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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      The upper deck of Asto’s vast military command ship was not a place where I had come very often in the past three months.

      It was the domain of personnel dressed in desert pink military uniforms who kept this ship running, nameless and faceless troops of which there were very many, and who considered me to be an oddity in this quiet, efficient and secretive place.

      The civilians, including myself and my team, spent most of our time on the middle and lower decks of the habitat module, where, for one, there was more room than on this surprisingly cramped command deck.

      After having declared for many years that Asto’s military ships didn’t do artificial gravity, I had found out that they, in fact, did. But only when stationed in orbit, because unfolding and setting up the habitat not only took energy from whatever military operations the ship was running, it also required a fair bit of time. It was, in fact, a mark of how comfortable the military had grown that they had the situation under control.

      I know.

      Famous last words.

      When I entered the control room of this ship that had been my home for the past three months, the giant blue shape of my home planet occupied the top half of the view through the window. The half-orb was slowly rotating and sliding off to the side as both ship and planet moved independently. It was a beautiful sight, although not one I was used to seeing, and definitely not in such a dizzying, upside-down way. I had been to Earth’s Space program’s orbital station, but it hung out in much lower orbit. From up here, we could sometimes see that little unit whizz past, speeding like crazy on its endless quest to not fall back to the surface.

      We were much further out, and moved slowly, and by stealth.

      This giant and dangerous ship wasn’t meant to be in this position. It had no authority to be here, certainly not for a period of three months. Nations of Earth had not acknowledged its presence and the gamra assembly was starting to make some very unhappy noises about it, and the attached military fleet. What were we doing? Was our presence warranted and, most importantly, had the local authorities asked for help from this ominous military fleet?

      No. They had not.

      Nations of Earth had barely been in contact with us since the drone attacks started, now more than three months ago.

      They had definitely not agreed for the Asto military to hang out in orbit and although the fleet protected Earth, some shit was going to hit the fan over its unauthorised presence sooner rather than later.

      But for now, the upper command room of this big and threatening war ship was a pleasant place, with the large circular bench rotated so that it faced the window, much like a tourist vessel for super-rich passengers.

      There were, of course, the usual control workstations along the sides and the walls, but they were empty today. The ship wasn’t doing very much, other than telling a fleet of smaller ships what to do, and to give commands to the many satellites that the military had launched.

      One of the wall screens displayed a diagram of the locations of those satellites.

      They kept Earth safe, all by themselves, because no one was watching them right now either. They did a good job.

      There had been no successful drone attacks for three weeks now.

      The atmosphere inside the ship exuded a sense of hope that we had begun to crack the code, that our tactics of waiting and observing were paying off and that it would be a matter of time before a slip-up by the nebulous and elusive enemy led us to the precise origin and control centre of these drones. Something that we could destroy that would stop the drones from coming, rather than react once they appeared.

      Two men sat on this lush couch facing the window, and I knew both of them well. Ezhya Palayi, Chief Coordinator of Asto and his second, Asha Domiri, commander of the Asto military, and my father-in-law.

      When I came around the front of the couch, I also saw a third man, even if he was not here in body.

      The form of gamra Chief Delegate Marin Federza was projected onto a section of the couch in between the two others.

      I nodded a greeting to him, which he acknowledged, a greeting which was relayed through satellites and the military’s own Exchange node all the way to Barresh.

      He said, “Well met, Delegate.”

      There was only a slight delay between image and sound. Somebody would be paying top money for this connection.

      The presence of the projection left me with a kind of awkward decision: did I sit in between the two others in the middle of the projection, or did I take a much more awkward position on the end of the bench?

      I decided neither was acceptable and remained standing, but Asha shifted sideways, making a spot for me so that I could sit at a proper spot at the end of the couch while being able to look Federza in his fake, projected eyes.

      Asha’s movement, in fact, caused the projection to shift as well.

      Huh, a sentient projection. Yes, serious money was being spent here.

      “Well then. It seems everyone is here. Let us start,” Federza said. He met my eyes. His light, sand-coloured irises never failed to disturb me, not even when they weren’t real. “And let me explain the reasons I need to speak with you. Although I’m confident that you probably know what this is about.”

      In typical Coldi style, neither Ezhya nor Asha said anything.

      Ezhya held his arms crossed over his chest. He was wearing his red sash, which he only did when on official business.

      Asha was in full uniform, the pink dress variety, with his jacket with shiny studs and decorations, with his weapon strapped to his arm and communication node blinking on his chest, with his two feeders and his hair tightly pulled back into the customary ponytail.

      His face looked menacing at the best of times, but right now, his expression spelled thunder.

      Right. They had called me up here to do the talking, because neither would score high marks on the diplomacy scorecard. Talking was, as everyone always reminded me, my job.

      “The gamra assembly has debated your position and specifically the function and location of Asto’s military forces,” Federza began. “For quite some time now, we have understood that you were defending the planet from attacks, and we accommodate that view. But increasingly, the questions have grown louder about whether defending the planet is morphing into a more permanent situation, where you establish a permanent base in orbit. In order for us to keep approving and sanctioning your position, we will need to see that your defence of the planet is in fact necessary, and that the planet has, in fact, asked for your assistance.”

      They were well-chosen words that still didn’t hide the underlying sentiment. There were a lot of parties in the gamra assembly that had said for a long time that Asto was trying to annex Earth by stealth, and that all the actions they took towards Earth had that underlying aim. These voices would be screaming murder right now.

      “The planet is truly only safe because of the military’s presence here,” I said. “I can vouch for that.”

      “Oh yes, of course. So you would say. But there are those in the assembly who wonder whether your definition of safe is the same as that of people on the planet. They have, after all, signed up to begin the process of joining gamra, and member entities cannot occupy parts of territory that belongs to other member entities without their permission.”

      “They have not ratified those documents yet,” Ezhya said, his arms still crossed over his chest.

      And this was the usual problem. Because nobody understood, including myself really, why Earth, having signed to join gamra and having sent its first preliminary delegates, had stalled in the joining process. This had happened when Simon Dekker took over the presidency from Margarethe Ollund. There was no animosity, just a distinct feeling that Nations of Earth had other priorities.

      Now, Earth and gamra operated in a kind of legal limbo and nobody was sure what laws applied.

      The usual answer I gave to this question, which was We haven’t been able to contact them, was fast outgrowing its usefulness.

      Federza continued, “They are in the process of joining and have not given us reason to doubt their intent. They are, for the purpose of the current situation, a proper member of gamra. The assembly has debated and decided that the ability for us to give our continued approval of your presence in a member entity’s orbital space without their specific agreement will be limited. To be blunt, you will need to show us proof that the authorities, namely Nations of Earth, sanctions your military presence, that you have communicated with them about what military actions you can undertake and what the limits of those actions are, and that you have agreed with them on a process whereby you return control of the orbital space to them once safety has been established.”

      And then I said the tired old words, anyway. “I have explained this to you many times, but we have not been able to establish any useful level of contact with them.”

      “And I remember you telling me this, and I have accepted your explanation. But as time wears on, I need to ask one thing: is the lack of your contact with them because you haven’t tried, or is it because they don’t want you there?”

      “I believe it is neither.”

      “Don’t you?”

      Asha on the bench next to me made a small snorting noise. Ezhya pressed his lips together.

      The three men had—how shall I say this—a bit of a history.

      I remembered all too well one of those occasions where the three of them had been in the same room and Ezhya had pulled Federza up by the front of his well-tailored and expensive shirt.

      Those were the days.

      “I assume that the concept of democracy is strange to you, but I strongly believe that the vast majority of people on the planet object to being attacked from space⁠—”

      “—of course they do. There is no point being smart.”

      “No, I’m not being smart. Because the fact that we can’t establish contact with the Nations of Earth assembly is irrelevant. The people on the planet, all four billion of them, object to being attacked by an agency they don’t know and don’t understand and never supported, even if that agency appears to be part of their own population.”

      I spread my hands, half-expecting arguments about the part of the population statement, because the attacks did come from some disenfranchised group who had split off from Earth’s space colonisation effort and had wandered off into the void and people had forgotten about them until suddenly three months ago, they’d sent an army of drones.

      I was even half-expecting the statement that if this was the case, neither gamra nor the Asto military had a place in the conflict and we should let them sort it out and negotiate with whomever emerged as the victor.

      And I would have something to say about that line of thinking because I flatly refused to deal with thugs.

      But he said nothing, so I continued in a more measured voice, because holy crap, I suddenly hated his arrogant Aghyrian butt. He knew nothing, he did nothing except make up impractical and irrelevant rules for the sake of looking like he was doing something.

      “I don’t know why Nations of Earth are not engaging in meaningful discussion with us. I very strongly suspect that part of the reason is safety. In the past, the attacks have followed patterns of communication. They’re in hiding, they don’t want to be discovered, they don’t want us to be unmasked, or worse, they simply don’t have a functional assembly at the moment and can’t debate replies to our communication. We have evidence that there have been attacks on the assembly, and I’ve heard rumours that certain parts of the bureaucracy have moved to underground shelters.”

      “But at the same time, the president has not spoken to you since that message where he supposedly asked you for help?”

      “Not supposedly. He did ask for help. I can send you a recording of it if you want. I know the man, and he dislikes me so much that he would die before asking me for help. Yet he did ask, and I believe him, so this is a strong reason why I am still here, and while I don’t command the Asto military,” I looked sideways at Asha. He smiled. I wasn’t sure why because I was losing my patience with this man—deep breath. “While I don’t command the Asto military, they are the only means available to stop my world of origin from falling into the hands of blatant thuggery. I object to innocent people being subjected to a regime of terror while we all sit around and debate the legalities of what we could potentially do to help them.”

      “You never cease to give good arguments.”

      “I’m a diplomat. That’s what I do.”

      “Fair enough, and I have given you leniency for quite a while already. But this has now gone on for so long that people in the assembly, including me, are no longer willing to wait. We want to see some results or some justification for this continued situation. I strongly suggest that you address our concerns. At the next sitting, the assembly will debate this issue again. They are likely to withdraw their consent for your presence in a member’s orbital space without seeing their express approval. This has gone on for long enough. You’ve had your time. Various members need to see better justification.”

      And with that, he disappeared off the couch.

      He left a silence in which both Ezhya and Asha glared at me.

      Then Ezhya said, in perfect Isla, “Fuck his bony arse.”

      I chuckled. “Who has been giving you lessons?”

      But my mirth about Ezhya’s remark didn’t last long. He knew exactly what he’d said, and he meant it.

      If I was rather unimpressed with this situation, I could only guess how these two men must feel about the bureaucratic incursion in their lives.

      Asto did not do democracy.

      They objected to being told what to do at the best of times.

      “We need a plan for some quick action,” I said.

      “What we need is to send some well-chosen language to that arrogant prick,” Asha said. “What does he think he is?”

      “He is still the Chief Delegate of gamra. I think overall he has done a decent job. As a person, I don’t really like him either. But overall, he has been quite fair, and we have expected this moment to come up sooner or later.”

      And then nobody said anything for a while, because we had debated this before, and we all knew that there was going to be an end to Asto’s unchecked reign in Earth’s orbital space, even if we were the only entity defending the planet.

      Ezhya snorted. “So what? Do we try to reach another diplomat to sign an agreement that will take the gamra assembly all of a day to rip apart?”

      Asha said, “They make it so very tempting to ignore the whole lot of them.”

      But while he was full of bluster, he would never do that. As much as Asto and gamra could seem at odds, both also needed each other for a wide variety of reasons.

      “With your permission, we might try something different,” I said into the silence.

      They both gave me a sharp look.

      I began, “The situation has been stable for a while and there have been no recent drone attacks that have penetrated our defences.”

      Asha gestured, go on.

      “The communication chief has told me that the main networks are secure.”

      “Yes,” Ezhya said. “There will be no problem talking to the Nations of Earth assembly this time.”

      There had been plenty of issues last time.

      I continued, “But who will I be able to reach? President Simon Dekker sent us a garbled message asking for help three months ago and we still can’t track where it came from. We know we have the situation under control, but do they know that?”

      “I made sure that we told them,” Asha said.

      “Would they listen? Would they believe us? Their track record is not good.”

      He lifted his chin. “What are you saying? That they’ve become distrustful? That’s hardly news.”

      “I’m saying that it’s very hard to assess what’s going on—and to get an agreement of the type that would satisfy gamra—from up here, so if the situation is stable, I propose to write up an agreement. There are excellent lawyers on board this ship. With this document, I shall travel to the Nations of Earth assembly and present it to them, explain the reasons for our presence, make amendments if they want, and get the highest authority in attendance to sign the agreement. That way, we can be certain that we’ll get gamra off our backs.”

      “Hmmm,” Ezhya said, but he clearly liked the idea. Doing something like this was totally his style. “Yes, we can probably do that now. If you could pull that off, it would save us a lot of trouble. Just for a small spearhead party. Do we have the security coverage for the area?”

      “We do,” Asha said, and he brought up another projection above the table in the middle of the circular couch. It showed areas where they had control and where they didn’t, based on countless intercepted communications that had been analysed by the huge team downstairs. Europe was considered safe territory.

      He continued, “I would still like to be cautious and send a well-shielded craft, and provide backup from orbit, and use an independent communication node, and make sure the group was well-prepared and well-armed.”

      “Do we ever go into anything unprepared?”

      He chuckled. “You might do things less well-prepared than Sheydu would like.”

      “That’s an impossible bar to clear,” I said.

      “Yeah.” He let a short silence lapse in which an amused smile crossed his face. “Take Sheydu.”

      I guessed we had decided the trip was on. To be honest, it was a relief after so much time of being inactive. Of watching and waiting.

      “Anyone else I need to consider taking?”

      “A good lawyer, anyone who speaks a local language, anyone who has been there before and who has local knowledge. Don’t worry about transport, defense and fighting. I will lend you an elite unit to do that for you.”

      “Well, I do have a few excellent fighters.”

      “Yes, take them. But you should be in and out quickly, and then we can get those bureaucrats off our backs and get on with the real job, like finding the command centre of these attacks.”

      He clapped me on the shoulder and for a moment, I felt we were getting on top of the situation.

      But of course, reality was not as simple as that.
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      When Amarru heard of the impending expedition, she pleaded to be allowed to come. I was hesitant to make the party any bigger than necessary, because more people meant more danger and less flexibility.

      I told her to ask Asha, in the hope that he would fob her off and tell her to wait, but he agreed.

      Having an increased number of people at the Exchange to resume some of their operations would help our expedition, he said.

      But of course she had another motive.

      For the past three months, since shutting down the Exchange core and evacuating most of its workers, she had watched with anxiety from orbit as attacks raged and might hit or miss the building, and she would spend ages sending encrypted messages to her remaining staff on the ground to check whether they were all right.

      In short, she was sorry she had abandoned her position and wanted to go back.

      “If the Exchange dies, I will die with it,” she told me. “I have nothing else. I can’t go back to Asto. I wouldn’t know what to do there. I never did any of the selection trials. My life is in Athens.”

      I heard on the rumour mill that the fact that her life partner had chosen to stay behind had a lot to do with this. There were even accounts that he had accused her of pandering to Ezhya—on whose orders she had closed the Exchange.

      I knew very little about Amarru’s partner, but suspected that he might belong to a rogue section of the Zhori clan and that he would rather die than put his life in the hands of Asto.

      Deeply split loyalties had always characterised Amarru’s life.

      Personal motivations aside, Asha agreed with Amarru that it would be good to have some Exchange operations functioning and that it was probably safe to start ramping up the core.

      In his words, worse than being discovered by the enemy was to not succeed in our mission and the Exchange was an important tool. Being discovered by the enemy didn’t mean failure, he said. It just meant he’d have to dedicate extra resources to keeping us safe.

      Resources with advanced weaponry, no doubt. Great.

      So my hopes to keep our party small and nimble by telling Amarru to talk to Asha, and expecting him to tell her to wait, backfired spectacularly.

      Worse, instead of getting dropped closer to the Nations of Earth complex in Rotterdam, we would go to Athens and we would then have to make our way across several countries.

      And this happened while we only had three weeks until the next gamra assembly sitting and we were going to spend a good deal of that time catching trains across Europe.

      It was, Amarru assured me, an excellent way of assessing the situation on the ground.

      Great, but she wasn’t the one having to cross a continent using public transport systems that might or might not be functional.

      “It might take us days or weeks to get to Rotterdam,” I said.

      “I don’t know where you were expecting to be dropped off. We can’t just fly a military craft over densely populated areas into Rotterdam. That would be certain to upset the Nations of Earth assembly and they have a whole raft of rules that they can use to punish us with.”

      “Those rules have never stopped us before.”

      “In remote areas, yes. Not anywhere near the Nations of Earth complex.”

      “We’re in a war.”

      “The Exchange can lose its permission to operate. I’m not willing to risk that.”

      Her eyes were fierce.

      Of course, she took a lot of pride in honouring these agreements. The situation was somewhat different now, but I let it go.

      It wasn’t worth the argument.

      Besides, I was sure she was right.

      And Amarru was a terrible stickler for rules, which she had to be, operating in the hostile environment in Athens for years.

      I understood why, but it still annoyed me.

      So, we were going to be dropped off near Athens, and would somehow have to make our way to Rotterdam.

      What a stupid waste of time in the middle of a conflict where we had a deadline hanging over our heads, a deadline that would affect the local people much more than anyone. Bureaucratic rules versus the future of the planet.

      The pinnacle of stupidity.

      “Hey,” Thayu said in the tiny cabin that we shared. “It’s not that big a deal. Let her live with her rules. We’ll be fine.”

      “This is about the future of the planet,” I burst out. “About me, about my father and Erith, about Emi.”

      I gestured at Emi, out cold on the little mat in the corner of our cabin.

      “This is about whether I can ever come back to the place of my birth, about whether billions of people live or die, and she is worried about rules.”

      “We’ll be fine. The trains are running, Reida says, and after we’ve left the Exchange, we can do as we want. We need Amarru’s cooperation, and she worries about the Exchange. We’ve all been worried about the Exchange. Now that the threat of attacks is less, it’s important that we make sure it doesn’t fall into the hands of people who shouldn’t have control over it.”

      “Huh. Do you know anything I don’t?”

      She flicked her eyebrows. “The situation might be stable, but we shouldn’t forget that we’ve discovered very little about where the threat is coming from and how much help they have from rogue groups like Zhori rogues and their sympathisers on the ground. It’s important to get enough people back into the Exchange so that it can run again.”

      Thayu had been uncharacteristically diplomatic with her opinions recently. Where people would say opinions are like arseholes, everyone’s got one, she would say opinions are like pimples, they draw attention to the wrong part of someone’s face. It was, apparently, one of the proverbs commonly used at the spy academy.

      Right. This was her way of telling me that there was something going on in her sphere of work, which involved secret meetings with high-ranking military people.

      It was also a reminder to stick to my task, which was preparing my team.

      I only needed to bring as many people as needed and then only the ones with skills we needed.

      Veyada offered to look after the children. There were many people more useful in stealth and combat than he was, and Mereeni was much better at Earth law besides.

      Everyone with an inkling of understanding of Isla would come. Nicha, Evi, Telaris. Then Thayu, Deyu and Reida, and Sheydu. Also Isharu and Zyana, whose skill as sharpshooter I’d not yet witnessed, but was said to be legendary.

      Leisha would prepare my craft and would take my father and Erith and Veyada and the children to my father’s farm. Now that it was safe enough, he was keen to return home to look after his llamas.

      One or two from Sheydu’s association would go with him, and the rest would stay on board the military ship to assist us and the military, especially Anyu, who would look after our communication with the ship.

      I asked Ynggi if he wanted to go with Veyada, but he wouldn’t have a bar of it. He was going to protect me, no matter what.

      “I have promised Isharu that I would be available to her,” he said.

      I assumed this meant he wanted to stay on board the command vessel. What for, I had no idea.

      “Isharu?”

      I’d noticed that he’d gone off to do things, as we all had. I’d seen him with Isharu a few times, but hadn’t noticed any particular relationship between the two.

      During the three months we’d all been subjected to intense testing, as the military called it, personality tests and aptitude tests. They’d been voluntary, but most of us were bored and wanted to help, and the tests were kind of fun, little games, even if I knew Coldi didn’t play games for fun.

      No one in the military had ever come back to me about the tests and I’d assumed they wanted me to keep using the part of me for which they had little use: my mouth.

      It hadn’t dawned on me that other members of my team might have been found to possess far more useful skills.

      Ynggi, apparently. And he was being tutored by prim and proper, military Isharu of the high-class Vonayi clan.

      I didn’t know how to feel about that. He was so much smaller than us and came with less physical strength as a result. He was fast and good at climbing things, but that wasn’t much help in a fight. The tribe had trusted me with his wellbeing.

      I told him, “This trip may be dangerous.”

      It was a lame argument and an utterly lame expression of feelings I had trouble voicing. I imagined having to go to Abri telling her that her trusted envoy hadn’t made it out of a world that wasn’t his, defending people who didn’t care about people who looked like him, who called him a monkey.

      “You came to my village, and that was dangerous. Now we have to save your world from the same people. The tribe would be upset if I didn’t help.”

      Ah, that was the real issue: karrit points. Maybe he had cajoled Evi and Telaris or Deyu into maintaining the complicated accounting system for those points even while he was away from his home. I thought Ynggi’s standing in the tribe was already good. What favour would he be able to negotiate for yet more points?

      The tribe had already allowed him to have partners, and he couldn’t aspire to become an elder. He wasn’t old enough and the tribe elders were almost always female.

      His motivations were a mystery, but throughout my objections about danger and this not being his world or his problem, he remained adamant.

      He said, “If you are afraid that I’m small and not very strong because I’m small, and that I don’t know how to handle modern weapons, I have been training on board this ship.”

      Over his shoulder, Sheydu watched our conversation, and she gestured her approval. She had probably conducted the training in the idle months that we had hung in orbit. Most people on board had gone through at least some training.

      But for Sheydu to approve, it had to be something special.

      So reluctantly I put Ynggi in the team as well.

      We packed, we prepared. We said goodbye to my father, Erith, Veyada and the children. To Nicha’s dismay, Ayshada was happy to go, but Emi made the most heart-rending scene in the—very military—departure hall.

      Thayu was trying to hold it together, to appear professional, to keep up her madam spy persona, but she was struggling.

      This was a dangerous mission, and in the moment that the group walked away, my father holding Emi, whose screams echoed around the departure hall, this really hit me. We were at war with an invisible enemy, and we might hit trouble and not come back.

      My eternally over-active imagination saw Emi putting on her school uniform and carrying her bag on her way to the tiny school in White Bay, all alone without her parents. And it wasn’t something I wanted to think about, or something that was halfway helpful for me to think about.

      Thayu was still waving, although I doubted Emi could still see her. I had to pull myself together because there was a lot of work to be done.

      When I turned around, I found Asha waiting to speak with me. He told me he was sending a full association of military guards with us. They came forward: seven people—men and women I guessed—but in all the years of dealing with Coldi, I had come no closer to definitively being able to tell gender in these nameless, faceless military people who all wore armour and protective gear, their hair pulled back in an immaculate ponytail from their flat, emotionless faces.

      The leader of the association performed a submissive greeting to me, and Asha told me that mashara, the Coldi collective and singular noun for a security unit, would look after our safety.

      It had been a long time since I had last addressed security personnel with this term, and the memory of that time was not a pleasant one. We were not supposed to know their names, because that would distract them from doing their jobs.

      I let my gaze roam over the similar outfits and similar hairstyles. Coldi faces typically confused Earth humans, but I’d spent enough time around Coldi people that I’d learned to recognise people.

      Mashara, huh? We’d see about that.

      Their presence increased the numbers in our group such that we needed a second shuttle. If necessary, Asha said, there would also be other craft on standby.

      “You’re really pulling out all resources,” I said to him while standing in the lift foyer that would take us to the departure docking hall.

      I understood that once the civilians were all gone, including my father and Erith and the children, they would fold the rotating arm back up and the ship would return to weightlessness, so that they could react quickly to developing situations.

      He gestured yes, his face disturbingly grim.

      “We don’t have the luxury of time. We can’t negotiate with these rule-pushers. If we try, we’ll be accused of annexing the planet. But we desperately need to stop these people. They tried to destabilise Barresh and failed, but that doesn’t mean they won’t try again. We have two options: either we find who they are, they start talking and negotiate a meaningful peace, or they won’t do anything of the sort, in which case I will order the military sling to come within range and we will fire it at localities where sympathisers are known to be, and keep doing this until they show themselves and fight and they’re defeated or they’re all dead. Simply retreating and leaving them be is no option, because these people have the stealth and technology to create trouble for us in the future.”

      They would do that, too, if the Aghyrian experience was anything to go by.

      He continued, “Gamra wouldn’t be so wise as to foresee the danger and act accordingly. The assembly is hijacked by people who make it their first priority to hurt Asto without considering any of the other matters. Sadly, they do have the power to make us sing and dance. They can just exclude us from the Exchange network with the flick of a switch.”

      “More than that, Asto actually signed gamra’s conditions so it would be advised to keep to them.”

      “Yes.”

      That was a yes so full of meaning that each letter of the short word carried a dictionary of implications.

      I didn’t ask what “yes” meant.

      Whether he implied that Asto was fed up with gamra’s restrictions, whether there was a risk that Asto would go it alone, much as the Tamer Collective had done, whether they would act in defiance of gamra’s rules.

      One thing had been clear to me from the start: Ezhya and his extended association that controlled Asto’s reactions were deeply concerned about a civilisation that could mount attacks of this technological level while also shielding itself from detection. Such a civilisation was by definition a large society and Asto had no appetite, like, absolutely none at all, to let this society stake out a spot on the already crowded dance floor of power.

      They would negotiate with the Aghyrians and the Tamer Collective. They would even accept a second Exchange system. After the Exchange had gone down a number of years ago, they probably secretly wanted a backup system, anyway. But they would, under no circumstance, allow anyone at that table who had a halfway decent military power.

      And they would bust apart the gamra agreements before they allowed that.

      So it was up to me to come up with a solution before the next gamra assembly sitting. Preferably, while not letting four billion people on my planet of origin die in the process.

      Seriously, no pressure at all.
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      So I had to admit it was a fairly grim group making our way to the Athens Exchange.

      The military did end up finding a craft big enough to take all of us. The vehicle was so basic inside that it didn’t even provide us with connectivity.

      We were officially silent, not allowed to use, or communicate with, devices that sensitive enemy equipment could pick up. Communications officers, assisted by Anyu who was going to stay at the ship, had provided us with safe encrypted devices but we couldn’t use them until the local hub was operational. And that apparatus sat in the cargo nets with the other luggage. It was also only to be used for essential information, and not for the chatter I liked to listen to: the local news, the background conversations that went on in the communities of Nations of Earth and the Exchange enclave. So I had nothing better to do than stare out the window while others caught up on sleep.

      The craft took us to the same farmhouse outside Athens where, a long time ago, I had met Asha when hunting down Romi Tanaqan.

      The first glow of dawn radiated over the hills on the other side of the valley. Rows of olive trees poked out of the haze. A group of goats grazed in a stubble field.

      The farmhouse looked less run down than I remembered. For one, a very schnazzy modern farm tractor stood in the yard.

      I also didn’t remember the large solid-looking shed with the metal doors next to the old farmhouse.

      The doors were open, allowing the craft to move half into the entrance.

      The pilot opened the door.

      Asha’s people unclipped the cargo netting, allowing us to collect our things and carry them into the hall.

      The luggage grew into a big heap against the side wall.

      While we were gathering our things, the craft did not turn off the engines, and when we had finished, two sections in the middle of the concrete floor dropped and then moved aside.

      Bits of dirt and straw on the concrete, and a charging lead that a man hastily dragged aside, indicated that the tractor normally stood over the trapdoor.

      When it was fully open, the aircraft moved forward and slowly disappeared into the ground. The pilot climbed out, and then the slabs of concrete moved back into position.

      We put on our backpacks, shouldered our bags and carried everything into the yard.

      A tall fence ran between the house and the shed, behind which two dogs barked and growled like crazy.

      They poked their snouts through the gaps between the palings, showing teeth and pulled-up lips.

      I remembered those dogs, although these were probably not the same ones. Thayu had been scared of them.

      Ynggi snapped his tail with a crack.

      The dogs stopped barking for a few seconds before starting to growl again.

      He said something in Pengali. His tail went up into the air and wiggled.

      The dogs fell quiet.

      A bus waited in front of the house, a plain unmarked twenty-seater.

      The driver, who sat waiting on the bottom step, greeted Amarru with a smile and a clap on her shoulder. Not a traditionally Coldi way of greeting someone of higher rank.

      He shoved as much of our luggage as would fit into the luggage compartment underneath, and we carried the electronics and small bags up the stairs into the cabin.

      I ended up somewhere halfway down the bus’ aisle.

      The driver got in last, shut the door and steered the bus down the bumpy and pothole-riddled driveway to the road that ran past the property.

      Amarru remained at the front with the driver. He was from the local Coldi population, and they were exchanging news.

      The bus made its way across the valley with its selection of active and abandoned olive orchards, past the dilapidated checkpoint shacks and fence lines that used to indicate the boundary of the Exchange enclave.

      Nobody said much on the bus.

      Deyu sat on the first bench behind the driver and Ynggi in the back. It was their task to look out for unusual things.

      Deyu was in the full black battle gear given to her by the military, including the uncomfortable armour that I also wore, and that cut into the soft flesh under my arms.

      She wore a headset that would normally go under the helmet, but this helmet lay on the seat next to her, together with an impressive military grade gun. That was not her normal gear.

      Ynggi wore a shimmering protective suit that covered most of his body. The people in charge of outfits in the giant military ship had displayed levels of curiosity and skill to offer him an outfit that was the right size and that didn’t include jamming his tail into the trouser legs. They had developed a flexible glove for it that only left the all-important white-haired tip uncovered and also allowed him to keep using his tail for climbing and communicating. The effect of the military attention on his confidence had been profound. He had shown me the suit after he got it, utterly pleased that snapping his tail in his new gear resulted in a resounding crack and whistle. Jamming his tail in the door apparently also didn’t hurt him.

      He also wore a pair of wraparound sunglasses that included a sensor that tracked eye movement and was paired to the short and stubby charge gun he carried on a bracket on his arm, a weapon also designed especially for him.

      Sheydu and the others in the team were in discussion. She held one of the approved, fully shielded devices on her lap and was talking about something on the screen in jargon. Reida sat on his knees on the seat in front of her, leaning over the backrest.

      Mereeni looked on from the seat behind.

      Thayu and Zyana stood in the aisle hanging onto loops in the ceiling or the armrests.

      Isharu sat on the floor in the back of the bus, surrounded by electronics. She was kitting out a few additional devices to be safe for local communication. Occasionally, she handed a device to one of Asha’s people, seven silent, massive, highly armed men and women—I wasn’t sure which and their abundance of armour made it hard to tell.

      They sat in the seats between us and Ynggi in the back, silent, dark mountains of muscle, weapons and electronics.

      It was customary that you didn’t communicate with guards, calling them by the collective noun mashara, but I didn’t like this and I wasn’t alone in this opinion. Ezhya himself had two children with the former head of his guard association.

      Right now, they were talking to Evi and Telaris, whom I had referred to as mashara long ago.

      I sat next to Nicha, who was asleep because he also had little knowledge about this security operation.

      The bus crested the saddle of the low ridge and we were now going down into the city, meandering between the abandoned buildings, shrubbery and whatever small farm plots and olive groves were still operational.

      It was scarred country.

      This area had always endured times of conflict, and once had harboured forested suburbs that were the home of the well to do in the city, until most of the hillside went up in flames one too many times and the rich abandoned their houses or never rebuilt them and packed up for the city or less flammable places like northern Scotland or Sweden.

      The hospital on the hillside that used to serve those well-off people now housed the Exchange. It was a relic of that time.

      It was still surrounded by forest groves, and they still battled fires most summers.

      Apparently they had tried growing megon trees from Barresh as a protective ring around the building, because the oil was a strong fire retardant, but the climate was too dry so they resorted to spraying megon oil to make sure that the building didn’t go up in flames.

      I could see that familiar building from a distance, poking out of the haze.

      The driver told us to get onto the floor of the bus, just in case there was any trouble. No, he didn’t expect any, he said, but just in case.

      We all got off the seats onto the dusty floor. Nicha got woken up and looked grumpy.

      Ynggi got off his seat, but attached a small device to a strip to the end of the sleeve that covered his tail. He stuck it up over the edge of the window so that he could still see outside. His screen showed roadside shrubbery flashing past.

      I looked at Thayu. She met my eyes, but her expression was empty.

      It was hard to figure out what she was thinking, since we’d said goodbye to Emi on the military ship in orbit with my parents. Thayu would normally prefer to take our daughter, but this mission was truly too dangerous. I was glad that I hadn’t needed to argue this case.

      Mereeni had faced a similar dilemma. In debating who would come on this trip and who would look after Ileyu, Veyada had offered to come, but his mother had only wanted Mereeni on the trip, because of her experience in the Hedron guards and because she spoke Isla really well.

      Deyu announced that she’d set up the local network, so we should test our devices.

      I took mine out of my pocket where it had sat since we’d left the military ship—seriously I didn’t think I’d ever not looked at my reader for so long—and turned it on. The logo of the local network scrolled over the screen.

      “Mine works,” I said.

      Others confirmed the same.

      I stuck the device back in my pocket, because we had agreed that we should keep use of electronics to a minimum, and certainly my obsession with checking news sources would be considered frivolous use by Sheydu, even if I liked checking the news and not having to rely on my team to let me know if something important happened.

      Sheydu crawled through the aisle and picked up a reader that Isharu held out to her, which she then handed to Amarru. We were getting close to our destination and Amarru needed to disable the security locks to get into the compound.

      Amarru brought the device to life with a touch of her thumb. It came up with a scan portal that required her to put her hand on the screen and then asked access to her feeder. But she wasn’t wearing one, like all the rest of us, because we’d deemed them too risky. Feeders were designed to seek out and respond to the weakest transmitted signals.

      Amarru put the reader on her lap and put her hand in her pocket.

      “What are you doing?” Isharu asked.

      “I can’t access the Exchange’s security codes without the feeder.”

      Her tone was brusque, condescending almost.

      I’d noticed this brusqueness in her towards people with power in Athyl before. Amarru had strong relationships with the Zhori clan, and that clan had almost disappeared from Asto.

      She located the feeder and had to untangle its long and spidery legs.

      Reida was watching intently as she did this.

      She lifted the feeder to the back of her head.

      “Amarru, stop.” I put my hand on her arm.

      She gave me a surprised look. “I don’t have access without it. I need to open the gate and the entrance.”

      “With the modifications Isharu has made, you shouldn’t need the feeder.”

      Reida made a hand signal. He agreed.

      Amarru lowered her hand.

      Reida breathed out a relieved breath.

      Sheydu, Isharu and Thayu stared at the reader with horrified looks. Had they missed something with their testing?

      Amarru looked from the feeder in her hand to the screen. “I thought this device was safe?”

      Reida said, “It probably still is. I don’t think we should risk it.”

      “No.” Sheydu reached out and took the reader back from Amarru. She flicked through the menus, but it didn’t look like she found anything. Her face was set in a deep frown.

      The military guards had figured that something was up. Sheydu gave the reader to one of them, a broad-shouldered young woman with a hard, determined face.

      A colleague passed a scanner over it. He frowned at the screen, but said nothing.

      “Mashara, do you think there is trouble?” I asked.

      The man showed the screen to another in the group. Blue text scrolled across a black background. They both studied the screen for a good five minutes, ignoring my question.

      Meanwhile, we arrived at our destination.

      The gate in the tall wall that surrounded the compound was shut.

      The bus stopped.

      Well, that was kind of interesting. We had arrived at the Exchange but couldn’t get in.

      From what I understood, the few people who guarded the building never left it, living off the huge stocks of supplies stored in the extensive underground sections of the complex.

      If this was an enemy structure, we would blast our way in, but we had an interest in keeping the Exchange safe.

      And now that we doubted the safety of the feeder that Amarru needed to open the gate or communicate with the people inside, we were stuck out here on the road where no one was likely to see us.

      Great.

      What was worse, I really needed to pee.

      The driver opened the door.

      I was the second person to jump out, after Deyu, who checked the road before signalling it was safe for us to come out.

      The wall that surrounded the complex lined one side of the road.

      Across the gate was the entrance to a driveway that led to a sprawling residence that had once housed some sort of wellness commune, but that had lain empty for many years.

      Stunted gum trees grew in the shrubbery, some with black marks on their trunks, relics of fires that had passed through.

      I walked a little down the uneven flagstone paving and did my business in an area of shrubbery where pine saplings of a few metres tall grew amongst blackened tree trunks. In places, a vine with bright green leaves covered fallen branches. The air was thick with the smell of gum resin and smoke and the incessant racket made by cicadas.

      I was on the way back and in view of the bus when I spotted movement in the undergrowth.

      I called out, “Action!”

      At first, a white and brown goat shot out of the bushes. It ran across the road, realised that the wall around the Exchange complex was in its way, then did a sharp left turn and ran off down the road.

      Deyu lowered the weapon she had pulled out.

      Reida came out of the bus laughing, but Deyu raised the weapon again, aimed to the left of where I was coming back up to the bus and discharged.

      A discharge always made the hair on my arms stand up.

      A split second of utter silence was followed by a heavy thump of something falling down in the bushes and dead wood. That was a person. Deyu did not miss.

      Mereeni jumped from the bus and she and Reida ran across. I took my weapon from the bracket on my arm and ran to the bus.

      Most of the others had come onto the road. Sheydu, Isharu, Nicha, Evi and Telaris, and Ynggi. They all stood around the vehicle protecting it like a wall of armour and weapons.

      Asha’s guards had dispersed across the closest section of the road. All had pulled on their helmets.

      Reida stood in the bushes, while Deyu and Mereeni crashed through the undergrowth. Another discharge chilled the air, followed by a man’s shout and someone running away.

      The guards fanned out through the narrow patch of shrubbery between the road and the messy remains of the lawn in front of the old commune building, dotted with thistles and tussocks of grass.

      I joined Reida with the fallen attacker.

      One side of his clothing and protective jacket had singed away, revealing raw and blistered skin. His neck was bent at an uncomfortable angle, and his face set in an expression of permanent surprise.

      His lifeless eyes were open. They were grey. His hair was dark blond and the stubble on his chin reddish.

      “He’s not going to run anywhere,” I said.

      Reida shook his head. “Nope. Deyu doesn’t mess around.” Said with a deep appreciation of Deyu’s lethal force.

      “Did you see what happened?”

      “He must have been disturbed when you came too close to him. He scared the animal and when we saw him, he pointed a weapon at us.”

      This weapon now lay in the dead branches and pine needle litter. Reida picked it up and turned it over in his hands. I was no longer familiar with the makes of weapons on Earth, but Sheydu would no doubt have something to say about it.

      Reida used the laser setting on his weapon to cut through a leather belt that the man wore around his waist. A pouch was attached to it, as well as an electronic device in a small box, square with rounded corners, with a few rubbery buttons and a small screen that was black.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      Reida shrugged. “We’ll find out.”

      He yanked at the man’s jacket and searched the pockets. He found another small device and some keys.

      In the pockets of his trousers, he found a card and a European travel pass. We had a small stack of those ourselves.

      A bit further into the shrubbery, Deyu, Mereeni and the guards had discovered the remains of a camp, with a crudely-dug fire pit and areas of flattened vegetation where people had slept. But those were the only signs that people had been here. For all I knew, these people could be squatters or refugees.

      Would they shoot at us?

      It’d be more likely that they’d ask us for money or food, right?

      I didn’t like this.

      We returned to the bus. Asha’s guards followed not long after. One had picked up a piece of fabric, like a ripped shirt.

      They signalled they thought the threat had passed.

      “Well,” Thayu said. “That was interesting.”

      Interesting indeed.

      At that moment, the door to the Exchange compound rolled aside a crack and someone said in Coldi, “Quick, come in.”
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      As the metal door rolled further aside, we all ran across the road into the safety of the Exchange compound.

      The bus followed when the opening was big enough.

      Wow, the building looked… different after having been closed for three months.

      Or maybe it was just because the lack of maintenance on the lawn and the oleander beds. The weather had evidently been quite wet and weeds had exploded everywhere.

      The blinds were shut behind many of the windows on this side of the building, something I hadn’t seen before either.

      I walked next to the bus to make sure that everyone in our party had come in when the door started rolling shut again.

      While we walked along the side of the bus, my reader pinged. That was strange. No one was supposed to be able to reach me, and the members of my team were all here. Except Veyada and Leisha with my father and Emi.

      I took the device out of my pocket with a feeling of foreboding. They wouldn’t message me if everything had gone to plan, right?

      But it was not from Veyada, or Leisha, or my father.

      Some text in Isla appeared on the screen. It said,

      Don’t worry. We will get you.

      I stopped walking and stared at it, while the bus continued slowly down the driveway to the building and the Exchange’s security people who had opened the gate for us ran to catch up.

      All through the previous three months, I had gotten a few of these mysterious messages. They were always in Isla, and they always arrived after something significant had happened. Once that event had been a drone attack that we could only observe from orbit. Once had been when the Asto military identified and shot down a few problematic satellites.

      The messages were short and appeared to goad me into replying.

      Asha Domiri’s military security personnel had been involved in trying to trace the origin.

      And so far, they had been unsuccessful.

      And now, after we’d been shot at, here was another one of these messages, sent through a system that was supposed to be secure.

      I called Sheydu and showed her the screen.

      She swore.

      “This was exactly why I told you to leave the old device on the ship and take a new one.”

      “This is the new one. I did leave the other one on the ship.”

      She stared at me. “Then how did they find this one so quickly?”

      We just stood there, staring at each other, while my mind cycled through all the possibilities about what this meant. For our safety. For the reasons we were here.

      I asked, “Does this mean that they know where we are?”

      Sheydu cast a brief glance at the entrance to the compound, where the gates were now fully shut, and the last few Exchange guards were now also walking back.

      “Give that.”

      She held out her hand. I gave her the reader.

      She put it on the grass, aimed her weapon at it, and fired before I could protest. Half my life was on that thing.

      There was a brief burst of flames before the thing disintegrated into a heap of molten resin and blackened metal.

      “There.”

      She stuck the gun back into its arm bracket and ran after the bus.

      I stared at the remains of the device.

      Well, great, Sheydu, but now what was I supposed to do about contacting people, drafting documents and making notes? What about accessing my pre-drafted agreement, getting into my Nations of Earth accounts and the lists of contact details of people I hadn’t spoken to for years? What about all that? Those were the reasons we had come.

      Bloody hell.

      I ran to catch up with the bus.

      I stumbled up the steps while Sheydu was explaining the situation to the rest of the team about what had just happened. Of course, I had spoken before about these mysterious messages, and people were rightly concerned about them. Asha’s people, however, didn’t know, and they were concerned. We were all concerned.

      “If you hadn’t destroyed the thing, I could have investigated,” Reida said.

      Sheydu snorted. “Young man, you have far too much to do already. We don’t have the time to mess around with this dangerous fool who sends these messages angling for a response. I don’t want that device to be part of our mission and
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