimayu screamed and retreated, holding up her hands. The nail on her left index finger had ripped off and blood streamed down her hand, dripping onto the floor.

      “Now look what you’ve done.”

      “I don’t fucking care. I don’t know what’s wrong with you. Since when are your nails more important than your son? I’ve had enough of your stupid obsession with clothes and other selfish things. You are going to promise me to take responsibility. You are not going to cause any more complaints from the neighbours, because I’m not going back to that office and pay another fee. And if that means Merani will turn up at the door to beat the shit out of you, that will be your problem.” Merani would do that, too, being an ex-guard. And Thimayu with all her style and pretty clothes would be no match.

      “Mind your own business. You can’t tell me what to do.”

      “Yes, I can, because you’re pathetic, hopeless and weak. I have spent a year in war, crawling in sand and mud, in the cold, to keep people safe. People who are poor but grateful. You have everything you’d want and you can’t see it for self-pity. You’d let a baby suffer. You’d embarrass Mother. You can hardly look after yourself⁠—”

      “Shut up, shut up, shut up!” Thimayu covered her face with her hands, smearing blood on the front of her nightgown. “Go back to the war if you’re going to be such a prick about it. Go and be a hero. I didn’t ask you to come back to mother over me.”

      “You need to stop this. There is a child who needs a mother⁠—”

      “I don’t want him! Leave me alone. Get out of my room.” Thimayu crossed the space between them, and shoved Izramith in the chest.

      Izramith grabbed her sister’s upper arms and pushed her back until she hit the wall with a thud that made the walls rattle. Mother shouted something in the next room, probably about annoying the neighbours.

      Panting, Izramith glared into her sister’s eyes. They were not as richly gold-flecked as those of most Coldi, and their defiant gaze evoked a deep emotion in her. It wasn’t hatred or jealousy, but a feeling that she had tried to suppress most of her life: the urge to fight.

      From as young as she could remember, Thimayu had been Mother’s favourite, because she was older, and smarter, and always did what Mother wanted her to do. And now it all fell apart and what did she do? Complain and hide in her room and shirk her responsibilities like an entitled brat.

      Thimayu tried to push Izramith away, but only succeeded in smearing both of them with blood. Izramith held her sister’s arms in a strong grip. She said in Thimayu’s face, “You thought you could beat me, big sister? Don’t you know that no one beats a Hedron guard in a fight?”

      “Has it come to fighting now? Didn’t we finish with that when we were little?” She spat out the words. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      “What’s this childish behaviour?” A voice sounded behind Izramith’s back.

      Mother. She stood in the doorway to her bedroom, her arms crossed over her chest. Her hair, now mostly grey than black, stood from her head like a fuzzy halo.

      “She’s bullying me,” Thimayu said.

      “Izramith, can you be more considerate with your sister? She’s supposed to be resting, not being pushed against a wall.”

      Izramith let go of her sister’s arms. She said in a low voice, “Of course you’re not afraid of me while Mother is watching, coward.”

      Thimayu smirked and Izramith made a threatening gesture to her.

      She knew what Mother would say. Fighting was not done. It was ugly and primitive. Fighting was how the Coldi people on Asto settled who belonged in which position in their associations. But they didn’t do associations at Hedron. They were much more civilised than that.

      Stuff like that. She had heard it so many times before.

      Izramith met her mother’s eyes, barely containing the anger. “Whether we fight or not, Thimayu is going to take responsibility for her child.”

      Thimayu said, “I’ve sorted it. I told you I want him to be looked after at the Respite Illness Centre. That’s where he’s going.”

      “What? He’s only two days old. He hasn’t even done anything.”

      Thimayu snorted. “For now. Don’t be stupid. You know what it means to be zhadya-born. You know all the trouble he’ll get into. You’ll know he’ll never have a normal life. You know that if he’s allowed to bond with us he’s likely to try to kill us. I can’t look after him. You can’t look after him. You’re hardly ever here anyway. We can’t expect Mother to look after him, either. I don’t want any of us to become attached to him and then for him to betray us in some horrible way, or worse.”

      Izramith protested weakly. “He’s a baby.” But he would do all those things. Her argument was slipping and she knew it.

      She turned around and went to the room’s door. The anger still burned inside her, but she had become used to that feeling. Thimayu did everything to avoid a fight, and fighting might resolve the issue of who had the right to speak, but it would not help the boy. In fact, she wasn’t sure anything could help him.

      She wanted to pick him up and run out with him. She wanted to take him somewhere safe. But that wasn’t going to solve the problem. A young boy had faulty genes. And he was going to grow up in a terrible place, and, with time, become a terrible, manipulative person. And there was not a thing she could do to stop it.

      “When?” she asked, feeling weak.

      “He’ll be gone by morning.”
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      DRAINED AND defeated, Izramith went back into her room.

      She lay on her bed, staring into the darkness, letting the awful truth seep over her.

      Far too many families were destroyed by the malicious minds of their zhadya-born sons—people who thought they could look after them and contain the evil streak by giving the boys love, only to have that love used against them, like that awful case of a mother, her sister and a young girl being hacked to death in their sleep. A couple of Izramith’s colleagues had caught the boy in a river cavern a few days later, still with the blood on his hands and clothes, rambling and incoherent. He had not changed, or eaten or slept.

      There was no cure. The medicos’ most recent advice was not to become too attached to the boys. They were best cared for by strangers with training to spot the precursors of violent behaviour.

      These days, most babies went to the Centre.

      Zhadya-born who managed to escape being taken to the Respite Illness Centre lived in the abandoned second level corridor of the old settlement. Most of those were older, but few lived past middle age. Zhadya-born had a habit of getting killed in violent ways.

      When she was on internal patrol, Izramith had attended suicides and murders that happened with disturbing regularity in that horrible place that had long since been abandoned by the Mines Settlement Authority, its health and maintenance services. No outsider except guards went into that place.

      Every now and then, a man would escape the area by way of a poorly-guarded or disused passage, and then the guards would have hunts all over the settlement, on the inter-settlement trains and sometimes even on the surface, trying to scout him out in the dark, because he was likely to murder someone or, worse, tamper with mining equipment or the bio-engineering plants.

      That behaviour endangered the lives of the entire settlement, and they couldn’t risk it. For all its strengths, the industrial settlements at Hedron were vulnerable. Without technology, most of its population would not survive for long in the perpetual darkness of the planet’s surface. The threat of sabotage was huge.

      At the bottom line, zhadya-born could not be trusted.

      Many people made no secret of the fact that they wanted those children killed at birth. No doubt some even were, but the talk went that not even the Asto Coldi were low enough to kill their zhadya-born babies, so no one at Hedron did so either. They just locked them away instead. The difference of course was that Asto’s climate meant that most zhadya-born never made it into adulthood and full-blown madness. At Hedron, they did.

      By the time the alarm went off in the morning, Izramith’s head resembled a big hollow space filled with packaging foam. She scrambled from the bed—she had no sense of the alarm being an exercise now—and pulled on her clothes, feeling like her arms and legs were held down by heavy weights. The hub next to the door glared the time at her. Shit, she was late.

      By the sounds drifting through the door, someone was already up in the apartment, and when she stepped into the hall, the light in the hall already burned at full strength. It was harsh on her eyes.

      Thimayu stood in the kitchen, with her back to the door, waiting for her porridge to cook.

      Izramith walked around the table, while the heater pinged and Thimayu took her porridge out. Izramith did not meet her sister’s eyes, afraid to trigger another urge to fight. There was no time for that sort of thing right now and no point.

      She collected her own porridge from the pantry, pulled the lid off and shoved it into the heater. The apparatus hummed briefly and pinged when it was done. Meanwhile, Thimayu had sat down with her bowl and tongs and started eating.

      Izramith took her porridge out and used the end of the tongs to stir it. She didn’t want to sit at the table, because Thimayu would look at her, so she ate while standing up, facing her sister’s back.

      The silence was thick.

      Izramith’s throat felt tight. She knew that every day she put off a confrontation was a day she allowed this situation to fester, and she knew that her sister didn’t understand it and possibly didn’t even see it that way. She would rather hide, and keep doing things the way they had always been done before.

      But that way wasn’t working. You didn’t solve anything with long, protracted silences or shutting yourself in a room and not talking to anyone. What was the point of a family if you were going to live like that?

      Thimayu finished, rose and put her bowl in the cleaning cabinet, where the next water cycle would spray boiling water over it as soon as the breakfast timeslot was over.

      “So. When I come back he’ll be gone, right?” Izramith said when her sister was at the door.

      Thimayu turned sharply. “What worry is it of yours? You’re not going to look after him either.”

      It was a plain challenge, and Izramith had to do all she could to remain outwardly calm while her sister turned, crossed the hall and went back to her room. The door shut.

      Izramith glared at it, clenching her fists.

      Selfish brat.

      Stupid family.

      Izramith finished her porridge, put her bowl away and went into her room to change into the grey pants and tunic that was the general utilitarian uniform of the Hedron residents.

      She eyed herself in the mirror. Her eyelids were puffy. If she kept feeling as tired as she looked, today was going to be a long day standing still and looking scary at the airport.

      Izramith left the apartment.

      She strode through the maze of the underground settlement as fast as she could without running. Winding passages flowed into community courtyards with planter boxes in which grew multi-hued mycelioids of all shapes, sizes and colours. Spotlights on the ceiling accentuated their grotesque shapes and sometimes fluorescent colours.

      Often, Izramith would stop to admire the many weird structures—you could goad them into producing almost any shape out of the fibre that they grew for their fruiting bodies—but today, the winding corridors and playing children only provided an impediment to getting to work on time. This was not hurrying-up territory.

      She came out into the large central hall of the settlement and joined the group of people waiting for the lift.

      They were mostly people who lived on the higher levels in the settlement. Parents with children going to school, people with parcels of food from the lower floor cafes.

      The atmosphere in the hall was one of relaxation.

      A pond occupied the middle of the hall and water trickled from another set of living rocks covered in red moss. A colony of mycelioids grew on an artificial wall that was at least two floors high. The fruiting bodies were orange and flask-shaped and they mingled with blue ones that looked like hands with lots of fingers. They were about the same size as hands, too. Blue lighting made the edges glow fluorescent pink.

      People sat at tables around the pond. The netted mycelioid that was owned by one of the cafes was flowering again. It was a huge thing, with a pink, fleshy-looking stem and tendrils hanging over several tables. There were shops around the outside of the hall, underneath the overhang of the balcony on the floor above.

      Someone yelled behind her, “Hey.” And a bit later, “Hey, Izramith!”

      She turned.

      The man walking towards her wore an administrative uniform with the lilac shirt and the mines emblem on his chest, two triangles, one grey, one purple. He wore his hair in the standard tight ponytail, but a curly strand had escaped it and hung over his forehead.

      Several of the other people waiting for the lift—workers in all grey—raised their eyebrows.

      “Hello Indor.”

      Damn, was there a more inconvenient time and place to meet him?

      He smiled. “I didn’t know you were back. I would have come earlier to say hello.”

      “It’s been really busy. With debriefing and . . .” Izramith shrugged. What the hell would she say about her sister’s baby?

      “How was Indrahui? I heard it’s pretty nasty out there. We’ve been getting so much news from there recently and I’ve been following it, because of you. That warlord at Pataniti was quite a nasty piece of work. So glad that you got him. That was really good work.”

      “Yeah.” Seriously? Why would anyone at Hedron care about the tribal wars of Indrahui? A warlord died and another rose immediately. For the little people nothing changed. The news services wrote their beat-up, semi-heroic shit to justify the continued spending of money on a conflict that was a long-running vendetta that would never be solved.

      He continued, “I heard they might be giving distinctions to all of those who served. That would be awesome and is the right thing to do to honour all those who fought. The people don’t appreciate the work you do.”

      One thing Izramith hated more than a disregard for her service: unbridled adulation from people who didn’t know what the fuck they were talking about.

      “There is nothing heroic about war.”

      “Oh, but because of you, a lot of people will be safe at night.”

      Because of me, a lot of people are dead. She glanced sideways at the closing lift doors, wondering if she could say Look, I have to run, but the lift was only up to the floor immediately above so even if she ran, she wouldn’t be going anywhere.

      “You’re not working today?” Time to change the subject.

      “I am, but I was on my way to get some food—look, why don’t we meet in the next couple of days? We can continue our contract discussion where we left off.”

      “Sure.”

      “I’m really looking forward to it. I think it will be a very good thing for both of us.”

      “Sure,” Izramith said again. Why was that lift taking so long? It was on the second floor now. Between the cage and the balcony railing she could see the silhouettes of people walking off.

      “You’re sure you’re all right?”

      “Yes, why?”

      “You seem distracted.”

      “Just tired.” She dragged a hand over her face to illustrate it. “I’m on my way to work.” She glanced at the lift as if to make her point. Next time that lift came, she had better be on it. She was probably already too late.

      A look of understanding came over his face. “Ah. I see. Protecting our settlement, eh? Doing all the good work.” He laughed. “Oh, well, I better leave you to the important job to protect all us rule-pushers. I’ll be in contact. Let’s go out for dinner.”

      “Sure.” She attempted to smile back at him, but every fibre of her being screamed with the agony of what she knew and he didn’t.

      And he was gone, leaving her to look at his retreating back.

      Oh, damn.

      Indor was a good man. Really, she meant that, because she wouldn’t have selected him from the matchmaker database if he weren’t. She didn’t want just anyone as father for her children, and he was intelligent and not unattractive.

      But meeting her in a few days’ time? To do what?

      The only thing she could do was tear up the agreement between them. There would be no children, no matter how much she wanted them, no matter how jealous she was of the ex-guards who came into the guards’ change room to show their initiation scars and brought their cute toddlers. They complained how hard life was outside the guards and how uncomfortable it was to be pregnant. Izramith saw through them: those women were happy.

      But there would be no happiness for her. Once Indor found out that she carried the zhadya gene, he wouldn’t want her anymore. No one would want her anymore.

      No one wanted to add to the population of crazy and deranged men.
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      THE LIFT arrived and, via a couple of stops to let off passengers, it took Izramith up to the surface level.

      The featureless arrival hall gave away nothing of the splendour of the settlement below. For many foreign visitors, especially commercial ones, their access to Hedron stopped here. Visitors needed a personal invitation from a resident to enter the rest of the settlement.

      It was busy here, with departing travellers waiting for a shuttle. Most of them were Coldi from the Ezmi clan, most of them sales and administration officers.

      A few foreign visitors lined up for the accommodation counter, where they would be allocated rooms in this lifeless and dull part of the settlement.

      Izramith walked past all those people and pushed open the unmarked door on the other side of the hall. The light on the door blinked in response to the signal from her earring. She stepped into the pitch-dark entry dock. The door shut, plunging her into darkness. A second door ahead provided entry to the guards’ change room, but right now it was too dark to see it. A beam of light intersected the darkness and tracked her body. The scanner hummed. A light on the scanner blinked blue: she could pass. The light came on in the dock and Izramith let herself into the change room.

      Inside the base, the mantra was white efficiency. On the white and bare floor stood several rows of metal benches separated by metal racks on which hung the same grey garments as Izramith was wearing. Around the walls stood banks of lockers. The back wall was taken up by a row of change cubicles.

      The locker area was busy, with women of the green shift hanging up their guard uniforms.

      As per regulation, Izramith passed them without speaking to any of them. Anonymity was the power of the guards. When on duty, no one was supposed to recognise you, and you weren’t supposed to know the names of your colleagues. Nevertheless, after having worked for the guards for so long, Izramith knew most of their names and could match those with their code names. After having come back from Indrahui, it had surprised her how many of the same women still served in exactly the same positions as before.

      The only sound in the room was the scuffing of feet.

      The side wall of the room was taken up by sets of shelfves on which lay a sea of dark purple clothing. Overalls, jackets, belts, shirts, armour, all stowed in meticulous precision. Izramith took one of each item and went into a change cubicle, and, as she had done since joining the guards barely out of adolescence, left her identity behind and became a nameless, faceless soldier.

      First, she put on a grey shirt and tight-fitting leggings. Then the overalls—dark purple. Over that went the body armour, front and back, which clipped together at the sides. Then the jacket, the belt, and from the safe, her weapons—one at the right arm, one on the belt, comms devices, and finally her hood with face veil—which covered everything except her eyes—and helmet. As she left the cubicle through the door on the other side, she switched on the helmet comm. A tiny display sprang into life in the corner of her vision.

      She flicked her eyes, and this made the tiny microphone pop out of its recess inside the helmet. “Blue Forty-four reporting to Commander Blue for duty.”

      In the small silence that followed, her headphones crackled.

      Then a voice belonging to Commander Blue said, “You’re late, Blue Forty-Four.”

      “My apologies.”

      “That is the second time in three days.”

      “Apologies. It won’t happen again.”

      “It had better not.” The tone of Commander Blue’s voice masked ill-disguised anger. “You assured me you were ready to assume duty after your debriefing from Indrahui. I’m beginning to think you might need to be referred to the clinic.”

      “I’m fine. There are reasons for my lateness. Nothing to do with me.” She was not going to the clinic. That would go on her record and the label stress-affected was only one step away from dishonourable discharge. After leaving the guards, she was planning to work in security or safety patrol and a dishonourable discharge would prevent that.

      Worse, she had the feeling that the higher command had been looking to find a label to stick on her ever since she returned.

      “We will see, Blue Forty-four. You’re on entry duty, post seven.”

      “Copied and out.”

      Izramith ran out the change room into the long and bare sloping corridor that linked the arrival hall to the settlement’s entry at the surface. The ramp was empty at the moment, but would hum with activity when a shuttle arrived. It would bring a tide of arriving passengers down the ramp, and then take the departing ones who were waiting in the hall away.

      Post seven was the first-level entry to the settlement, the most likely to see action from disgruntled or frustrated foreign visitors who didn’t understand all the restrictions that came with travelling to Hedron. She’d been on post seven for four days in a row. That couldn’t just be bad luck either. The command was doing it on purpose to test her, to get her to make a mistake that would lead to her retirement.

      Wouldn’t it be nice if they could just bring themselves to say the reasons out loud? Returned service personnel are too cocky, too aggressive, too impatient. Once they’ve been away, they don’t fit into our structure anymore.

      She’d heard it before, and never believed it would apply to her.

      Well, guess what?

      At the top of the ramp, there were two sets of sliding doors beyond which darkness loomed. The first door opened at her approach, letting her into the heat trap: a small area of quickly circulating warm air. Her footsteps clanged on the metal grate in the floor and the corners of her jacket stirred in the hot air. The second door let her out of the settlement into the darkness of Hedron’s eternal night. She clamped down her visor, to shelter her face from the stinging cold and dry air.

      The airport’s landing field was a square piece of compacted dirt, most of which invisible in the dark. The brightly-lit entrance to the access ramp created a half-circle of lit ground radiating out from the entrance, beyond which all was dark except for a few light markers that indicated important locations: the corners of the field, the security zone and the direction of the flight path. Overhead was nothing except murky, dark purple sky with a few lighter-coloured swirls.

      The guard station post seven was directly outside this entrance, and consisted of a small cubicle that held the scanner set in front of a single-room station. A fence surrounded a waiting area, where people who were not locals and didn’t have an earring with an ID chip were assessed for further processing.

      The guard on duty waited behind the scanner in Pose 1, with her hands behind her back and her legs slightly apart. She was one of the Green group, Green Twelve, the helmet comm informed Izramith.

      Her head turned in Izramith’s direction, but with the visor down, Izramith could not even see her eyes.

      “Blue Forty-four reporting for duty,” Izramith said to her own reflection.

      The other guard bowed slightly and stepped back from her position. Her behaviour and manner gave nothing away, but Izramith thought she would have to be angry. She herself would be angry if her relief was late. That made her feel ashamed and angry in turn. Problems at home were no excuse to be late for duty and she would not let it influence the quality of her work ever again.

      She would not give anyone a reason to dismiss her.

      Green Twelve gave some brief handover instructions.

      The Asto shuttle had entered the system and was expected to land soon. A few smaller craft may or may not be given priority to land first, or soon thereafter.

      Izramith nodded and copied the information. “Thank you.” And then she added, “Sorry for being late.” It was not standard practice and personal contact between guards was not encouraged. Hedron guards were, above all, anonymous.

      Green Twelve raised her visor. Gold-flecked eyes met Izramith’s in a hard look. Then she turned on her heel and strode off.

      Izramith took a few deep breaths.

      Right. No more of this nonsense. She was not going to let Mother and Thimayu get under her skin. That wasn’t worth the trouble.

      She went to the scanner cubicle and pressed her comm unit against the screen. It lit up and showed her an image of the expected arriving craft. The Asto shuttle had been given priority, as expected. The craft was larger than usual. They were using a Rhion craft that seated about two hundred. There must be some sort of industry meeting going on.

      She brought the passenger list up on the screen. There were a lot of people travelling alone, and a lot of them who listed their place of origin as Beratha, which was on the second continent of Asto, and a hot-as-hell industrial city.

      In the public diary of the visitor section of the settlement she found that a meeting of metal workers in the conference centre started later that day. The passengers of that shuttle would be mostly engineers, mostly on their first trip here and maybe on their first trip away from Asto.

      There went her hopes for a quiet shift.

      A line of text sprang into her vision.

      Blue Eighteen reported, They got downlights on. Judging by her coordinates, Blue Eighteen was at post two, under the approach flight path.

      Blue Three, a section commander in the Exchange tower shot back, Warning issued to the pilot.

      The faint whine of the engine was already audible.

      She waited at the door to the cubicle, scanning the sky.

      Bright lights from the shuttle were now coming over the horizon. Damn it, they still hadn’t turned off the downlights. That craft coming down was a Hedron-built Rhion which was perfectly capable of landing safely without lights. Those lights interfered with the precision lasers of surface mining operations, and she bet the Exchange control room up there was getting some very unimpressed complaints about lost calibrations and missed production targets. So either the pilot was a self-righteous dick or inexperienced. Or both. The craft was from Asto after all.

      The shuttle hovered to a mid-air stop above the stony ground, amid a cloud of grit and dust thrown up by the downward jets. The roar of the engines echoed over the barren and mostly unseen landscape.

      The shuttle settled on the ground with a shudder, and not much later, the doors opened. A crew member in Pilot Guild uniform climbed down the steps and operated the mechanism to extend the ramp.

      The Blue guards Seventeen and Fifty-two materialised out of the darkness where Izramith’s visor had shown them standing. They took up their positions on either side at the bottom of the ramp. The Pilot Guild crewmember didn’t look at them and didn’t acknowledge them, but scurried up the ramp into the craft.

      That was typical Asto Coldi behaviour, which was all about self-preservation to avoid triggering of the sheya instinct that could lead to damaging and unnecessary fights.

      The crew of the ship would be a complete association with the pilot at the top, co-pilot and communicator below that and one or two layers of crew below that: one layer of four and possibly another of eight. The crew would not interact with any other Coldi person unless properly introduced by whichever pilot stood at the top of the pyramid.

      It was always creepy and alien to see this system at work. Fancy not being allowed to even greet another person. Coldi from Asto were impossible to work with.

      The craft was now fully powered down.

      A light in her visor screen showed the location of Blue Twenty-six who had gone to the cargo door to oversee the unloading of luggage and other items.

      In the glow of the cabin lights inside the cabin, passengers were moving. First off the craft was a father holding the hand of a little girl barely old enough to walk. He carried a big pack in one hand, and the girl carried a toy. They were cast in silhouettes and their shadows extended all the way down the ramp and onto the stony ground. The girl walked in big, important-looking steps as if she were the ruler of the world.

      Thimayu would never walk like that with her son. Cold and dark and uninviting as it was, the boy would never experience the surface unless he escaped his captors. He would never travel, and would be a prisoner of the Respite Illness Centre for the rest of his life.

      And people called that the best way of dealing with him.

      While watching the pair make slow progress towards her, Izramith tried to repress the feelings, but couldn’t stop them. Her eyes clouded over. She had expected a bunch of rowdy engineers, or just regular passengers. Except passengers had children. She had never noticed the children that much, but now they seemed everywhere.

      Now that she knew she could never have any.

      Behind the pair came another couple of civilian travellers. Text scrolled over the side of her visor. Blue Seventeen and Fifty-two stood at attention on both sides of the ramp, sending through anything they observed. A man in a black jacket looked nervous. A woman with a large bag—needs checking.

      Izramith acknowledged this. People smuggled the most ridiculous things.

      The man and his little daughter had arrived at the checkpoint. The light revealed them to be locals, dressed in Hedron’s lilacs and purples. The man was probably some kind of administrator. The scanner registered their entry via the chip in the man’s earring, and they went on their way down the ramp, the child pointing and babbling.

      Izramith couldn’t stop looking at them until a mass of other people blocked her view of the pair.

      Oh, damn, she’d missed the man who was nervous, and the woman with the bag. They were already on the ramp into the settlement. All locals, since any locals on board came off first and could walk straight past.

      There were indeed visiting engineers on board, a whole group of them, and they stood in the check-in queue at her scanner booth, talking and laughing in Asto accents. She knew the types of men. When they were out with mates, they tried to be smart and funny. Trying to show off. Since none of them wore earrings with ID chips, they had to be scanned manually.

      She asked for the first man’s ID. He passed. He was talking to a colleague while she scanned the colleague’s ID. He passed, too, but he could produce only the one piece of luggage out of the two marked on his ticket.

      “My mate has the other one,” he said, and she had trouble understanding his accent.

      The mate in question was at the back of the queue and had to be brought forward. Yes, he had the bag, but despite being told to keep each bag’s contents the same at check-in and arrival, there was a weight discrepancy. Apparently, he had brought something for another associate, a piece of surveying equipment, which he located, she examined and passed.

      As the line shuffled forward, people grumbled about why this mattered anyway. Several complained that they were cold.

      When getting their tickets, they had been given information that the waiting area was outside. They knew Hedron had no sunlight. Why did these dumb people ignore all communication they had been sent through the Pilot’s Guild with their bookings?

      Similarly, the engineers had all given different reasons for coming here, while they were here for the same purpose and had applied for entry as a group. They would have been told to streamline their entries, and they had ignored those instructions. On purpose or not, it was always the same.

      Damn, she hated dumb people who didn’t stick to instructions.

      All their luggage had to be checked and could not be processed until it was reunited with the owners. The men in the queue waited and complained.

      It seemed like the meeting was some kind of trade fair. Many of them had brought lots of items of tech equipment. Unpacking took ages. What the hell was up with all these rolls of wire? The men’s irritation was palpable. And no, Izramith could not just let them pass as some suggested. Some of the bags contained illegal technology, which she took inside, unpacked and placed on the table inside the guard station room.

      “You will have to leave these here,” she said to the merchant who had claimed ownership of the offending items.

      “But I need those for my demonstration.”

      “The rules to entry state clearly that you cannot take long-range transmitters. That would have been a condition to buying your ticket. Our mining equipment uses long-range frequencies. Our ventilation units, our transport units, our reactors use them. You do not want to be on a train that gets stuck between here and the northern shafts because your equipment disrupts its communication back to base and disables the ventilation to the tunnel. And do I mention you’ll be sitting on top of our largest reactor?”

      The man gave her an angry eye.

      “You’re in luck. I’m kinder than most of my colleagues. They wouldn’t explain, but just take the equipment off you.” In the past, she would have done that, too, but Indrahui had changed her. At Indrahui, what civilians carried were the only things they owned. At Indrahui, a simple roll of wire or a half-broken piece of equipment, no matter how illegal, could make the difference between having money to feed your family or not. But her temper was quickly heating up. The insufferable idiots. Did they even look at what they signed?

      The man grumpily agreed to have his machine disabled until he left the settlement. And then the group could finally leave. Izramith watched them go with anger building in her. If this behaviour was anything to go by, she wouldn’t be surprised if the guards would be called a few times during the conference to break up fights of these men with security or deal with loutish behaviour. Asto thought they owned the universe.

      Well, guess what?

      The hold-up with the conference delegates had caused a log jam in the processing area. At least twenty more non-local passengers stood waiting in the dark. They must have come on smaller shuttles that she hadn’t even noticed landing.

      There were a couple of private people, mostly merchants. Two from Asto, but they were regulars. They had all their permits in order and she waved them through without much fuss. Next was a Trader.

      He stood in the queue waiting calmly, reading something on a pad that lit his face with a soft blue glow.

      Not just any Trader, a Mirani Trader, and those were usually trouble. Acted like they owned the world. Like the father and son team she had inspected a few days ago—on the day her sister’s baby was born in fact—who had tried to conceal and smuggle a whole case of undeclared electronics out of the settlement. She had no idea where they even got the material, because certainly no local resident would give this sort of stuff illegally to Mirani Traders.

      When she called the next traveller forward, he lifted his head. She met his eyes, which were so light blue as to be almost colourless. His hair, almost white, was tied at the back of his neck with a blue ribbon. It was, most un-Mirani-like, decorated with coloured ribbons and plaits. One of them dangled free when he moved his head. A couple of trinkets tied to the end made a soft tinkling noise.

      A pretty boy.

      He wore a thick Mirani fur cloak—and as such was the only traveller who had come prepared for the wait. When he stepped into the light of her booth she noticed that underneath his cloak he wore a uniform that she had never seen before.

      The shirt and trousers were light blue and the ornamental jacket was turquoise and made of the thinnest sheer material that had to have cost a fortune. It was fastened on his chest with golden clips.

      The Trader Guild registration on his medallion was 1101. The scanner told her that was the number of a major Mirani Trading family, except the uniform he wore was not Mirani—and to her surprise the helmet comm visual showed his ID in the place where only Hedron residents would display an entry.

      So, what? He was going to be a mysterious enigma, right?

      He bowed when he came to her booth. Not in a subservient way, but very patient and politely.

      For some reason, that annoyed her even more than the Asto engineers’ ignorance and petulance.

      She asked him for his ID and he patiently gave her the black card. She shoved it in the scanner and it told her that he was from Barresh. Did they even have Traders there? Why did his details come up in the scanner? He wore simple hoop earrings without tag, as far as she could see, but he had to have a tag somewhere, and one that was synchronised to the Hedron system to boot. Where was the damn tag? Who had authorised it?

      “Your business at Hedron?” she said in the curtest voice she could manage.

      “I have a personal item to be delivered to a resident. It’s confidential, urgent and time sensitive.”

      He held up an envelope which was bare on the outside except for an Exchange tag. Since when did Traders do delivery jobs?

      “Leave it here with instructions and it will be delivered.”

      “I would prefer to deliver this in person. The recipient is a good friend of mine.”

      “Have you got a personal invitation?”

      “I understand that the confidential tag should let me in.”

      Not that she had heard. Izramith took the envelope from him and passed it over the scanner. It was addressed to Trader Amandra Bisumar.

      “Is this the person you want to visit?” What the fuck was someone with such a Mirani name doing at Hedron anyway?

      “Correct.”

      Izramith turned the envelope over once more. Then turned to her scanner.

      Amandra Bisumar turned out to be a Mirani Trader who had changed her allegiance from Miran to Hedron. Changed colours, Traders called this. According to the system, she had lived in the settlement for a number of cycles.

      And now another Mirani Trader who had also changed colours wanted to speak to her personally. Never mind that Miran and Ceren, the Mirani homeworld, was often referred to as the next Indrahui, presuming the war at Indrahui was ever going to end. Her suspicion grew. The Traders they had caught trying to smuggle equipment were Mirani. There might be a connection.

      She might have missed the man who was nervous and the woman with the bag, but she sure as hell wasn’t going to let this guy pass without checking.

      “What’s in this document?”

      “It’s private, approved by the Exchange.” He pointed at the label. Yes, she hadn’t missed that, but what were those Exchange guarantees worth anyway? The Hedron Exchange hadn’t approved this, and other places couldn’t care less what happened at Hedron.

      The rule at Hedron was: no entry into the settlement unless by personal invitation.

      “Open it up.” She tried to make her voice as threatening as possible.

      “I don’t think that’s necessary. This matter is of a personal nature—” Still, he showed no sign of being intimidated or of an intention to back down.

      “Those are our rules. If you want to enter the settlement, I need to see the contents of that letter.” Especially if it was from one Mirani Trader to another. Commander Blue would have her head, especially after that episode with the smuggling a few days ago. Mirani didn’t allow foreigners into their cities either. And when foreign people did get in, they were likely to be murdered on the streets.

      “Do you have authorisation to demand this?”

      “Open the fuck up.” She shifted to position three, which involved sliding the gun out of its bracket and holding it pointed at the ground in front of the target’s feet.

      Meeting her eyes, and then looking at the gun, he shrugged. He slid his fingers under the closing flap and ripped the paper. Then he opened the envelope and gave the contents to her. His face still showed no sign of emotion.

      The document was a single-page letter, written in the strange blocky Mirani script. Izramith engaged the translator of her helmet comm and read.

      The letter was an invitation to some kind of party.

      What the actual fuck? “This is private? You make a fuss over a fucking party?” She let the letter drop to the table.

      “I make a fuss over principles. I asked and got a promise of confidentiality. These people—” He gestured at the sheet. “—are refugees who have had their lives threatened multiple times. I was assured by the Mines Board that I would be allowed in the settlement with a document bearing the seal of the Barresh Exchange.” He pointed at the seal. He was oh so restrained in his anger.

      “They did not tell me anything about that.”

      “Have you entered the number?”

      “Don’t fucking tell me how to do my job.” But she manually entered the number anyway.

      A line in her helmet visor said, High level: approved.

      Oh, fuck. Was it even possible for her to do anything right today?

      She slid his ID in the scanner and hit approved.

      With a trembling hand, she took his ID card from the scanner and gave it back to him. “Get the fuck out of here.”

      He nodded politely, collected his letter and his small travel bag, and left. He didn’t smile, or sneer or shout that he would complain. That behaviour would have given her satisfaction. This utter calm did not.

      Private and confidential? What the fuck? Which idiot approved of two Mirani Traders meeting each other privately in the Hedron settlement? What had gotten into the Mines Board while she was at Indrahui?

      Times have changed, Commander Blue had said on her first day back. We need to become more accountable to visitors. No more threats. No more roughing up.

      Indeed.
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