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      The call came late in the evening, a few hours after we had gone to bed. Exchange staff came to wake us, even though they knew we were on a flight before dawn, and I’d given instructions not to disturb us.

      Dare I say the word honeymoon?

      “It’s very urgent,” said the young girl who had been given the unenviable task to knock on our door and deal with my slightly rumpled appearance and even more rumpled temper.

      I took the reader she held out to me. My eyes needed a few seconds to figure out if I was reading Coldi or Isla, never mind what was on the screen.

      Words fought their way into the lingering fogginess of sleep.

      Threat to security and Nations of Earth.

      Immediately . . .

      African . . .

      Seriously, what the fuck.

      Thayu had also gotten up and stood as a warm presence behind my back. She looked over my shoulder. She read some Isla, but wouldn’t understand the nuances of the language, or, in this case, the lack of nuance.

      Mr Wilson, you are to see me in my office immediately regarding an immediate threat to Nations of Earth security relating to the African plans.

      It was signed Simon Dekker, who was one of Acting President Sigobert Danziger’s henchmen.

      As soon as I’d read it, the text vanished. I stared at the blank screen for a few dumb second before I realised that this was one of those untraceable high-security messages, keyed to a high-resolution scan of my retinas that every Nations of Earth employee with any level of clearance had to submit. I was surprised that the thing worked, because my eyes certainly weren’t working too well.

      I laughed. “See us in his office? It’s in Rotterdam. We’re in Athens.”

      The young woman said, “This device was brought to the gate by a courier. He’s waiting there in a car. Apparently there is a hoverjet at the local airport.”

      I looked at Thayu. She frowned.

      That urgent, huh? she said through the feeder.

      A chill crept over me.

      “Um, yeah.” I scratched my head, feeling increasingly stupid. They would not come to wake us if it wasn’t urgent.

      The young woman was Coldi and a minor employee of the Exchange. She wouldn’t have any more information than what she gave me. “Wait here. We’ll be ready in a moment.” I went back inside the apartment.

      “Do you have any clue what this could be about?” I asked Thayu when the door had shut behind me.

      Thayu was flicking through the news on her reader. “No.”

      “I thought Danziger was getting busy with his election campaign.” And, being faced with some stiff opposition in the election, he had plenty of campaigning to do.

      “Maybe it’s about the election campaign.”

      “In Africa? He doesn’t need to campaign in Africa. With all his humanitarian work, it’s the only place where his vote is secure. It’s the rest of the world he needs to worry about.”

      She gave me a blank look and I figured she knew little about Africa. I hadn’t seen a reason to inform her. Lately we’d spent a lot of time discussing the point of elections.

      “Africa is like . . .” I sought for words. “Like Beratha. It’s hot. It’s dry. Not many people live there because nothing grows there, and there are sand dunes and miles and miles of desert.” Well, the northern and central parts at least.

      She continued her blank look as if she wanted to say, That sounds just like Asto, anything wrong with that?

      “Africa is where, many years ago, Mizha Palayi,  Asto’s Chief Coordinator at the time, planned a refugee camp.” In the Sahara to be precise.

      Her face cleared up. And then a frown. “I thought we established that this was no longer an issue. They’re still going on about that?”

      “I’d hope not, but I don’t know. If he wants to see me urgently, and it’s to do with Africa, I can’t imagine that it would be anything else.”

      “I guess I better pack up, then.” She went to do just that. And Thayu being Thayu, she was done in moments, because she always travelled light. I always joked that the weight of her little travel bag was less than that of her weaponry.

      My preparations were much less organised. Hell, I was less organised, still grumpy from having been woken up. What the hell did one wear on a midnight meeting with the president when one had been on a holiday and only had worn, rumpled and dirty clothes? Would it be acceptable to appear in a full set of gamra blues?

      Most of our possessions had already been delivered to the Exchange’s freight counter for decontamination and packing for transport back to Barresh, with little chance of getting them back at such short notice.

      I sniffed my dressiest but still decidedly non-dressy shirt that I’d worn on the flight from New Zealand to Athens. Urgh. I couldn’t possibly wear that.

      Gamra blues it was, then.

      Damn, I better wake up Nicha, too.

      I crossed the room and knocked on the door that connected our room to Nicha’s.

      He came to the door a moment later, just as rumpled as I had been. “What, time to go already?”

      “Nope. We’re going back to Rotterdam.”
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      I gathered all my electronic gear and stuffed it in my bag, hoping that whatever Danziger had to tell me wasn’t going to divert us for too long, or I’d need to buy some clothes. I was sure that even if they didn’t show it, Thayu and Nicha were similarly unprepared for a long delay.

      And Nicha was none too happy with the situation.

      “Danziger? Why the hell do you listen to that disloyal piece of crap?” Nicha asked me with his hand on the doorknob, about to go into the corridor. “You’re independent now. You’re Ezhya’s. You don’t have to listen to Danziger anymore.”

      “Yeah, I agree with him,” Thayu said. She still sounded cranky from being woken up. Hell, we were all cranky. “Anyone who pulled on me what he did to you would get the big FU from me.”

      In my heart I agreed with them, but unfortunately that was not a feeling I could act on. If I was Coldi, oh yes, I could. By stalling on my salary payments and cutting off my communication with Nations of Earth, and by keeping Nicha under arrest for much longer than necessary, Danziger had broken his commitment to me big-time in their eyes. But this wasn’t Asto, and Coldi style networks did not operate here. I had to contend with politics and democracy. Which in practice meant you could treat your subordinates like shit and still expect them to crawl for you, as long as most people still voted for you. Because you were the president. Welcome to Earth.

      I told them, “You know how we discovered that Mizha paid for favours from some African countries? We only discovered that because some people in those countries were not careful with their data. Who knows which other countries were paid, where else money went and what was done with it?”

      “That was all so long ago. Why does anyone get upset about it now?”

      Another cultural issue reared its ugly head: Coldi lived much more in the present than people on Earth did.

      “Because these are some of the poorest countries on Earth, because the people in those countries are susceptible to someone coming in and buying their way into their loyalty.”

      “You can’t buy loyalty.”

      “No, on Asto, you can’t.” Loyalty networks were physiological. “On Earth, you can buy the support of people, especially if they’re desperate. There are a lot of desperate people in Africa.”

      I thought of the scenes I’d seen when I was younger, of crammed refugee camps on the eastern shore, of people driven out of their homelands because of drought, and unable to enter any of the protected enclaves where the locals still had crops to harvest. Of refugees selling their children to pirates and slavers.

      In places like Djibouti, where everyone came together in their plight to get out, there was no food, no water. Infrastructures had collapsed under the sheer weight of human despair. People just died, and everyone was too busy surviving to care. I’d never forgotten the images of the “skeleton fields” to the west of Djibouti: dusty remains of refugee campsites littered with bleached bones. There was a lot of scope for trouble in Africa. It only needed one crazy despot to light the fire.

      I said, “If this is about some Coldi people trying to revive the colony plan, all of gamra is likely to be affected by this. If it is about Mizha and this money, Ezhya would want it solved. In this situation, I’m as much Ezhya’s representative as Danziger’s. I need to know what he has to say. If it’s about something else, we’ll listen and go home.”

      Nicha gave me a hard, grumpy look. “Do you even listen to your own bullshit? You’re not Danziger’s pawn.”

      “Actually, my contract with Nations of Earth doesn’t expire until the end of the month.”

      “Ah.” He pressed his lips together. “You could have told me that first.”

      Coldi: painfully blunt and honest.

      The young woman had waited for us in the corridor. For some reason, it was quite busy in the residential part of the Exchange complex, and most of the apartment doors were shut because the apartments were occupied. The names of the occupants were listed on the doors. I read the clan names as we passed: Palayi, Lingui, Palayi, Azimi, Domiri—all the usual suspects. Those were the clans with money and power.

      Our footsteps sounded loud on the lino floor. Many of these guests would fly out some time during the night, because the Exchange operated only at night, so there were soft sounds of people talking.

      The woman accompanied us to the lift. Because the Exchange was in operation, the large hall on the ground floor was as busy as an airport terminal. People with cases and bags lined up at check-in counters and others used their passes to enter the departure and arrival part of the building.

      Of course the vast majority of the passengers were Coldi, with their metallic-sheened, dark hair, and the destinations were not displayed anywhere except on people’s readers, but they were all off-world.

      The only wink to Earth was the giant television screen that hung at the back of the hall, and it displayed, as usual, the newscast from World Newspoint or something equally staid and boring, appropriate for the time of day. A man was reading financial news, I thought. The level of boredom from the announcer’s voice was reassuring.

      At least Danziger didn’t want to see me because there had been some huge disaster.

      That was good news, I hoped.

      I wanted to go home. This morning I’d sat on the tiny balcony of the apartment at the Exchange, looking out over the hazy air that hung over Athens, thinking of the violent thunderstorms that would lash Barresh almost every night at this time of the year. The monsoon was about to start. From my balcony off the living room, you could see Ceren’s twin suns set under the blanket of ominous clouds that rolled in from the land every afternoon. The sky would go green and wind whip at the trees, carrying clouds of pink petals. The air would be humid and sticky, but we’d go to the baths and sit there in the rain, then walk back cool and refreshed.

      Damn it, I longed for those times.

      The young woman led us out of the hall through the glass doors into the coolness of the night. There were a few Exchange-owned taxis outside the entrance and their drivers gave us strange looks when we started walking under the starlight. Nobody walked that way, certainly not at this time of day.

      It was early December, and even in Athens the nights acquired an unpleasant bite that I had become unused to while living in Barresh. Not only that, but my gamra blues were made of thin fabric, and I’d been taking adaptation medication that increased my body temperature in preparation for going back to Barresh.

      It was cold.

      Some time in the twentieth century the building that housed the Exchange had been constructed as a private hospital. It had a long driveway lined with date palms that cut across the lawn—green because it was winter. The driveway led to a set of gates which the Exchange drivers operated from inside their vehicles. The headlights of a vehicle shone through the metalwork of the gate, making the dew on the grass glitter. Only a non-gamra vehicle would have to wait outside.

      “There he is,” the young woman said.

      The car was a dark-coloured passenger vehicle, and the driver got out when he spotted us. He wore the grey uniform of the Nations of Earth general guard, and he was not a local. Not Coldi and not Greek.

      The young woman tapped her pass to the gate. It rolled aside with some creaking and rumbling. We went through, into the glow of the car’s headlights.

      “Mr Wilson?” said a male voice in the dark.

      “Yes, it’s me.”

      “Come with me, sir. The plane is waiting.” The driver took my bag, but gave Thayu and Nicha an odd look. “Um, Mr Wilson, sir? What about them?”

      “They’re with me. They’re my zhaymas. I don’t travel without them.”

      “Um, sir. Yes.” He went to shut the back door, and then stopped. Clearly had no idea what zhaymas were. “Do they carry arms, sir?”

      “Yes. For our protection. So do you.” Why the hell did Nations of Earth insist on sending me these ignoramuses? It was almost as if they did it on purpose.

      He fidgeted some more. “I’m not sure if . . .”

      “I stand guarantee for them.” Seriously, when were these people going to get over their oh my god, it’s an alien hang-ups? “If it’s not all right, I’m not coming. If you want to call Danziger about that, I’m happy to wait.”

      “Um. No, sir, it will be fine.”

      We got into the car. As per security protocol, I got in the back. Thayu came with me and Nicha sat on the front seat bench. I didn’t think the driver was impressed with that situation. He must have been told to collect only me.

      I didn’t care. He should have been informed that I didn’t travel alone, ever.

      Nothing was said on the way to the regular airport where, ironically, I rarely came. I usually took the fast train to Rotterdam because it didn’t take much longer, and the border guards weren’t half as stupid as those at the airport.

      Instead of dropping us at the main terminal, the driver went down a side road past the huge hangars. Bright flood lights spilled out of one hangar that faced the road, and maintenance personnel crawled over the solar suborbital plane inside, a giant delta shape with a top surface made of solar cells. We’d flown here from New Zealand in a similar craft.

      Maintenance crew raised their heads and turned around at the approach of our car. They greeted the driver. The driver returned their greetings.

      We plunged back into darkness past hangars where planes stood as dim silhouettes, waiting for daylight.

      There was a spot of light on the tarmac to the left. By now we’d gone so far that we were almost on the other side of the airport.

      The girl at the Exchange had been right. A hoverjet waited for us, lights already on, engine idling, ready for take-off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      The plane was of the private jet type, unmarked and quite new, I thought. There was a Nations of Earth logo on the side. We climbed up the narrow ladder into the cabin, carpeted and lined with birch wood. A tinny voice that came from a hidden loudspeaker told us to strap into our seats. The seating consisted of a luxury couch and a couple of easy chairs with covers of cream-coloured leather, arranged around a low table. Works of art hung on the walls, and there were blue curtains over the windows, held aside with silver rope. Soft, cream-coloured carpet lined the floor. I checked my shoes so as not to make dirty footsteps on it. A short passage led to a kitchenette behind the front wall of the cabin, and sounds of clicking glass drifted from the open door.

      The passage ended in a closed door with a panel next to it on which a green light burned. I presumed this led to the cockpit.

      We sat and strapped into the chairs. Judging by the expressions on Thayu’s and Nicha’s faces, they felt just as out-of-place as I did. This was not a place for me or any of my team. This was a place for top diplomats and movers and shakers at Nations of Earth. I wondered if it was Danziger’s private jet.

      Some people clearly had far too much money.

      Both Thayu and Nicha were looking around, dark eyes roving the ceiling—looking for bugs, of which I had no doubt there were plenty.

      We did seem to have acquired a flight attendant. She came out of the kitchenette to ask if we wanted drinks. I asked for coffee—I was still trying to wake up—but Nicha and Thayu stuck with water. Before getting those drinks for us, the flight attendant pressed a button next to the door which set a mechanism in motion that pulled up the ladder and closed the door. Then, while the engine fired up, she brought our drinks, all smiles.

      I spotted Thayu drop a little tablet in the water. It fizzed on the way down in a stream of yellowish bubbles. Some sort of red-coded supplement, likely with a high concentration of hydrofluoric acid—hence the bubbles? Something that was exceedingly poisonous to me for sure.

      Nicha sat sideways on the couch, his eyes closed. Thayu was reading something. We didn’t speak much. The message was clear: this was not our territory and we didn’t know who would be listening.

      Security-speak for this was “the weather forecast”, since the weather was considered one of the safest subjects.

      The plane took off and levelled out above the moonlit landscape.

      I looked out the window, seeing patches of light scroll past. Cities and towns asleep, while I was up here, recalled urgently to attend to some disaster.

      As usual, my mind mulled over the possibilities.

      I’d recently discovered that way back in the time of Mizha Palayi, some time not too long after 1975, Asto had made payments to Libya for the use of their land to build a desert colony.

      At the time, the murder of one of Mizha’s seconds and the protracted subsequent troubles had left the whole of Asto’s society in danger of collapse, and a good section of the Palayi clan had been looking for a way to safety.

      I wasn’t sure if the money was for a rental agreement or if land ownership had ever been transferred, but it had disturbed me. Ezhya had assured me that Asto had never considered the plan seriously, but the payment showed that it had been a good deal more serious than he made it out to be.

      I’d learned that with Coldi, you needed to be careful with what they said about events in the past. They did not consider the past as important as most people on Earth did.

      And now Danziger wanted to see me about this discovery, urgently, even? Had his main opponent in the election for the position of President of Nations of Earth gotten a whiff of the rumours surrounding the plan, and now wanted an explanation of what Libya had done with the money? That sounded like something Margarethe Ollund would do.

      Last year, the murder of Sirkonen and subsequent stupidity by Danziger had almost brought the world to a war with Asto. I don’t think anyone appreciated how close Asto had been to using military action to free their citizens trapped on Earth. Nations of Earth would have considered that an act of war and the situation would have spiralled out of control from there.

      I knew little about Asto’s armed forces. Heck, few people did, even Thayu and Nicha, and Thayu had worked for them, and their father was some kind of admiral. But what I knew about Asto’s army was enough to realise that you did not, ever, want to provoke them.
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      It was still dark when the jet touched down on the runway in Rotterdam, and lights blazed in all the airport buildings. Smaller planes were waiting on the tarmac to take off, mostly private craft. It would be a couple of hours before daylight came and the big solar suborbitals could take off.

      Another car waited for us outside the Members’ Lounge entrance. It was a Nations of Earth service vehicle with a uniformed driver, who took our bags with barely a word spoken. The air was so cold that our breath steamed. Thayu clamped her arms around herself.

      The car took us over the dyke that connected the airport to the rest of the city. Moonlight glittered on the water on both sides.

      The streets were still quiet. The occasional tram trundled in the other direction, with the bleary light in the cabins wasted, but for the occasional passenger coming back from a night shift or going to work at this ungodly hour.

      We arrived at the Nations of Earth complex, where the gates were closed, but the guards let us through with a simple wave. The only signs of life in the broad, tree-lined avenues were the guards that stood on the corners and a pair of squirrels chasing each other across the road in the headlights of the car. They brought a bout of laughter from Thayu who had spent many hours at my father’s veranda feeding oranges to possums, and didn’t want to believe him when he said that most people in New Zealand hated them because they were introduced pests.

      She sat as a warm presence next to me, comforting in this very cold and bleary night.

      We didn’t stop in front of the building that held the president’s office as I had expected, but turned into an alley that ran down the side. It gave access to an underground parking area, closed off by a steel gate that opened at the driver’s command and rolled shut as soon as we had gone inside.

      The car stopped in an underground car park in front of a set of double steel doors, gleaming, threatening and forbidding.

      A reception committee of armed guards waited for us. The highest-ranking officer, with the emblem of the Special Services on his chest, came to me.

      “Mr Wilson, come with me. The president’s aide has been notified that you’ve arrived.”

      Another of the guards said, “Uh, sir, what about . . .”

      He glanced at Thayu and Nicha.

      I said through clenched teeth, “They’re with me.” Seriously, when was this nonsense going to stop?

      “We need to check with our supervisor.”

      “They come with me. I am the gamra delegate and these are my zhaymas. They will come with me to the door of the meeting room. It’s gamra protocol that they come inside with me, but we accept that the president may wish differently.”

      “Um, yes sir. I have to check, sir.”

      After a brief exchange of words with a supervisor, Thayu and Nicha were allowed in, to the door of the meeting room only. The guard clearly didn’t like it.

      The steel doors slid aside and let us into a dark corridor. I guessed this was the president’s private entrance into the building, but why did we need to come in here?

      I expected to be taken upstairs in the lift, but the Special Services officer took me along the corridor that was only illuminated by lights in little alcoves in the walls. There were a few doors to the left and right, but they were all closed, with security locks on the doors.

      I’d heard people speak of this place. It looked like this meeting was going to take place in the safety bunker that was built for wartime purposes.

      What the hell were we doing here?
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      Two guards took us to the very end of the passage. It was a dank room, with minimal lighting, and the lush furniture did not dispel the feeling of darkness and disuse.

      To my surprise, the man seated at the desk reading something on a screen was not the president, but Simon Dekker, aide to the Acting President Sigobert Danziger of Nations of Earth.

      I’d met Dekker a few times and he always struck me as a perfect companion to Danziger: tall, thin, dark-skinned, perpetually dressed in grey, with a less well-developed sense of humour than a corpse.

      His eyes met mine as I came in through the door. It was a cold, calculating look.

      He pre-empted my question, Where is the president? by saying, “The president is indisposed.”

      “He’s all right?” I felt compelled to ask, although I felt that if the president was not all right, everyone would have known already. The question of Danziger’s advanced age—he was seventy-four—was a hot topic in the election campaign and the faintest whiff of physical weakness would send the media into a he-won’t-last-the-term feeding frenzy.

      “He’s in bed. Campaigning is a never-ending grind.” Said completely without humour.

      I wasn’t sure what he was telling me with this little exchange of words. Was it: The president wants you to come urgently in the middle of the night, but it’s not important enough to see you himself? Or was he saying: The president doesn’t like you and is going to annoy you and let you wait until he gets up before he sees you?

      Those were the games that Danziger played and, yes, Thayu and Nicha were right. He would never get away with this in Coldi society. Our feeders didn’t work in this bunker, but I didn’t need them to know what Thayu would be saying to me. That I was weak, that Danziger didn’t deserve my support, that I should tell him to get lost. Yes to all accounts, but there was that minor detail about my contract that had not expired yet. And I did feel weak. Like a jellyfish.

      Dekker gestured me wordlessly to a chair, and I sat opposite him.

      As soon as I sat down, he got up. He opened a cupboard behind the desk and took out a hessian bag the size of a decent bed pillow. By the way the muscles in his arm strained, it was quite heavy. He upended the bag and the content slid onto the table.

      A gun.

      More correctly, parts of a gun, made out of a light-coloured metal, with off-white ceramic trim. Dekker picked up a long piece—the barrel—slotted in the handgrip and attached a third piece that was—I thought—a sight and a control panel. A few spindly things went up on the top. I could only guess their function. The weapon looked impressive. The barrel gleamed, the handgrip looked new and solid. The whole contraption was a bit longer than his arm. I’d never seen anything like it before.

      He lifted it and pointed it briefly at me. “How would you like to be at the wrong end of this thing, Mr Wilson?”

      I looked at the discharge plate that would unleash a white-hot stream of plasma. “I guess that’s why you brought me here—you’re going to shoot me.” Oo-er. Interacting with Coldi people brought out my bluntness. But I seriously didn’t like to be woken up and flown through the night to face some humourless guy pointing a gun at my head.

      He lowered the weapon. “Ha, ha, ha. The controls are disconnected.” I had no doubt that he pointed the gun at me because he disliked me and probably dreamed of pulling the trigger. In fact, disliking me would have to be a prerequisite to get a job working for Danziger.

      He put the weapon on the desk and pushed it across to me. “Have a look at this baby, Mr Wilson.”

      I picked up the gun, the metal cold in my hands. Oof—it was heavy.

      He was right; the control panel was loose. It contained a few buttons and instructions in tiny letters, in Isla. Yet the main body of the gun was not a local product. Unless the Asto army had recently changed their models, this wasn’t one of theirs. Then what? Locally made according to an offworld blueprint? With the tiny strip of Hedron steel that ran down the side of the barrel, that was unlikely. Made off-world to order? That thought gave me the chills.

      “What is this? Where did it come from?”

      “You tell me, Mr Wilson. I was advised that you know all about these things.”

      “These things” being gamra matters, administration and societal structures and customs, or politics. I was hardly a weapons expert. I turned the weapon over in my hands. “Can I show this to my zhaymas? They know a lot more about weapons than I do.”

      He moved his chin up which I took as a yes, so I rose, and went to the door. Thayu and Nicha stood in the corridor playing a staring game with the two guards on either side of the meeting room.

      “Thay’, Nich’, can you quickly take a look at this?”

      I’d spoken Coldi, but it seemed that Nations of Earth guards guessed the gist of it, and because both Thayu and Nicha went inside the room, they both came as well.

      Thayu took one look at the gun on the desk and sucked in a breath through lips forming an O. She lifted the gun and turned it over.

      “What is it?” I asked her.

      “It’s a type of plasma weapon. Very powerful. Most effective at distance. You can use it to do a lot of general damage to a building, or shoot down an aircraft at low altitude. Strangely enough, it’s not much good at killing people at short distance.”

      “Does anyone own these legally?”

      “Privately? No. You couldn’t buy this thing. My permit doesn’t even cover it. This is a military grade weapon, used by armies and militias. Not for use in civilian security. The plasma chamber is missing, though.”

      Dekker had been looking at us with an interested but suspicious expression on his face.

      “She says there is a part missing,” I translated for him.

      “She’s right.” Maybe he’d left the plasma chamber off to test if we really knew what we were talking about.

      “Where did you get it?”

      “Before I tell you that, can you ask her where this type of weapon normally comes from?”

      I was guessing he wanted Thayu out of the room as soon as possible. I translated his question.

      Thayu said, “There are a few places where they use or make weapons like these. I would have to take it apart to know exactly where it was made. But Tamer or Indrahui is the most likely.”

      “Then what the hell is it doing here?” With text in Isla, no less.

      “These are often custom-made to order,” she said. “Not cheap.”

      Damn. I was starting to get a very bad feeling about this. As far as I knew neither of those worlds had much of a presence on Earth. Either the weapons manufacturers on those words were seeing business opportunities, this was part of an offensive by parties wrong-footed in the debacle surrounding Sirkonen’s murder, or someone with a lot of money was getting involved in what had previously been the domain of poorly-organised militias. Or all of the above.

      I translated for Dekker what Thayu had said, and then he put the gun back in the bag, looking pointedly at her.

      This was as much as Dekker was going to share with Thayu and Nicha, so I made one of the security gestures I knew, the one that meant I’m fine. They left the room and the two guards followed them.

      He waited until the door had shut with a click, the silence between us tense.

      “This weapon, intact, was found in a container with similar merchandise in a crate in an airport hangar by an aid worker in a sea cargo terminal in Djibouti. The shipment was slated to go out to one of the refugee camps along the east coast of the Horn of Africa.”

      Of course, Djibouti. That had been a trouble area for years, with massive numbers of environmental refugees who had nowhere to go.

      “Can I take a picture of it?” I wanted to show this to Amarru.

      “You can have it. We got a whole crate of the damn things. I guess the only good point about that is that those weapons won’t be used against us while they’re sitting in our storage. The bad point is that we don’t know how many more of these shipments there are and how they’re coming in.”

      “I don’t think customs is going to be impressed if I try to bring a whopping great big gun in my luggage.”

      He shrugged in a suit yourself way.

      I put the gun in the middle of the table and took a couple of pictures of it from several angles, and several close-up shots of different parts of it.

      I asked, “Why Djibouti? And why does that have anything to do with the Saharan plan? Djibouti is not in the Sahara.”

      “I was getting to that part next.” Dekker sounded prim. He had put his reader on the table and flicked through images until he found the one he needed, and turned the reader around to face me. His fingers were unusually thin and long.

      “When we got sent this weapon, we poked around a bit in the area, and discovered this, across the border in Ethiopia, not terribly far from Djibouti.”

      The screen displayed a satellite image showing a good chunk of the northeastern African coast. He zoomed in on the eastern tip, the bit where it looked like a chunk of Africa was about to break off.

      He zoomed in and zoomed in, and different geological features flashed past: rocky outcrops, deep scars cut into the soil as if someone had taken to the planet with a knife. The land was red or various shades of pink, with barren hills and the multicoloured sores of hot springs and salt encrustations. I couldn’t discern much in the way of vegetation or habitation. The landscape looked barren and alien. If someone asked me to guess where this was, I might have guessed Beratha on Asto.

      Then the view scrolled past a thin line that resolved into a dirt road. A blue-green area in the top of the image turned out to be a body water, quite shallow, with bands of white and yellow salt encrustations that edged the shore like lace.

      “What’s the water?” I asked.

      “That’s the Afar inland sea.”

      I’d heard about Earth’s newest sea. The region had always been well below sea level, and a combination of volcanic activity and rising sea levels had caused water to start seeping into the basin from the Red Sea. It had started about fifteen years ago, but had only been brought to the public attention in the last ten years. The basin was still filling up and had a long way yet to go.

      Dekker said, “This is the Afar region of eastern Ethiopia. In case you’re unfamiliar with this area, it’s the hottest place on Earth. There used to be nomads trekking across this area, but the region is largely abandoned these days, because not many humans are happy at those temperatures, never mind their livestock.”

      His expression said, but it’s perfect for Coldi. I was starting to get a Kazakhstan feeling about this, another episode we did not want to repeat.

      “This area is wildland, pretty much abandoned by local government because there is nothing of value to protect, and it’s too hot to enforce laws, and the local governments are too poor to supply services, if ever there were any in the first place.”

      He enlarged the image still further, so that I could detect individual hills and goat tracks through the sand. Several tracks joined into a dirt road where there was a small dark speck.

      “Is that a car?”

      “A truck,” he said, and scrolled to another part of this huge, never-ending image. He pointed a slender finger. “Here is another one. And another one over here. As you can see, this area is a bit of a local highway.” He flicked across to the next screen. “This is the place where they’re all going.”

      I peered at the image, a pattern of geometric lines that were either dug in the sand or made from dark stone. It was hard to tell which. There were some clusters of heavy vehicles and a couple of sheds, which stood out because of their light-coloured roofs. “I’m not quite sure what I’m looking at. A building site?”

      “Yes, a building site, and what they’re building looks a hell of a lot like this, don’t you think?”

      The document that appeared on the screen over the top of the photo was more familiar to me than I cared to remember: the blueprints for large Coldi settlements in the Sahara. And yes, it did look that whatever was being built in the desert used the same building plan. The lines matched perfectly.

      I met Dekker’s eyes. I wondered if he’d been chosen to deal with this because he had a good deal of African heritage, or if he was just a part-African who happened to get this job.

      “Mr Wilson, I assume you don’t need my help to reach the same conclusion as we have. I do not need to spell it out. Last year, when you barged into the president’s office with that dressed-up suit and your gorillas, you assured me that this settlement plan for offworlders in the Sahara, this colony, whatever you want to call it, was dead. Somehow, I don’t think so.”

      “Well, this is truly the first I’ve seen of this project⁠—”

      “Mr Wilson, I’m not saying that you were lying, but obviously someone was lying. The aliens are here and they’re building this settlement right now. They’ve even designed weapons especially for us so that, as is my guess, they can pass them to local officials and militias as bribes to make sure they keep their mouth shut about the presence of these aliens.”

      “Well . . . that’s a bit far-fetched. I don’t know how you come to that conclusion based simply on these images.”

      “What other conclusion can we draw? Is your memory capacity too small to have retained the name ‘Kazakhstan’?”

      I was now getting very annoyed. “Look, why don’t you simply tell me what the problem is. I’ve just travelled for hours, and I’m not in the mood to be dicked about. I’m going home tomorrow, and I’m highly tempted to walk out that door.” I could almost hear Thayu and Nicha cheering.

      His expression closed. “I’m trying to.”

      “Without making false accusations based on nothing.”

      He pressed his lips together. A thick silence hung in the room. My contract had been brokered by Sirkonen, but ever since Danziger had ‘inherited’ me with the presidency, he’d made no secret of the fact that he never agreed with the appointment. I was almost at the point of hoping that Dekker would tell me that I was relieved of my duties.

      He didn’t.

      I made an effort to get the discussion back on topic. “What do the local authorities have to say about this?”

      “Nothing. They’re up to their ears in trouble: refugees, overcrowding, lack of food, lack of money, disease, no water. They don’t have any time to worry about this. It might be the reason why those people are in that spot. It’s also likely to be a problem, if left to fester, that will eclipse everything else they’re already facing.”

      I couldn’t help but agree with him.

      “We asked Lucius Brown about this development.” That was the president of PanAf. “He said he was unaware of it, and would make investigations. A few days later he came back with the news that it was a tourist development to be the first on the shore of Earth’s newest sea. A fucking tourist development.” Dekker’s dark eyes met mine in a hard look. “Do you know how hot fifty degrees Celsius is, Mr Wilson? And why anyone would attract tourists to a place like that, unless you want to attract alien tourists? And I suspect that maybe someone in his chain of information got the words ‘tourist’ and ‘terrorist’ mixed up.”

      “I can assure you that from the point of view of gamra, the plan is dead.”

      He gestured at the screen. “This does not look like a dead plan to me. This looks pretty damn real.”

      I couldn’t say anything to dispute that. It looked real to me, too.

      “I want this investigated. I want this gone. I want these weapons out of that region. I want construction to stop and I want this trade of weapons—whoever they’re trading with—to stop.”

      Everyone wanted it to stop, but since Nations of Earth wouldn’t come to the table to talk about accepting gamra law, there were no legal mechanisms for anyone to do so. They were still getting hung up about the rumour that gamra prohibited religion, which was false, by the way. Welcome to the Wild West.

      “I’m not sure there is all that much I can do. I will
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