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      The words “just a small party” were probably the misnomer of the decade, and I had known this the moment they were out of my mouth. Thayu smiled at me and shook her head, as if she wanted to say, Is anything you do ever small?

      I just smiled back.

      It was our sort-of-wedding, after all. Of course Coldi don’t marry but take out contracts, and of course we’d already had a ceremony in Auckland with my relatives and a celebrant. That wasn’t officially a wedding either, because Thayu didn’t hold any legally recognised citizenship on Earth, but we held a party for my family anyway. Then we’d had a slightly larger party at the Exchange in Athens for all our colleagues. And now we were having one in Barresh.

      Just a small party, I insisted, and that was when Thayu laughed.

      I looked around at all the people.

      Naturally, we’d invited Thayu’s brother Nicha, who lived with us anyway, and sat at the far end of the table.

      Of course we had to invite Thayu and Nicha’s father, Asha Domiri, never mind that he happened to be in command of the air force of Asto, the largest and most populous gamra world. Of course he brought some personnel and his customary guard as per protocol. They ensconced themselves in the hall and in my apartment’s communication room, watched, in turn, by my staff in regular command of these rooms.

      His presence in my apartment, being a non-local military leader, required me to invite local dignitaries, just to make sure I wasn’t discussing inappropriate subjects, such as invasions of third party entities. I didn’t really want them there, but I managed to get away with inviting two of the least obnoxious councillors. Neither of them were bad, as long as you didn’t count the Barresh Council’s propensity to be somewhat combative about the suggestion that they had a hand in the establishment of subversive groups that had recently threatened the peace, which, um, was a legitimate accusation, because the Barresh Council was not the most vigilant of governing bodies. These gentlemen loved their relaxed ways and long lunches.

      Those round-waisted men were safely tucked away on the couch, and I’d entrusted Yaris, a local member of my valued staff, with the task of keeping them there. For some reason both of them had brought their daughters. Well actually I knew the reason, because native Barresh society was still pretty patriarchal and their fathers probably hoped that their daughters would meet some influential men here on the island that held the gamra headquarters that was normally off-limits to them. Those very men I was trying to keep their fathers away from.

      Except the councillors probably hadn’t expected that two of the three most influential guests were women, which the girls’ fathers were trying to keep their daughters away from in turn, lest the girls get ideas into their minds, but it seemed it was already too late for that.

      I could see the girls ogling Margarethe Ollund, who was one of those women becoming more graceful with age. She was immaculately attired in a rich ochre dress—don’t ask me the type; I know nothing about women’s clothes—but it contrasted with her pale freckled shoulders and neck, which held nothing more than a string of pearls. Her hair, now more grey than blond, was swept up in some sort of bun, with a few curls escaping on both sides of her ears.

      Being dressed in a colour other than gamra blue and gold, she stood out in a very elegant, heart-stopping way. She was regal. She was stunning. And as new president of Nations of Earth, she would be powerful. Of course people watched her.

      She had been allocated the spot next to me at the main table, not in the least because I was the only local person in the room she could talk to.

      I’d known her for a long time of course, since she used to come to my father’s house when we lived on Taurus and both he and she were in the administration. Never mind I’d been fifteen then.

      I’d contacted her again as soon as I heard her name come up in the election campaign for the presidency of Nations of Earth. Out of all things, Danziger had hired me to assist him with the off-Earth part of his campaign, but my heart had been with Margarethe. She’d be a terrific replacement for Sirkonen.

      She’d been elected last month, and had expressed gratitude for my indirect support without which, she assured me, the balance of off-Earth votes would never have swung the pendulum in her favour. Sore subject. Maybe Danziger had expected to win with me on staff, as if my appointment would heal all bruised toes that he’d stomped on.

      Margarethe would take office in February. So when Thayu and I held a party for my family in Auckland, which happened to be around Christmas time, I contacted her by way of congratulating her and asked if she would like to visit my headquarters at gamra in Barresh, and she said yes.

      So there she was, sitting at our table in her splendid gown.

      Even though she was not yet here in her official capacity, gamra protocol afforded her four guards, who were in the hall, and I’d employed two translators so she could freely communicate with all the people who’d invited themselves and whom I hadn’t been able to refuse entry.

      Gamra Chief Delegate Joyelin Akhtari was one of those people. I suspected she had imposed her invitation upon us because she was curious about Margarethe, seeing Danziger had made such a mess. My relationship with her wasn’t bad, but it wasn’t warm either. She was aloof and kept things close. Moreover, on a very basic primordial level, I didn’t trust her. She had played games with me when Danziger was being an arsehole last year. Secondly, she was Aghyrian, and Aghyrian technology had been used in the murder of President Sirkonen, which had necessitated the election. A different group had been convicted of the murder, but personally, I was convinced that Sirkonen’s death had suited the Aghyrians well enough.

      Chief Delegate Akhtari had brought an assistant who sat next to her, who appeared to be recording notes, something I didn’t like but couldn’t prevent; I’d have my own set of notes from the listening equipment in the room’s back cupboard—something I only turned off on very private occasions. There were also Delegate Akhtari’s usual guards—four Aghyrian soldiers half a metre taller than me with weightlifters’ shoulders—in the hall with all the other security personnel.

      The Delegate herself sat opposite us, looking more like a hawk with advanced age, asking Margarethe questions which had more thorns than an African Acacia. Questions which, when the other guests allowed me to listen, Margarethe deflected with a skill I judged adequate, but I dearly wished that this conversation wasn’t taking place here and now, where I could not give it the attention it deserved. Who knew how many future conflicts were being seeded between these two hyper-powerful women over the dinner table?

      Margarethe was the de-facto leader of the second-most populous single inhabited world—which wasn’t even a member of gamra—and it seemed that both parties were finally waking up to this reality. If Earth decided to swing a bat, it had the capacity to put some major runs on the board very quickly.

      Delegate Akhtari had more years of experience than Margarethe had been alive. With her silver curtain of gossamer hair, she looked like an ancient fairy queen, but the similarities stopped there. Underneath the regal appearance was more than a hundred years’ worth of hard-nosed political experience, and who knew what else.

      Over the past few months, I had used some of my off-time to read up on the Aghyrians, and I had to admit I didn’t like what I saw. About two hundred years ago, they’d started using aggressive breeding programs to get their numbers back from the brink of extinction. They had recombined much of their scattered genetic variability thought lost after the Aghyrians had been almost wiped out by that meteorite that had struck Asto. Most importantly, they had money and a lot of it.

      And there was another one of them in my living room, that damn Trader representative, Marin Federza, who had wriggled himself into a seat next to Delegate Akhtari and seemed to be trying to get her attention. I wondered what he wanted to talk about. And I had no idea how he had managed to get into this private party. Then again, I’d left the invitations to Eirani, who was bustling about with dishes and trays, voluminous hips wriggling and looking very happy indeed. She had a big heart and as a local, welcomed everyone. I would have to talk to her about that. Again. Not that it made much of a difference. And I hated talking to Eirani like that, because she was very valuable to me. But she tended to let every man and his dog into the apartment.

      Ezhya Palayi, Chief Coordinator of Asto, was someone I had wanted to invite. I had considered him somewhat of a friend after the crisis following Sirkonen’s murder, for which Asto had initially been blamed. He sat at the other head of the table and was talking to Melissa Hayworth, the outspoken and rather belligerent Flash Newspoint journalist who had—to my horror—come with Margarethe. At the moment, she seemed to make all the right gestures and look in the right directions. You did not look a superior in the eye. We didn’t adhere to that custom in Barresh, but if faced with someone of that calibre, it seemed prudent to adhere to their customs. Many people on Earth decried the custom as demeaning, but at least Melissa understood it. Her Coldi stepfather must have told her, and for once, she wasn’t making a fuss. She probably recognised a journalistic opportunity. I would have to talk to her about how far that information could travel, but for the time being, that side of the table was safe. Unlike that where Delegate Akhtari was still drilling into Margarethe and the latter was acting or pretending innocence.

      As Eirani came to serve me, she gave me a broad smile.

      “Busy enough now?” I asked. She always complained that the apartment was too quiet.

      “Oh, Delegate, don’t you tease me. The kitchen staff has been working for days. Do try the fish. The new cook has made it.”

      She held the platter under my nose and I helped myself to little portions of as many different dishes as I thought polite to eat. Eirani had been very pleased with herself that she’d managed to snag this new cook, who was said to be somewhat of a local sensation.

      I didn’t feel very hungry, stressed out as I was over this explosive combination of people in the close quarters of my living room. I wanted to speak to Ezhya, since he paid for most of my stipend and I hadn’t spoken to him since Margarethe’s election.

      I drank and ate with automatic gestures. I smiled at Thayu, I made polite conversations, I watched everyone.

      In the middle of this gathered assortment of dignitaries, as the golden light of Ceren’s two suns slanted in through the window, Nicha rose and called for silence. It was the one occasion where he could tell all these dignitaries what to do, and he played the role well. Nicha often moved in my shadow, but today as celebrant, he had his spot in the sun.

      He gestured for Thayu and me to stand at the end of the table closest to the balcony doors, so that the sunlight lit us both. He told us to face each other.

      I had attended contract ceremonies a few times, a few in Athens and a couple here. Normally, this was done on the steps of the new couple’s house. Often it was a mere formality because love was hardly ever a consideration.

      “I am glad to welcome everyone here on this joyous occasion. Gather around, friends, so that we can accompany this couple as far as we can to the task that will be theirs.”

      They were formulaic words, in the formal dialect of Coldi as spoken in the gamra assembly. In our case, the task that will be theirs would have to refer to something other than having children because Thayu was Coldi and Coldi people rarely bred with any other of the human species.

      “We are glad to see them happy with their choice of each other. My sister has been very happy. I also see that our esteemed Delegate has returned home in a somewhat less hirsute condition than when he left.”

      There was laughter in the room, most people being familiar with my constant struggles to find shaving gear—because most gamra men didn’t need to shave—and being bemused by my admittedly somewhat radical solution. In Auckland, I’d had my face laser-treated. I’d been sore and red for a week, and I had to go back twice, and would probably have to go back a few more times, but I was now blissfully beardless. Frankly, I didn’t understand why more men didn’t consider this procedure.

      “We will proceed with the ceremony. You will be familiar with my dear sister Thayu of the Domiri clan.” He nodded briefly to his father. Asha Domiri’s face remained emotionless although he acknowledged the address with a raised finger.

      “My sister is a good match, because she is much smarter than me, she is stronger than me and she can beat me in any arm-wrestling match.”

      There was some laughter at this.

      “Cory Wilson is a good match, because he can talk anyone under the table, he has no idea when he’s outclassed, goes in and wins anyway and because . . .” Nicha’s dark eyes met mine. “. . . because he’s the best zhayma I’ve ever had, who is only feeling his way around with our native Coldi concept and playing off my cues. He’s doing it very well, and I would proudly say that he is the non-Coldi who is closest to understanding us.”

      Come on, Nich’ don’t make me cry.

      He grinned at me.

      “These two people have come together and arranged a contract for their mutual companionship to be ratified in the presence of all those in this room. In presence of all these people, they will now be bonded to each other.”

      We faced each other. While looking into each other’s eyes, Thayu took off her right earring with the blood red stone of the Domiri clan, and I took off mine. Then I slipped the hook to my earring through the piercing in her ear, and she did the same with me. She wore a black dress that left her soft-skinned shoulders uncovered. Close up, she smelled of perfume. My hands were trembling.

      I whispered, “I love you.”

      She whispered, “I love you so much.” In Indrahui, with all its correct fiddly noun inflections, and because it was the only language we both knew that no one here spoke, except my personal guards who were, surprisingly, with the others in the hallway.

      And in a moment, amidst more dignitaries than anyone would be able to drum up for an official function, her eyes were swimming with tears.

      “Thayu, please don’t.”

      I could feel my eyes pricking as well.

      All my failed love affairs, my heartbreak, and my fear that I’d lost her last year flashed through me.

      Crying in public would never do, so I hugged her, feeling her warmth through the dress she wore.

      She sort-of pushed me away, half-heartedly, because half the people in the room would consider any kind of intimacy inappropriate behaviour, and I could almost feel her burning with the need to be alone with me.

      All around us, there was cheering, and toasts, and laughter, and for a moment all politics and jockeying seemed to be forgotten. Even Marin Federza cheered. Asha clapped slowly. My eyes met his.

      Thayu stepped back, having wrestled control of her feelings.

      “I’m yours,” she completed the formal part of the ceremony, replacing all the clauses that specified duration of the contract with, “to the end of time.”

      I repeated, “To the end of time.”

      There were cheers and gasps because Coldi rarely had open-ended contracts, but they would just have to get used to it. It had taken me a lot of negotiation with the man I’d had to buy out of a contract with her, nasty stuff I’d rather forget, but now I was hers and she was mine.

      After the ceremony, after the readings by friends and official offerings of presents, the kitchen staff trooped in for the less formal part of the day, taking plates, pushing the tables to the side and serving drinks. Most guests got up and mingled. It got dark outside.

      I wished I could retire with Thayu, but I had to make sure I didn’t offend any of the guests by ignoring them. I made some polite conversation with Asha Domiri.

      He was tall for a Coldi, taller than both his children, and in full uniform. Because Asto military usually went in civilian clothing when mingling with other people, one rarely saw Asto military uniforms. People on Earth would make fun of the fact that most of Asto’s armed forces uniforms involved some shade of pink, but I’ve never met anyone who could carry off wearing pink in such a threatening fashion.

      “Nice day,” he said.

      In the few times I’d met him, he never made small talk, and those words seemed to hurt him while coming out of his mouth.

      “It is my pleasure to have you here.” I used far more formal pronouns with him than I did with Ezhya, and I was never quite sure if he cared if I looked him in the eye or not. Unlike Ezhya, he’d never given me official permission to do so. I just did it, constantly wary that it might spark anger.

      “My daughter will be useful to you.”

      “Thank you.” Cringing all the way. It was a formulaic statement from him, but it showed just how little Coldi valued emotional content of relationships, at least on the surface. “I hope I will be useful to you.”

      “It will be interesting.” A small frown. “Do you really intend to make the contract open-ended?”

      “I do.” The words I love her would be wasted on him.

      “You are a curious fellow.”

      And that was pretty much it. He announced that he had some business to attend to and was going to excuse himself shortly and went in search of his daughter. I watched them talk to each other, Asha stiff and formal, Thayu more demure than when she spoke to most people. It disturbed me that she looked so much like him, much more than Nicha, with the same perfect eyebrows, and the same intense eyes. He had a small nose like Thayu and similarly expressive lips. Thayu wore her hair in a bun today, but her father had it, as per army regulation, tied back from his face in a ponytail and slicked down with so much gel that it probably would never come out again.

      Their exchange was brief. He touched her shoulder, a statement of her subservience, and slipped out of the room, leaving me with a chill in my heart. The man was my father-in-law, and to me he was like a big black bag with unknown content sitting on my doorstep. I could poke it, and sometimes I would get a reaction. I could stick my hand in, with the likelihood of having it bitten off. It was too big for me to move it or look inside and I would have to learn to live with this looming thing in my life, never knowing when it was going to open and spill all over me, or over everyone else.

      When I dated Eva, her father, Polish ambassador to Nations of Earth, expressed many political opinions opposite to mine. He called me a fool and we had many debates, sometimes late into the night, and not always friendly. Yet, I liked him more and understood him better than this man. A lot better.

      When he was gone from the room, tension I hadn’t known I had fell off me. I would have to make a much more serious effort to establish where I stood with him.

      I looked around the room to see if any fires needed to be put out, or if maybe I could snatch a moment with Ezhya. He hadn’t told me when he planned to return to Asto, but he never stayed long. He was no longer talking to Melissa and no longer sat at the end of the table, since the tables had been removed.

      I searched the room for him and found him on the other side, behind the couches with the surly Barresh councillors and their daughters, talking to—of all people—Marin Federza.

      Talk about political spot fires.

      The two were in an intense conversation. Federza was much taller in a gangly sort of way. He wore his silken honey-coloured hair in a loose ponytail tied back with a jewelled clip. His cobalt blue gamra shirt was of the latest style, with three-quarter sleeves that had a little slit and gold button at the elbow. Over his shoulders he wore the ornamental Trader cloak, fastened with more gold buttons. His loose pants were matching cobalt blue with very thin gold thread woven through and forming paisley-like patterns.

      In contrast, Ezhya looked like a wall of muscle who could pick Federza up by his pretty belt and throw him out the window. His build was sturdy and stocky, like most Coldi. The silver temperature-retaining suit was a necessity for him to stop his body going into adaptation but it looked like a uniform, and the red sash over his shoulder was reminiscent of old-style European royalty. The fact that he’d left his weapons with his guards didn’t take anything away from his imposing appearance.

      They stood close, and Ezhya spoke in a low voice. Whereas Ezhya’s face was emotionless, Federza’s eyes were wide. He spread his hands in an I have no idea kind of way. Ezhya grabbed the front of his pretty shirt and said something I could not mistake for anything other than a very angry remark. He let go of Federza’s shirt just as quickly and Federza reeled a few steps back, before retorting with another angry remark.

      What the hell?
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      “Delegate, can you come with me for a bit, if you please,” someone said at my shoulder.

      Heart still thudding from watching that curious exchange, I turned around and looked into the serious moss-green eyes of Telaris, one of my Indrahui guards. Back at the scene of the disagreement, the two had separated. Federza, his face disturbed, rubbed his arms. Ezhya was making his way to the other side of the room.

      Throughout the room, a number of guards had returned to duty, mingling oh so casually with the guests. One of the Aghyrian guards spoke softly to Delegate Akhtari. She gave him the clearest What the hell? look I’d ever seen from her, before guarding her expression again.

      I did not miss those cues. Something had twigged an alarm. Ezhya did not lose his temper easily.

      I went with Telaris into the hall where I found that Asha hadn’t yet left my apartment. He stood with his guards in the hall, discussing something. He raised his eyebrows at me as I went past following Telaris into the communication hub.

      On occasions like these, when important people came together, guards often had meetings where they discussed protocol and tools of the trade. A few of them were still sitting at the hub bench and on chairs they had dragged into the room. When I came in, many rose, and there were bows and nods and respectful mumblings. “Delegate.”

      “Mashara will vacate the room.”

      A bunch of them rose and, with respectful nods, made for the door, following their fellows into the living room.

      I sat at the bench, still warm from where the guards had been sitting. From my position, I could see Asha Domiri’s military guards in the hall, in deep and serious discussion.

      Evi, my other Indrahui guard, had remained at the hub controls. This morning, to the great hilarity of some of the staff, Evi had been subjected to Eirani’s hair styling skills. He still wore his hair in many tiny braids which wove intricately over his head and ended in small silver beads just above his armour’s neckline. His hair normally covered a tattoo in his neck of something vicious and fanged. He’d gotten this in his youth with the rebel gangs of Indrahui. I thought it suited him, but he preferred to cover it up. It now showed in faintly fluorescent dye.

      “Right, what’s going on?”

      “Delegate, we just received this.” His hands went over the hub controls.

      A projection of text sprang into the air, made to look like a formal, hand-written document, such as written out by calligraphers for official gamra correspondence or voting documents. It said,

      Many years ago, our forebears the Aghyrian people founded the greatest civilisation there ever was. They laid foundations for technology still in use today. Most of them died in the meteorite strike on Asto. The world recovered, the Coldi people emerged, expanded quickly, and took our place. But we Aghyrians are not extinct. For many generations, we have been hounded, vilified and kept away from our rightful home. The world of Asto is legally ours and this document details our official claim to it.

      I scrolled through a long list of points written in legal language. There was no name on the document, only an ID.

      Shit.

      I stared at Evi, then Telaris, then my staffer Devlin who sat on the other side of the bench.

      The voices of people in the hall reached me as if coming through a sheet of glass.

      An Aghyrian claim on Asto.

      We’d known this was coming.

      I’d been talking to the Aghyrian contingent in Barresh, their headquarters.

      The claim was rightfully theirs to make, until gamra changed the citizenship laws, which were geared towards giving a voice to native minorities being repressed by native or non-native majorities. In practice, the law had led to some of the most violent and longest-running conflicts in all the settled worlds.

      We were in the process of changing the laws so that it would be much harder for a small minority to make huge claims over a majority, especially if both would satisfy the definition of native, which was the case with Asto.

      But we hadn’t changed the laws yet. It was a tedious process.

      We’d judged that there was no point in making a claim for Asto, because Asto was too hot for anyone except Coldi to live.

      This document was going to require the full legal response: the court, the lawyers, a formal hearing, and all the bells and whistles.

      The Aghyrian faction in the compound in Barresh had given me assurance that they had little interest in lodging a claim.

      Why this, why?

      This, of course, was why Ezhya had torn into Marin Federza.

      Damn it.

      I pushed myself from my seat.

      Thayu was just coming into the hall, eyes wide.

      “What’s going on?” She looked so pretty and unusually feminine in that dress that it pained me to yank her back to work. I’d seen such a change in her since making our relationship official.

      I told her in a few sentences what had happened, and her expression changed from one of wonder to horror.

      “But Marin Federza said to you that the Aghyrians had little interest in doing this.” She’d sat next to me during our talks. “Does this mean that he lied to us?”

      I had visions of the first time I’d met the man, downstairs in the gamra clothing store, which he loved to visit. His words had been full of barbs and double meanings which, at the time I’d been unqualified to identify.

      “I don’t know. I don’t think he’d lie. He’s smarter than that. He just got rattled by Ezhya. I think I’ll go and talk to him, too.” I nodded towards the living room, where the tone of talk had become more excited.

      She glanced at the bedroom, where she kept her work clothes—armour and clothing that would allow her to run better than the dress she was wearing—and I gave her a leave it sign. I didn’t want to spoil her rare day off.

      In the living room, I found Marin Federza in Delegate Akhtari’s company.

      They sat on the couch in deep discussion and her secretary was making copious notes. I gave Thayu a signal to turn up the listening equipment. She made her way to the cupboards where the dining table normally stood, and I went to join the pair. They stopped talking.

      Delegate Akhtari met my eyes. I shifted a few cups aside on the low table that stood in front of them, and sat down, facing them. Neither of them looked guilty or self-assured. In fact, Federza still had that bewildered look on his face that Delegate Akhtari might be far better at hiding.

      Marin Federza rose from his seat. “You’ll have to excuse me.”

      “Actually, I wanted to talk to you.”

      He froze, guarding his expression better. He was a Trader after all, although it had probably been a long time since his business had seen any commercial action.

      “I have to return to my people. I cannot comment on this situation until I’ve had advice. My official position is that I have no official position.”

      All defensive pronouns. Oh, how delicious.

      “Can I make an appointment to see you then?”

      “Yes, yes, sure. I’ll get in touch as soon as I know more.” He took out his comm. The little box in the corner of the screen said 10456 messages and in the few seconds I saw it, the count had jumped by a hundred.

      He entered a reminder to contact me. His hands were sweaty.

      He nodded to me and his jaw worked with tension. “I will see you later, then. Have a nice day.”

      He left after a polite bow to Delegate Akhtari, leaving me to look at his well-clad back.

      Crap. He’d go to his Aghyrian fellows in town and once he was at the fortress-like Aghyrian compound on the other side of Barresh’s main island, the slippery bastard could hide there for as long as he wanted. The Aghyrian Council ruled in there, and we were mostly stabbing in the dark as to who exactly was on it and how they influenced Delegate Akhtari, despite her assurances that she had no ties to them. I’d mostly dealt with Federza, but I was certain that he was only a representative. Dealing with a group that had been secretive for that long wasn’t easy at the best of times.

      I folded my hands on my knees and met Delegate Akhtari’s gaze squarely. “This is unexpected.”

      “It is,” she said.

      Meaning what? “I would very much like an explanation.” I used the most respectful pronouns, reverting to the hyper-formal forms of Coldi that were standard with gamra protocol.

      “The Delegate might want an explanation, but there isn’t one.” Her voice sounded harsh.

      Um . . . excuse me? No explanation because she wasn’t going to give one? “I was under the impression that we had an agreement that the Aghyrian faction would not claim any part of Asto or their judicial process until we sorted out the legalities. Or was I mistaken?”

      Hell, some of my anger had to show through.

      “You were not.”

      Meaning?

      “This claim has nothing to do with us. It’s as much a mystery to me as it is to you. And, I should add, to Trader Delegate Federza.”

      “Then where does the claim come from? Are there other Aghyrians?” Any influential ones I didn’t know about? There were only very few left of the original inhabitants of Asto. Most of them were in Barresh. There were some in Miran, but those tended to side with the Mirani view of politics and preferred to stay loyal to their place of birth rather than join the push for a united Aghyrian faction. There were still some at Hedron who did the same thing for the same reasons. Knowing about these people, who they were and what they wanted, was part of my new job, damn it. Had I really missed something?

      “The group in Barresh may be the most important Aghyrian and certainly the most powerful group, but we’re not the only ones. This claim originates on Asto. We’re suspecting that it comes from a section of the zeyshi rebels.”

      “Zeyshi?” Those were the rebels who lived along the fringes of Asto’s big cities. My voice must have lost all pretence of formality by now. Seriously, what the hell was going on?

      “There are some Aghyrians amongst the zeyshi.”

      “There are?” I wanted to scream, How can that be? It’s too hot for them on Asto!

      “Aghyrian children are born to all sections of Coldi society, but the only place where they can survive on Asto is in the underground warrens of the zeyshi.”

      True, and, damn it, something I hadn’t thought about. I had forgotten about the Aghyrians born on Asto, because there were never many and they belonged to the most deprived part of Asto’s society in the Outer Circle. And yes, most of those children died soon after birth. The only news anyone off-world ever heard of zeyshi was that they caused trouble.

      “How many of them are there?” I felt weak.

      “Not many.” But I sensed the implications. Aghyrians were very cunning. They used to go mad and kill themselves, or each other, in the time before the group in Barresh led by the legendary Daya Ezmi worked out how to neutralise their bodies’ ability to absorb and store energy. Those practices were standard everywhere. Aghyrians lived full lives. They lived longer than any of us. They were manipulative. They accumulated knowledge, money and power. The zeyshi rebels, without the safeguard of the Coldi loyalty networks, would be a rich breeding ground for their ideas.

      I felt chilled just thinking about it.

      “And this group has made the claim? Do you know any of these people? Can you do anything about this?”

      “No, to all your questions. As for the claim, once gamra has received the correspondence, the plenary assembly will have to deal with it, unless the claim is retracted by the claimants themselves.”

      And the next assembly session was not until next solar. “Will the Aghyrian faction or gamra contact these people?”

      “Likely. You will have to wait for Delegate Federza to establish exactly what is going on. I don’t know what they hope to achieve. To me, it seems that they are a small band of rogues. I certainly don’t agree with this course of action.” And that was about as direct an I as I was going to get from her. “I assure everyone here that I will spare no effort in trying to get to the bottom of this. You will have to excuse me while I go and do just that.”

      She rose, too, collected her security at the door and left. I caught one of the Barresh councillors frowning at her back.

      She seemed to be angry, but I had already learned that with her, appearance and reality weren’t always the same thing. Likewise, she said she didn’t know anything about this group or their claim, but . . . Damn, I wished I could trust her.

      One thing I knew was that whenever there was some instability at Asto, the zeyshi outlaws who lived on the fringes of the large cities tried to capitalise on it. They weren’t part of the vast networks or associations of the mainstream Coldi, and made a point of being different and at times loud and obnoxious. But I hadn’t been aware of such an instability on Asto.

      I rose from the table. Melissa asked me if Thayu and I would mind posing for some more pictures. She didn’t seem to have picked up on the fact that something was going on. I told her to find Thayu—whom I’d seen leaving the room after Delegate Akhtari and who, I hazarded a guess, was at the security station trying to squeeze the last bit of functionality out of my listening bugs to see if she could pick up anything that Delegate Akhtari might say to her staff while walking along the gallery.

      I felt sorry to send Melissa on a wild goose chase, because she wasn’t going to find Thayu if Thayu didn’t want to be found.

      I wandered through the room looking for Ezhya.

      I couldn’t see Margarethe, and that was probably a good thing with all this going on. She had a room in the apartment and might have retired. I knew her adaptation hadn’t quite settled and she’d be feeling hot and tired, possibly a bit feverish.

      The Barresh councillors were at the dining table getting stuck in the food, which was mostly local fare. They were laughing at jokes told by Yaris, for whom I’d have to instate a most useful employee award. Their daughters still sat on the couch, under their fathers’ watchful eyes, looking very bored. Good. No scandals would come from that quarter tonight. Neither did they seem to have picked up on the fact that something was afoot, although Yaris met my eyes in a questioning way as I passed. I gestured later. I’d brief them tomorrow morning, when I had a better idea of what was going on.

      Then I spotted Ezhya Palayi on the balcony, leaning on the railing. I could see his back from inside the room.

      I went out, but the moment I stepped onto the balcony, I realised he wasn’t alone.

      “. . . It was a good move,” he was saying, goddamn it, in Isla, albeit thickly accented. Then he turned and met my eyes, shamelessly. “Good day, Delegate.” In Isla, too.

      I reminded myself to never, ever underestimate this man.

      There were only two people he could have been talking to. He’d already spoken to Melissa—under duress probably, because Coldi in high positions did not waste much time speaking to people far down their pyramids of power.

      The other person was Margarethe Ollund. She sat on our lover’s bench, where Thayu and I often spent our evenings sipping a cool drink and looking out over the marshlands that surrounded the artificial gamra island.

      “Nice evening, Cory.” She smiled, probably unaware of any of what had just passed. “He was just showing me the impending eclipse.”

      I leaned against the railing, my mind wanting to scream out you know he’s just been listening in on us for the past few months and there is a crisis going on?

      But none of that affected her, and I tried to force my rattled mind back to chatter.

      Ezhya looked at me, and the expression in his gold-flecked eyes told me that no, he’d probably taken up learning Isla on a whim a few days ago, being faced with the prospect of seeing me again, with some of my kinsfolk, and unable to understand our language. It was the sort of thing he’d do, the sort of thing he’d have the intelligence to do, and leaders on Asto were selected for their intelligence. It was, I figured belatedly, also not something he would do if he was under a lot of stress at home.

      Well, that was something at least.

      Calm down, Delegate.

      I focused on the telescope. Yes, the eclipse. Astronomers in Barresh had talked about little else for the last few days. Eclipses occurred every twenty days, when the smaller sun Yaza went behind the bigger sun Beniz or the other way around, and the two suns merged into one big star, and then a smaller star. The entire period lasted most of a day, and the light grew dim, and, depending on which sun was blocked out, either yellow or bluish. If the eclipse happened to coincide with monsoonal cloud cover, it seemed like day never came. Temperatures dropped dramatically and some people always panicked.

      It was rare, however, for a complete eclipse of Beniz, the stronger sun, to coincide with an alignment of the planets, so that Asto would be passing between us and the suns at the time of the eclipse, and there would be a very strong eclipse on Asto as well, one that would last longer than ours.

      The screen of the telescope showed it all, the vivid pink spot that was Asto nearing the suns, both of which were very close together and about to vanish behind the horizon.

      I sat down at the telescope, fiddling with the settings on the display and was about to say something, although I can’t remember what, when the screen flashed.

      “Did you see that?” Ezhya said.

      “I did.” I stopped the live feed, returned the cache and replayed. Just the stars, then a burst of light in the corner of the screen.

      “Strange.”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Margarethe said.

      Oh, right. I stuck my finger in my eye and removed one of the protective lenses I wore. Dang. Her dress wasn’t ochre. It was reddish bronze. I replayed the segment, with the eye that still contained a lens closed. Saw nothing.

      Right.

      This was something high in the spectrum, a narrow frequency that Margarethe couldn’t see, but Ezhya could, and I could with the aid of my lenses that shifted the spectrum of ultra-violet light into the visible.

      Ezhya and I met each other’s eyes. This smelled of Aghyrian technology.

      All right. So, Federza had arrived back at the compound, and they were using their—illegal—Exchange bypass to warn his fellows elsewhere in the settled worlds? I had visions of people balling fists and whooping at screens.

      I said nothing, but glanced at Margarethe, because it was precisely this sort of technology that had killed her predecessor, when the group called Amoro Renkati had used a one-way illegal Exchange device to move a piece of glass to kill President Sirkonen. That technology produced a red flash, which the Coldi had been unable to see.

      “It’s probably a flare in the receiver,” I said. I didn’t want to alarm Margarethe.

      Ezhya nodded, but his gaze was far off. He put his hands together and squeezed until his knuckles were white.

      With a sigh, Margarethe pushed herself off the seat. “I could sit here forever, but I’m quite tired. I might go to bed if you don’t mind. It was a lovely occasion.”

      “I understand. Good night,” I said.

      Ezhya turned to her. “Don’t forget what I said.”

      She smiled. “I won’t.”

      And then she was gone.

      Excuse me, but what I said?

      Silence lingered.

      I strolled across the balcony and leaned on the railing next to him.

      Side-lit by the light that flooded from the living room, his face carried lines I hadn’t noticed before.

      He appeared flustered, with his nostrils flaring and having undone the neck fastening of his suit. I dearly wanted to ask if he had any problems at home, but leadership or political problems were not things we freely discussed, unless he raised the issues. At times he allowed me to forget that he was what people on Earth would call an absolute dictator with the power over billions, but there were subjects where I didn’t go with him.

      Eventually, he said, “Unfortunately, it seems that the thing we feared has come to pass.”

      I nodded and again we said nothing for a while. Frustration clawed at my inside. He usually spent very little time talking to anyone. Likely he’d leave very soon.

      But then he said, “I might take you up on your offer for a room.”

      What? He had never stayed overnight at my apartment. Never. “You’re most welcome. I’ll let the staff know.”

      There would not just be Ezhya, but all seven of his guards as well.

      “I’m sorry to impose myself on you, but my apartment is in use by the Asto delegation while their apartment is being renovated.” After a short silence, he added, “I need to sort out a few people.”

      “I understand.”

      When he remained silent, I said, semi-casually, “So, a claim, huh? Delegate Akhtari insists that she has nothing to do with it.”

      “That’s what Federza told me as well.” He snorted. “I don’t understand him and I don’t believe him or like him.”

      I nodded. That made two. Slippery snake. I was still seething with how he’d been trying to rope me into joining his anti-Asto club.

      Ezhya blew out a breath. “If the Aghyrians have any sense, they wouldn’t upset the status quo. There is a lot of money involved in Aghyrian interests, and when they behave like this, they’ll lose their supply contracts. We have other places to buy our construction materials than the Hedron Mines.”

      “They just about own the Trader Ledger on the island.” Gamra’s main financial institution—Federza had a lot of involvement with them.

      “Many threads are going where the blood cannot.” Coldi loved their proverbs.

      I said, “Misha Palayi, Chief Coordinator of Asto.” If one person cited a proverb, the other was meant to reply with the person to which the proverb was credited.

      I’d heard this proverb many times and still struggled to understand it. It seemed to say that loyalty network threads were stronger than blood ties.

      I took a deep breath and asked, “Do you believe the claim might come from the zeyshi?”

      “Ridiculous.” He snorted. “The zeyshi are illiterate scum who couldn’t put together any kind of basic correspondence to save themselves. One of them might have signed it, but this claim is a front for someone else. Remember, we’re dealing with the cowards who gave Amoro Renkati technology, and then watched, without interference, how they killed your president and were punished for it. They managed to walk away from the mess without taking any of the blame. This has been the Aghyrian game in the grand scheme of things. Find someone to blame if things go wrong. Find the most obscure Aghyrians you can and get them to put their names on a document like this. Make it look authentic.”

      “You think it’s bogus?”

      “No, the ID on the document scans as belonging to a woman called Vanu Ezhidi, who is also known as Evala Sadet Arwan. Troublemaker, zeyshi. She has a good list of notations against her name.”

      “That second name you mentioned is an Aghyrian name.” They always had a three-part name. The first name would only be used amongst close family and friends, like Delegate Akhtari’s name was Pahini Joyelin Akhtari, but even people at the same level of authority, like Ezhya, called her Joyelin.

      “Yes, but that’s not her legal name.”

      “Is she Aghyrian?”

      “Of course she is. What you people need to stop doing is treating them with more awe than they deserve. They’re people. They make mistakes. There are smart ones and dumb ones. They aren’t any more special than the rest of us.”

      He’d said this many times before, but I disagreed with him. Telepathy and mindreading were not skills I associated with normal people, nor was a life span of a hundred and fifty years. It was true that the push for expansion had diluted the telepathy skills, but that didn’t make the average Aghyrian any less manipulative.

      “Anyway, the zeyshi haven’t been much of a problem since I told Risha to sort them out.” That would be Risha Palayi, one of his seconds. “I told Risha I didn’t care whether or not they moved to Eighth Circle, as long as they sent their young people to get an education in anything other than fighting and blowing stuff up—and skim racing. A lot of them took it up and there have been very few raids. The ones remaining in the desert are not going to raid areas where family members live, right? That is their weakness, their families. If there were significant Aghyrian interest in that group, we’d know about it. This claim exists for the sole purpose of tying up resources in gamra with the discussion of irrelevant details with a group that is by itself irrelevant.”

      “Representing not-so-irrelevant interests.”

      “It’s a stupid thing, some scheme by a big-headed small-time leader. Not worth the cost of transmission. If there was any issue within the zeyshi, Risha would have told me. Federza says he doesn’t know about it. He fancies himself a lot, but I think he’s high enough in the Aghyrian network to have access to these kinds of plans, if there were any, so for a change, I believe him.”

      Funny how being dangled by the front of your shirt by someone much stronger than you tended to bring out the truth. I agreed with his assessment. Federza had seemed most upset and wrong-footed by the news.

      “What are we going to do about this claim?”

      “Nothing. Now that it has gone out into the world I can’t do anything or it will be seen as interfering.”

      True.

      “Let the assembly discuss it,” he said. “We’ll sit back and observe. These people who have made the claim will have to send representatives. We’ll poke the zeyshi about their record with Aghyrians, which isn’t particularly good. We’ll watch everyone’s reactions to them. We’ll bug the hell out of their accommodation. We’ll learn a lot.”

      “I wish I could be so relaxed about this.” As a very worst-case scenario, the Coldi might lose their right to live on Asto, and that would be a disaster of immense proportions. No one wanted that, right?

      “A claim was going to be brought anyway. It’s better that some fringe element claims, because their legal pockets are shallow and the case shoddy and their claim won’t pass. When it’s defeated, we’re free of the fear of claims for at least twenty years. Let’s deal with it. Talk to Federza. Make him nervous. Let me know if you need any lawyers. I’ll send you however many you can handle. Investigators, too. Find out who is making this claim and take them seriously enough to gain some of their trust. In that light . . .” A slight hesitation. “I think we are getting to the stage where we could consider a visit.”

      “A visit?”

      “To Asto.”

      “Who?” I frowned at him. “Me?”

      “You. As special envoy to talk to these claimants. They’re certainly not going to talk to me.”

      But. Asto. I stared at him. “Has the climate changed that much recently?”

      “It’s changing rapidly.”

      But certainly not that rapidly. If there was anything I had learned from talking to climate scientists over the past year, it was that twenty years was a blip in time. I heard something else in his words: with current average temperatures—which Asto didn’t share freely—visits by non-Coldi had probably been possible for a number of years. Of course the administrators and quarantine officers had been keen to keep Asto isolated as long as they could. They liked their isolation.

      He explained further, “With some help of technology and some planning, and my personal approval, it should be possible.” His eyes met mine. The characteristic gold flecking of the black irises was especially strong in him.

      Was he really saying, We lied about this to everyone for years, but please come now because I need you to talk these people under the table for me?

      I didn’t dare say anything for fear of saying something out of place. Ezhya and I might be quite friendly, but there were areas where you didn’t go with him. Such as internal politics.

      “I will . . . consider it, after the wedding.”

      “I invite you.”

      His eyes were pools of mystery. Often I thought I understood him, but at times like this, he was as alien to me as he could possibly be. Just what did he want me to do? Find these Aghyrians hiding with the zeyshi rebels in the hottest part of the desert plain and tell them to roll over and do tricks? From what I knew, zeyshi were possibly the toughest people in the universe, living in unbelievably harsh conditions. They hadn’t been swayed by anyone for thousands of years. What made him think that I could make any difference?

      And that was as much as I got out of him. He diverted the discussion to more enjoyable subjects and I couldn’t figure out if that was because he was genuinely unconcerned or because something else was going on beneath the surface.

      Damn. Well, I thought this was a serious matter, and I wanted to know what was going on, especially the origin of that flash, which he didn’t seem to be overly concerned about. He hadn’t seen that Aghyrian technology in use last year, but the thought that someone could pick up a ship, a person or a
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