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      The middle of the afternoon—that lazy, comfortable time after lunch when people more fortunate than I could afford to have naps—was not the ideal time to be catching up with administration. It was the time that I would normally go for a walk, find someone to visit or something to buy. But the neglect of my administration account for the past three weeks had exploded the list of exceedingly boring tasks that also happened to be important, such as to make sure my staff was paid.

      And I was a little ashamed that I found it impossible to concentrate, my thoughts drifting off to more pressing issues such as Captain Luczon of the Aghyrian ship, who lodged in the apartment below mine and who had proven to be a little . . . difficult to deal with.

      Who had to be dealt with—after I’d done the damned administration.

      Someone knocked on the door.

      I looked up from my reader. “Come in.”

      The door opened, briefly letting in a snatch of sound: a woman yelling at the top of her voice, somewhere in the hall, I judged, by the way the sound echoed.

      My trusted member of staff Devlin slipped into the room.

      The noise cut off when he shut the door behind him. He sat on the armrest of the chair opposite the desk, glancing over the various readers spread out before me, each with a different accountancy page displayed. He knew what I was doing. Respected it. It needed to be done.

      “Is she still at it?” I asked him.

      “Yup.” He gave a lopsided smile, because, seriously, smiling was the only thing one could do besides hoping that this ordeal would soon be over, and Xinanu would go home and terrorise everyone there.

      “What’s she on about now?”

      “Apparently, Eirani brought her yellow-coded breakfast and she spent most of the morning throwing up.”

      “Isn’t that what most pregnant women do?”

      Devlin shrugged. “You tell me, Muri. I wouldn’t know.”

      “So what about this breakfast? Did she accidentally get Evi or Telaris’ trays? Did they get their breakfast?”

      “They did. They ate at the table.” He grinned. “You have no sympathy for the poor woman, Muri.”

      “Not if she behaves like that.”

      He chuckled, and then his face turned serious. We all knew this episode would cause trouble somewhere down the line. We could laugh at Xinanu now, but we wouldn’t laugh so much when she went home and her clan leaders heard her side of the story. I’d already suffered more run-ins with Delegate Ayanu than I cared to remember.

      And then Devlin said, “I have a problem, Muri.”

      “A problem? I would love the luxury of having just a problem.” Ever since we had returned from the Aghyrian ship with its captain, the problems that we hadn’t solved before we left appeared to have bred in dark corners. They were swarming us like a herd of cockroaches: when you squished one, two new ones appeared.

      “I think this may be the mother of all problems.” His face was perfectly serious, but I didn’t miss the playful look in his eyes.

      I had often accused the local keihu people of being lazy, humourless bureaucrats, but like so many of my ill-informed snap judgements, I was quickly coming to re-evaluate that opinion. Even if keihu weren’t blessed with the most attractive physique and their ways were unassuming, they were incredibly stubborn and could be funny if you took the time to pay attention to their dark, self-deprecating comments.

      “Let’s have this mother-of-all-problems, then.”

      “I’ve discovered why so many people have been angry at you.”

      “You mean any reason other than that I cleared out without notice, stayed away for three weeks and came back with someone who will change the course of history?”

      “Other than that.”

      “It had better be something we can fix then.”

      “We can, but it’s going to need some investment. The reason why you haven’t responded to a lot of urgent correspondence is that you never got it. The hub storage is full.”

      I stared at him. “Is that all? Empty it.”

      “That’s all very well, Muri, but what do I do with all the messages, materials and documents that people have sent you?”

      “Isn’t there some sort of backup running?” I didn’t see why this was my problem. Information systems and communication was Devlin’s job. Surely he could shift all that stuff elsewhere and allow the current space to be usable again? I didn’t know anything about data systems. That’s why I had him.

      “There is a backup, and it works. And we use it all the time. It’s just that I cannot back up things that haven’t been dealt with.”

      Oh. Hell. “You mean . . . the storage has filled up in the space of those three weeks?”

      He nodded. “And more is coming in every day. More than we can deal with. I’d apply for bigger storage, but I’m sure Delegate Namion would get upset because it will then be bigger than his storage.”

      And Delegate Namion could certainly not be allowed to get upset. I was tempted to roll my eyes, but Delegate Namion and whoever elected the doofus as Chief Delegate was another subject altogether. “Well, in that case . . . maybe we should try to direct some of the correspondence to Delegate Namion.”

      “We’re already doing that, but we cannot stop people using your main address.”

      No, we couldn’t. “What is it all about, anyway?”

      “Your trip, the Aghyrians, any of your projects in the past. A long list of subjects.”

      “Who is it from?”

      “All kinds of people. A lot of civilians. Individuals, smaller organisations, businesses. All kinds. From everywhere. Gamra worlds, non-gamra worlds, Indrahui, even.”

      “And why are they all writing to me? They should be writing to their own representatives.”

      “Yes. And some have. But the representatives cannot answer the questions, so they’ve sent them on to you.”

      “But why not Delegate Namion?”

      “I’ve looked at it. A lot of messages ask quite detailed questions and I know I’m not supposed to comment on it, but I don’t think Delegate Namion would have a clue how to reply to them.”

      Oh. Yes. I couldn’t disagree with that. And ouch. And I still didn’t understand why the assembly had chosen him to succeed Delegate Akhtari.

      The little voice in my head said, Then you should have been here, shouldn’t you? That was the story of my life in these last few days.

      But I’d had no idea that using the Asto military’s single-node exchange sling would lose us three weeks. Three weeks! The biggest chunk of time the regular Exchange system lost was about half a day on a transfer to Hedron.

      I spread my hands. “All right. I will make a quick selection of the correspondence. I will probably authorise you to dump a huge lot of it in Delegate Namion’s account. Then we’ll clear it all out. And get more storage, anyway. We can’t stop people sending us correspondence. If Delegate Namion complains, send him to me.”

      He nodded, looking happy. One of the rumours about me I’d heard in the corridors was that my staff liked to work for me because I would often do exactly as they’d hoped I would. Whatever that was supposed to mean.

      Devlin opened the door, letting in another wave of yelling.

      “Devlin, while you go past Nicha’s room, do tell that woman to shut up.”

      “Uh-uh. Not doing that. I’d rather keep my head where it belongs, Muri.”

      I could understand that.

      He shut the door. I ignored the sound of muffled yelling through the door and pulled my reader in front of me.

      I hadn’t accessed the correspondence directories since coming back, because I’d been too busy, and because I had relied on my staff to keep them under control and pass the important items to me, but I was horrified to see that Devlin had been right. Everything was full to capacity. Almost every directory had a time period of a few days this week when no messages had come in at all—probably bounced because there was no space, until the ones from yesterday and today, when the auto-backup had made some space because I had dealt with some correspondence.

      The most recent ones that I had received were all high-priority correspondence, from the Aghyrian delegation whom I had abandoned without notice or from the Barresh council and various other people who had been upset with me not reacting to their correspondence because it wasn’t getting to me. This included messages that should have been replied to with automated responses. For example, every three days a slew of authorities like the Barresh Council, the Pilot’s Guild and a whole bunch of additional professional organisations would send me a message requesting updates on the negotiation process. My account would automatically send out this material from the relevant administration accounts where my staff kept recordings of meetings and tabulated the status of various negotiation processes.

      When I left with Ezhya to go to the massive Aghyrian ship that the Asto military had cornered in a distant part of the galaxy, it was bad enough that I’d left the negotiations about the Aghyrian claim in limbo. My account had failed to send out updates to all the people who wanted them.

      Bloody hell.

      What a disaster. As if having the zeyshi Aghyrians walk out furious about a week after I disappeared wasn’t enough. Fortunately, I had received their latest statement yesterday, because I don’t think my system would have survived having it re-sent without scorch marks.

      Three. Fucking. Weeks.

      Thousands and thousands and thousands of messages.

      With one tap of a button, I sorted everything according to the mandatory gamra priority levels. This system was only used within gamra, so any correspondence from outside automatically fell to the bottom of the priority scale, where, ironically enough, it was easiest to find.

      As I scrolled to the top of the list, there were a couple of priority one messages, all of them from Ezhya Palayi’s account.

      That was weird.

      Ezhya didn’t use the gamra account. If he wanted to contact me, he would use the direct link through the Exchange which reached me through the hub, not via the gamra system. I opened the oldest message. It said,

      Daddy tells me not to be upset that you left suddenly, but I cannot be ‘not upset’ when I am upset. You promised me that we would go to the beach if I did all my work. I finished all of it, and I even helped Eirani with her things. I know how to make bread and how to fold the laundry. I did everything she said, but I did not even get to see you before Daddy’s guards came to take me home. It’s so boring here. There is no one to talk to. I don’t like my sister. She screams too much and my parents give her too much attention. They tell me I have to have more lessons, but my tutors are all boring old men. I understand that you’re busy and that what happened is important for now. I would like to make a time that I can come back soon and you’ll be able to teach me how to surf.

      She used the Isla word for surf, with Isla characters.

      I chuckled. At only eight years of age, that little rascal Raanu was fast starting to outsmart her father, learning how to use his top priority message privilege.

      There were a couple more messages from her, each sent a day apart. None of them were identical.

      Another said,

      I got into an argument with my tutor today. He says that the zeyshi Aghyrians are nothing but opportunistic sleazebags taking advantage of a loophole in gamra law. I asked him has he seen how these people live, in holes in the ground, guarding the old treasures? I think they deserve better than what we have given them so far. I don’t know. I could be made to agree that the Aghyrians in Barresh are sleazebags, although their sense of fashion is impeccable.

      I laughed out loud at that one.

      Another message said,

      After you left, I was so bored I actually went to sit in the public gallery at the assembly meeting. I saw how they elected Delegate Namion. He got the votes basically because a lot of people hated Delegate Ayanu so much. I felt sorry for the poor guy who put his name in after the first round of voting. He seemed a decent sort, but by that time, the race was between Delegate Ayanu and Delegate Namion and he came in too late.

      I laughed at that analysis, too. That “poor guy” had been Delegate Samarin of Miran, a very serious gentleman who would have had to be extremely stressed out by the situation to put his name forward. Its turbulent history notwithstanding, Miran was usually a quiet bystander in most conflicts, a major agricultural export powerhouse that saw no sense in upsetting too many of its customers.

      Raanu had sent the last two messages this morning. The first one said,

      I am very sorry to have bothered you. I should not have wasted your valuable time with my childish complaints.

      Raanu Palayi

      Hmm, that was oddly formal.

      Coldi rarely signed their clan name, preferring to go by first name only—their first names were unique. A register was kept to let expectant parents see which names were available. A Coldi person would only sign with a clan name for very serious occasions.

      The second message said,

      Daddy made me write the previous message. He discovered that I’d been using this account, and he wanted me to apologise, although I’m not aware that I did anything wrong.

      I laughed. The rascal.

      Privately I was sure Ezhya was laughing as well. Raanu was every bit her father’s daughter.

      My good mood lasted until I saw that underneath the last message from Raanu, arrived barely an hour ago, was another priority one message from an unfamiliar account in the gamra security group.

      What the hell? Why would security send me anything urgently?

      I opened it up, feeling sick. It was bad enough that we’d had Tamerians running around the supposedly secure island, a fact which I didn’t expect security to openly acknowledge. Was this about some other problem?

      The message was very short. It said,

      I heard you found it. Please confirm at your earliest opportunity and arrange a visit.

      There was no name, but the location tracking showed that the message had been sent from a unit on the ground floor of my building. I knew who was in that particular apartment. I guess I’d better inform gamra security that Captain Kando Luczon had been here less than a week and had already cracked their system.

      Add that to the growing pile of disasters. No, actually, it was something I needed to address right now.
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      I would normally have left the room in search of Thayu, but I was hesitant to brave the situation outside, so I sent her a message instead. She came into the room not much later, again letting in a wave of yelling.

      “Seriously, does that woman ever get tired of it?”

      Thayu shrugged while she sat down. “She’s very stressed.”

      “Really? I hadn’t noticed.”

      She gave me her famous cold dead fish look.

      “What? She’s been behaving terribly ever since we came back. I can’t find any good excuse for it, especially not when most of the abuse is directed at Eirani and the staff who have been going out of their way⁠—”

      “It’s not unusual for Coldi mothers to become extremely stressed just before the birth. Their bodies are telling them that they should seek safe places and make everything perfect before they go into labour.”

      Oh. Variation number six thousand and fifty-nine of putting my foot in it. Thayu had given birth. Thayu wanted another child. Despite having no love for Xinanu, Thayu understood what she was going through, about to bring a child into the world in an essentially hostile household.

      I sighed. Boy, I was an arse. “Well then let’s hope it all happens speedily and safely.”

      She looked out the window.

      I sighed and put my hand over hers on her knee. She didn’t respond at first, but then turned her hand palm up and squeezed.

      “I’m sorry,” I said. “I guess we’re all stressed. We just seem to be going from monumental fuck-up to monumental fuck-up.”

      “What happened now?”

      I showed her Kando Luczon’s message.

      Her eyes widened. “He broke into security?”

      “It seems so.”

      “Have you let security know?”

      “I will, unless something else fucks up in the next few minutes.”

      She was still frowning at the message. “What is this thing that we’re supposed to have found?”

      “He’s talking about the location of the old ship that brought the first Aghyrian refugees here.”

      “Didn’t they find it even before we left? I mean, we did go to that site on the other side of the island and people were walking around with scanners. And somebody’s back wall had collapsed from the sound waves. We knew it was there.”

      “We knew where the wreck was likely to be. Apparently the Barresh historians have now uncovered the precise site. I saw it on the news channels yesterday.”

      “Oh. Would there be anything left of the ship for us to look at? I mean, it’s been submerged in marshland all that time.”

      “I doubt much of the main structure of the ship will have survived, but something obviously has, because it responded to the signal that the main ship sent out.”

      “He seems really keen to see it.”

      “Yeah.” The captain had asked to see the site of the ship as soon as we had told him that it was there.

      “Wouldn’t you be keen, in his situation?”

      “Keen? I don’t know. Would I be keen to see the site where people I knew and used to work with, or who were my friends, landed, spent the rest of their lives watching the ruin of our planet become enveloped in a cloud of dust? To know that those people died fifty thousand years ago while by some fluke of physics, I was still alive? I don’t know how keen I’d be.”

      Thayu pressed her lips together. No, she couldn’t have followed that train of thought.

      Coldi were absolutely never sentimental about their roots or history. I had gotten the impression that the Aghyrians were a lot more like Earth people. Sometimes, they were disturbingly like humans, down to the nasty, vindictive streak.

      Thayu gestured at the screen, which still displayed Kando Luczon’s message from the security account. “So, do you want me to go to security and give them the bad news?”

      “We’ll go downstairs with a detour via security.”

      “Downstairs?”

      “I have to address his questions. He came with us on the basis of our willingness to show him the old sites and ruins. Judging by his efforts, he’s clearly getting impatient.”

      “I thought you were going to let him cool his heels after that assembly meeting.”

      I shuddered at the memory. I’d taken the captain to attend a plenary session. The assembly had honoured him by allowing him to use the title Primary Delegate.

      And what had he done?

      The speech he’d given had to go down as the single most offensive address ever held in the history of gamra. He’d called the Coldi a substitute race that could be retired now that the original inhabitants of Asto were back. He’d called all non-Coldi backwards because they couldn’t possibly understand the intricacy of Aghyrian thoughts. He said that the very institution of gamra was an exercise in mediocrity because it would never be smarter than its dumbest member entity.

      And so on and so forth.

      Every time I thought we’d run out of toes that he could step on, he’d found another big foot of them. It was a wonder that he managed to get out of the building alive.

      “I was going to let him cool his heels.” Even if only for the reason that someone would pull a gun on him if he kept going this way, and I couldn’t guarantee that this someone wouldn’t be me. “But if he’s getting into the security systems, we need another plan. When he goes back to that ship, we don’t want him to do so with schematics of our entire security operation and goodness knows what else he can get his hands on if we don’t keep him busy.”

      Thayu said, her voice low. “I don’t understand why people are still talking about letting him return to the ship.”

      “You think he shouldn’t?”

      “Of course not. As soon as we allow him to go back, that ship will attack the military vessels that guard it. I do not particularly look forward to my father’s sling being fired in anger.”

      No, having seen the equipment in question, I didn’t, either. And of course I should have realised that, apart from a means of transportation, the military sling was also a weapon. “What if the ship wakes up and comes after the captain if he’s not back by a certain time?”

      “The military will destroy it.”

      I huffed. “You don’t destroy something that old.”

      “That is the problem with gamra and this whole situation. People go stupid over this issue of preserving history at all costs. That’s rubbish. If the ship is a threat, it should be addressed. People crawl at this man’s feet not because of what he’s said or done, but because of who he is. He knows that. The guy is arrogant enough to have had people crawl at his feet since he was born. People are hanging off his lips, watching his every move.”

      I was going to protest, but she was right as usual. In all truth we still knew little of the captain’s motivations. I’d randomly selected his two companions for the sole reason of finding out what I could about the ship and its occupants. Better the devil you know, my mother used to say. But so far both companions had been quieter than the proverbial corpse.

      “Don’t trust him, Cory. This is the guy who refused to take on extra passengers in the days before the meteorite hit. How much effort would it have been to pick up a couple of thousand people from Asto? He could have dropped them on Ceren, if he was that concerned about the ecosystem of his ship.”

      “It was a long time ago⁠—”

      “It’s the same guy. He’s a first class arsehole. And he’s had four hundred years’ ship time to cultivate his arseholery. We need to make sure that we keep him harmless.”

      “That’s what I’m doing. Keeping him busy with stuff that interests him. Make sure he keeps out of the fucking security systems.” I spread my hands in frustration.

      A deep silence followed my comment, in which the sound of the argument in the hall drifted through the door. Someone slammed a door, and opened it again, and Xinanu yelled, “Suit yourself!” Someone replied. I wasn’t sure if it was Nicha, but I felt so incredibly sorry for him right now. Xinanu had torn a strip off him when he returned after three weeks.

      “Seriously, Thay’, is all we can do in this house lately yell at each other?”

      “We do plenty of other things.” She pulled me close and kissed me. For a moment, I hovered in blissful oblivion. Then she withdrew. “So. What’s the plan?”

      “Well, clearly the captain is getting bored, so I was going to visit him to see if we can go to the dig site and show him what we found. I have no doubt that he has a fair bit of information that historians would kill for.”

      “If they believe him.” The impostor rumours were all still going strong.

      Probably because they couldn’t get their mind around how someone who left over fifty thousand years ago could still be alive today. Or if they believed that it might be possible because the ship had travelled at near lightspeed and there had been serious time dilation, they might have trouble believing that someone could live for four hundred years. “They will, once they hear his stories.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Thayu said.

      Yes, I hoped so, too. If he got involved with the dig, that would alleviate my worries about what he might do when bored. “And we urgently have to notify security about this breach.”

      “Yes.” And then she chuckled. “I can just about hear what Sheydu will say about it.”

      Sheydu rarely had a good word to say about gamra security. “I also need to do something about the hub storage situation.”

      She frowned at me.

      “Apparently a lot of people have contacted me about the Aghyrian ship in preference to contacting Delegate Namion. Devlin came to tell me that the hub storage was full.”

      “Ah.” A look of understanding came over her face. “I was wondering why I got these impatient messages about stuff that I never heard of before.”

      It affected all of us. I rose from my desk. “We better get dressed.” I took my jacket from the cupboard.

      “We’re going out now?” Thayu asked. “Into town, I mean?”

      “If the captain wants to come.”

      “All right.” She pointed at the cupboard. “Gun. Armour.”

      I’d shut the cupboard door and now reopened it, heaving a sigh. I hated wearing the armour and preferred not to carry a gun; she knew that. I slipped my shirt off over my head and pulled on the armour. There was a mirror inside the cupboard to help me do up the clips at the sides. Thayu helped me with the back. Her hands were strong and warm and made short work of the clips. Snap, snap, snap. She squeezed my shoulder. I turned around and pulled her into a kiss. The armour had a rigid front plate that went down in a v-shape at the bottom to give maximum protection to my soft parts while still allowing me to walk. It was not designed for certain—um—bodily functions. Ow, it got really tight down there.

      Thayu grinned.

      “We need to give Menor a reply soon,” I said.

      Her expression sobered. “Do we? It’s our decision whether we use him or not. I presume his seed remains well-preserved. He can give us some any time.”

      “Yes, but we should make that decision. I don’t like keeping him hanging.”

      Thayu closed her eyes.

      “It’s all right by me, really.” I’d said this many times before. I wasn’t sure why she hesitated so much. Maybe because Coldi didn’t have a strong culture of adoption. Children who grew up in someone else’s household, say because both parents had died, were often deliberately made to feel inferior. Maybe it was that, and the fear that any child from Menor’s seed would have curly hair. I said I didn’t mind. After all, I had curly hair, but curly hair was a very serious matter for Coldi.

      More and more I feared that we would not end up using Menor at all, and Thayu would either stay with me and grow increasingly unhappy or she would leave me for a man who could give her what she wanted. Maybe she felt even now that she had an obligation to me because I’d paid a huge sum of money to Taysha to sever his contract with her. Even if I got my money back.

      Finding a donor had been my idea and my initiative. Sometimes I would catch her looking for pictures of her son, who no longer lived in the Inner Circle, because I’d shot his uncle and the family had been ousted in the reshuffle following the big shakeup of power at Asto’s top.

      We could adopt him, I’d said.

      We could use Menor, I’d said.

      I did not mind that the child wouldn’t be mine, I’d said.

      Her replies were always inconclusive.

      But the issue would just not go away. She said she wanted my child, but if there was some sort of secret process that made it possible, no one had informed me.

      The whole thing was starting to give me nightmares. Most of them had Thayu walking out on me, leaving me the compete and utter wreck I had been when Inanu left me.

      Memories of that time were a very hairy place to be, one of drinking too much and standing on a rooftop overlooking Athens holding a bottle of zixas and thinking I might just skull the lot and be done with it.

      Damn, my eyes clouded over just thinking about it.

      And here we were once again just going about our daily business, ignoring the issue. Getting dressed and getting ready for all eventualities, as long as it didn’t involve making a decision.

      I wanted this solved, decided one way or another, but just like all the previous times, there was no time for an argument.

      I went to the bedroom to put another shirt on, because the one I’d been wearing was too tight to be worn over body armour. The bracket with the gun went on my arm before putting the jacket over the top. This was not my gamra issue jacket but a security-style design with a lot of room in the upper sleeves so that one could retrieve the gun without taking off the jacket. Thayu had ordered it made recently, in gamra blue and all.

      “Do you think Nich’ should come?” I asked while inspecting myself in the mirror. I would normally ask Eirani to do my hair, but I didn’t want to subject her once again to Xinanu’s ire by making her walk past the room where Xinanu stayed.

      “You still ask that question?”

      “I guess that’s a no?”

      “Of course he should come. We’re a complete association.”

      That balance between caring for one’s family and extreme callousness towards them was one I’d probably never get right. I was sure that on Earth, any young man who left his highly pregnant partner in pre-birth distress over some routine job would get clobbered over the ears by her. I didn’t comment further. I’d probably exhausted today’s supply of get-out-of-jail cards for failing to understand.

      We went into the hallway, where it had gone relatively silent. The door to Nicha’s room was shut. Xinanu’s voice drifted from within. She was crying.

      I cringed and knocked. “Nich’?”

      The door opened a moment later and Nicha appeared in the door opening, looking harassed and tired.

      “We’re going into town to take Captain Luczon to the dig site. I’m sorry if you don’t want to⁠—”

      “Give me a moment to get ready.”

      He disappeared, leaving the door to the room open.

      Xinanu sat on the couch by the window, her feet on a footstool. She wore a long dress of stretch fabric that sat snugly around her distended stomach.

      She gave me a hard look. Her cheeks were wet with tears.

      Like the stupid human I was, I felt like I had to say something. “I can ask the medico to come if you want.”

      “What would I need her for? What do you think I am?”

      “That is not how you speak to your host,” Thayu said, in a very snippy tone. “Even if he asks a question you don’t like.”

      “Leave it, Thay’,” Nicha said from somewhere inside the room.

      “No, I will not leave it,” Xinanu said. “He asks me a rude question. Am I supposed to simper just because he is in charge of paying the rent on this place?”

      At the same time Nicha shouted, “Stop it, please,” and Thayu said, “Yes, you should. Because you don’t rule the world.”

      Before it could get any worse, Nicha scurried out of the room with his shirt half done up and carrying his armour and gun bracket. He slammed the door behind him.

      Xinanu yelled through the door. “That’s right! Leave me alone!”

      Thayu pulled a face. “What a drama queen.”

      “Let’s go,” Nicha said. In all the time Xinanu had been in his room, I’d not heard him say one bad word about her. He surprised me sometimes.

      While he put on his gear, I ducked into the hub, where Devlin greeted me with a lopsided smile, a small oasis of mirth of someone who understood how I felt.

      “Can you tell our captain that we’re coming to pick him up?” I asked. “And let the council know that we’re coming to the dig site.”

      “I’m onto it.”

      “Also, Devlin, I’ve had a look at all the messages and shifted the ones that are of immediate importance to my personal work area. Of the rest, you can ask the office downstairs to sort it in rough categories. Anything to do with the assembly goes straight to Delegate Namion. I don’t want to see it anymore. Everything else gets sorted into broad subjects. If it’s easy to deal with, deal with it. Use my stamp file. Try to sort everything else into stuff with some kind of time limit and non-urgent messages. Send all the non-urgent stuff to Delegate Namion, too. Sort the urgent and semi-urgent messages and put in my work area the stuff that you think I should absolutely deal with soon.”

      He nodded. “Can I take time off from covering the negotiation?”

      “The Aghyrian claim is dead, not that anyone has noticed yet, but I don’t expect there to be a lot of work associated with it in the near future. Do whatever you need to keep yourself out of trouble until the bureaucracy catches up with the truth on that front.”

      “All right.”

      I returned to Thayu and Nicha, now both fully dressed and ready to go. Telaris at the door asked if he should come, but Thayu said it wouldn’t be necessary.

      We walked over the gallery to the part that went underneath the artificial waterfall to the other side of the atrium, where a set of stairs led down on the outside of the building.

      The security station was in the space under the bottom of the staircase. Today, it was occupied by a single officer who sat yawning at his tiny workstation. The man was Damarcian and listened to my story with an expression of disinterest. He copied Kando Luczon’s message to me with all the relevant details and assured me that he would raise it with his boss. When, he didn’t say.

      Oh well, at least if this all blew up, security couldn’t use the argument that they knew nothing and no one had told them.

      “You want to check on Xinanu?” I asked Nicha when we’d left the office and were underway to Kando Luczon’s apartment.

      “Not really.” He sounded quite flippant.

      “But what if she has the baby while we’re gone?”

      He and Thayu both frowned at me.

      “Yes. What if?” Nicha said.

      Thayu said, “Most Coldi children are born in the living rooms of their homes. Often the mother’s friends are there, but there is not always time for them to come.” Which, by the look on her face, there hadn’t been for her.

      “What if something goes wrong?”

      “If it takes a long time, then the family gets a medico.”

      Nicha said, “You know how most Coldi are touchy when people remind them that they are ‘only artefacts made by the Aghyrians’?”

      Yes, they were frequently more than a little bit touchy about this. I’d never even heard Nicha says those words. Coldi found them deeply offensive.

      “Well, in this case we’re glad that we are just the way we are. Coldi women don’t gamble their lives when they fall pregnant. Birth is nowhere near as hard as it is for your people or for Aghyrians.”

      So, I understood that they’d be happy for Xinanu to have the child by herself in Nicha’s room while we were gone.

      All right. Whatever. Who was I to argue with them anyway?

      I was just a stupid human and I was not really feeling the vibe at the moment.
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      In the short time that I’d dealt with him, I’d learned that Kando Luczon loved to keep people waiting. One day, when the many issues between us had been settled, I’d turn up really late and let him wait. I would put up some bugs so that I could see him looking out the window, opening the door and checking if I was there yet, doing everything to make sure that he was not the one standing out here waiting, but sitting in the apartment and waiting nevertheless.

      I doubted he’d learn anything or get the hint. It was immature and I’d probably never do it, but even thinking about it was fun.

      I was lucky to be working with people who were least likely to play the coming late tactic. Coldi were always early because they had curious natures and hated the thought that they might miss out on something.

      For now, the waiting was our job.

      We did so on the ground floor of the atrium, leaning against the wall that surrounded the water basin at the bottom of the waterfall. The air here was cool, laden with droplets of water. The apartment that had been allocated to Kando Luczon and his two companions was on the ground floor, next to the ground floor of mine. It was a guest apartment and could be use by whoever needed it in our building. I wondered if he got hungry with the smell from our kitchen.

      The covered courtyard with its trickling waterfall consisted of a central area with paving surrounded by a lush garden bed. We could see the front door of the apartment through a riot of bushes and vines and other potted greenery. It was still firmly shut.

      Thayu rolled her eyes. “I’m thinking about how well this guy is going to get on with Ezhya, when they finally meet.”

      “Yeah,” I said, and thought of the tense standoff around the Aghyrian ship that I’d helped resolve. “On the other hand, I’m not sure I want to know.” Patience was not the Coldi’s strong suit.

      Nicha yawned. “Why are we going to this place in town? Do you actually have any new data on this dig?”

      I said, “There was some news on the Barresh channel that the engineers managed to enclose the site by driving metal plates into the ground and sealing them, and have the pumps running full time to get the water out, so they can finally see the bottom and start digging. They found it easily enough. The captain saw the news coverage and now he wants to go there.”

      Nicha shrugged. “It’s his right. You know I still can’t quite comprehend that this guy saw that ship that they’re digging up. Most of it will be so far decayed that it won’t be more than a thin metal-rich layer in the soil. Imagine that. Going on a trip and coming back when all of this—” He gestured at the lush atrium. “—is buried under layers of mud, and some boorish folk have built ugly houses over the top. Imagine that.”

      “No thank you. Losing three weeks was bad enough.” Losing fifty thousand years . . . I couldn’t even begin to comprehend.

      Thayu said, “Don’t you two start as well. The man is an arsehole and the fact that he survived for whatever doesn’t make him any less an arsehole. Everyone looking at him in awe makes him more of an arsehole.”

      Yes, but that didn’t take away from the fact that he was special and I couldn’t see how that could not affect the way we dealt with him.

      Hmm, here was another assessment about the Coldi: their society might be highly structured, but in the scheme of things, the structure mattered more than the individuals who provided it. There were certain positions in the society, and it was important that those positions were filled. Who filled them was not so important. This contributed to the sense that Coldi lives were entirely disposable, because when a position became vacant, someone else would take it.

      Coldi had trouble getting their minds around the occasional people, like Kando Luczon, who—arseholes or not—were entirely not disposable or replaceable. Did such key individuals even exist in Coldi history? Any people I knew who were true trailblazing exceptions who thought and acted outside the rigidity of Coldi society had moved elsewhere. They were people like Xiya Ezmi, the founder of Hedron and its incredible mining wealth. And Dosha Vonayi, brilliant scholar and mathematician, who lived in London.

      We waited.

      Nicha and Thayu were looking at something on Nicha’s reader. Nicha had looked up the details that the Barresh Council had released about the dig site and he and Thayu were discussing the technical issues as they could deduce them from the images.

      “It seems pretty stupid to do any of the excavation with heavy machinery,” Thayu said. “These artefacts are usually extremely fragile. The soil is extremely soft. Why didn’t they ask for an expert to come from Asto? We’ve been dealing with Aghyrian artefacts for thousands of years.”

      Of course it was a rhetorical question. Asking Asto to take part was akin to giving them part ownership of the process, and heaven forbid if that happened.

      In fact, the whole ownership of the site and its associated history was still horribly muddled even if the Barresh Council was moving ahead with the excavation because they owned the land. Who had the first right to excavate this site? The original Aghyrians, who had no equipment or authority to do so, the Barresh Council, who had the equipment, was already digging and whose population was descended from the group of refugees that had come on the ship? Or the new Aghyrians, who were highly critical of the council’s methods and who would, all facts considered, probably do the most professional job?

      A door fell shut somewhere in the building, and finally there was activity at the ground floor unit. First out of the lush garden in between the square that surrounded the fountain and the apartment’s door was Lilona Shrakar, a tall woman who looked like she was in her forties, but I’d been informed she was probably closer to sixty. I had learned that she had spent much of her life in stasis and was bound to the ship, whatever that was supposed to mean—I guessed it meant she was flight crew.

      Then came the man himself: Captain Kando Luczon of the Aghyrian behemoth ship that still floated about in the middle of space with its huge crew in stasis, surrounded by an armada of ships from Asto’s armed forces. Like all Aghyrians, he was extremely tall. He liked to wear flowing, loose garments, and with his long white hair he resembled a wizard from the books my mother had read to me while I was growing up in New Zealand.

      The last one in the group was Tayron Kathraczi, a quiet young man about whom we had learned little but whose function seemed to be limited to bodyguard. From the way the captain treated him, he was definitely lower on the pecking order than Lilona.

      Both the captain’s companions acknowledged me with a nod of the head, but their master, as usual, did not greet me. I’d gotten to the point where I’d stopped being annoyed about this. There was so much more serious stuff to occupy me.

      I explained to him where we were going. He merely nodded in a cold, professional manner, but asked no questions, not even about his message and whether I had received it.

      It irritated me. This man irritated me with everything he did, from the way he moved to the way he looked at me and my association, or staff, or any one of the people dedicated to make his stay comfortable. He never thanked anyone or offered his help. He just assumed that stuff would appear and people would turn up.

      I had tried to make excuses—that he’d been cut off from normal people for so long and that space was very lonely and even more so with all his crew in stasis and blah, blah, blah. But Thayu was right. The man was a first-class arsehole.

      And I could think of a whole list of things I’d rather do than take him on an outing, and an even longer list of things I should be doing instead, like dealing with the correspondence.

      We left the building and set off in the direction of the station on the other side of the island.

      The main thoroughfare in that direction led from courtyard to courtyard bathed in the dappled shade of the giant trees that were coming into new leaves before the start of the wet season.

      Various cricketlike creatures chirped in the branches. A soft breeze carried the ubiquitous scent of wet mud from the marshland, mingled with the smell of cooking, since it was almost lunchtime. None of us said anything, because there was nothing to be said. I’d covered all the subjects relating to the Aghyrian history of Barresh. Anyway, he’d had plenty of time to read up on this subject himself, and by now probably knew a lot more about it than I did.

      He wasn’t sharing any of it.

      He walked next to me like a silent ghost, with his two companions behind him. Thayu walked in front and Nicha bringing up the rear. They kept an eye on people we met and people who watched us from balconies or windows. We were a very odd and disharmonious group. Not a group at all, but two complete associations, each with a leader and two seconds. And the leaders barely tolerated each other and one pair of seconds did all the work while the other pair were passive. This situation would set Coldi teeth on edge.

      Hell, it set my teeth on edge.

      We were about to enter the underground passage that led to the station when Kando Luczon said to me, without preamble, “You have an interest in fertility.”

      It was not a question.

      “Well, um . . .” What the hell? Hell, he had gotten into a lot more systems than just security.

      He went on, “We designed the all-purpose colonising genome to be self-sustaining. Unlike ourselves, they do not interbreed.”

      By all-purpose colonising genome he meant Coldi, and he had so far refused to use that name. His every word seemed designed to throw barbs at those very Coldi people.

      “We have noticed the lack of interbreeding.” Why did I even discuss this with him? “But on the other hand, the Coldi sometimes do interbreed, on very rare occasions. The Barresh Aghyrians are descended from those rare occasions.”

      He snorted. “Throwbacks.” Spoken with callous disdain.

      I started wondering what Marin Federza would make of being called a throwback when I remembered how he had come to me, scared from having his apartment ransacked and then was shot at while in my apartment and, damn it, had I even seen him since I’d come back?

      His position as the Trader Guild representative to gamra had been taken by a Kedrasi Trader, and in amongst the plentiful correspondence that had been waiting for me, I’d been informed that a woman called Feylin Herza now spoke for the Barresh Aghyrians at the negotiations for the Aghyrian claim.

      But no one had said anything about Federza.

      Shit.

      I struggled to maintain the conversation. “Those you call throwbacks are people with lives, and jobs and families. They work for the community. They deserve to be treated with respect.”

      Kando Luczon went on, oblivious to my words. “Throwbacks were possible because some mistakes were made when handling the genome. The main perpetrator of these mistakes lends his name to some of these throwbacks you have here.”

      Waller Herza, his enemy, the scientist who had developed the Coldi. I understood that the Barresh Aghyrians had only started using the Herza name recently.

      “What you call throwbacks, we prefer to call people like everyone else.”

      “The mistakes weaken the genome.”

      “Regardless of these supposed mistakes, the Coldi people have done well enough for themselves.” Coldi society was strong, mature, with enormous depth of talent and determination. What did he mean—weakens the genome?

      He didn’t reply, his standard reaction when the matter discussed was beyond argument. I glanced at his two companions, but their faces were as impassive and haughty as their master’s. Sometimes I wondered if they even listened.

      Thayu shot me a sharp look. I might have pulled a face had Kando Luczon not been with us. Seriously, it was not my idea to discuss the subject of Coldi fertility in the company of a couple of Coldi people and speak over their heads, all right?

      We’d arrived on the platform where a good number of people stood or sat on benches. The train was yet to arrive, but a screen on the wall showed that it was not far off.

      We waited.

      I talked a bit about the location of the dig site, to fill the awkward silence between us. It was talk for the sake of talk. He would have read all of this already. He would probably tell me so soon, to shut me up. Tayron had asked me two days ago why we talked so much, but I couldn’t go out with a bunch of companions who said absolutely nothing to each other. Coldi didn’t do that, keihu didn’t do that. I knew of no people who did that.

      All around us normal train platform life went on. People going to town for errands. Servants doing their daily trips. There was a mother with two young children, a rare sight on the island. People chatted, behaved normally while we stood in uncomfortable silence.

      The train shot out of the tunnel with a whoosh of air. The silver and gold three-car vehicle came to a hissing halt at the platform. The doors opened.

      Because the track ended here, the cabins emptied of people. There were not many, mainly local council people coming to meetings, I guessed, as well as some domestic staff who had been on errands into town.

      We sat on two facing benches, Kando Luczon facing me with our companions on either side.

      “About those mistakes in the all-purpose colonising genome,” Kando Luczon continued the conversation that we had broken off when we got to the platform. He was good at drawing conversations out over a long time. His mind was like an elephant’s: he never forgot.

      From the corner of my eye, I noticed that the muscles in Thayu’s arm tensed.

      “We want to rectify them.”

      What? I almost burst out laughing, wanting to say: “Do you know that there are more than ten billion of those mistakes running around in the galaxy?” But at the same time, I sensed that I was finally getting somewhere, finally seeing a corner lifted of the blanket of mystery that covered the Aghyrian purpose. I simply asked, “Why?”

      “Why?” Now he frowned at me. He didn’t usually show emotion, so I also regarded his confusion as a step forward.

      “I understand that you call the Coldi people . . . flawed, but they don’t see it that way.” I felt all hot saying that, keenly aware of the presence of Thayu and Nicha on either side of me. Of all the things I thought I’d be talking about . . .

      “There are flaws,” he said, his voice insistent. “They are the result of the incompetence of certain people.”

      “Don’t we all have genetic flaws? Isn’t that part of what makes us human?”

      “They can be the perfect colonising genome after we fix the flaws.”

      “They’re perfect enough. As I recall from the history of Asto, it took a very, very long time after the meteorite strike for the Coldi to rebuild. Most of the rebuilding has come in the last few hundred years. Civilisation and technological development has accelerated during that time. This is not something that was built into them and they were not given clear maps on how to develop technology. Civilisation is something that comes from within.”

      “They took it all from us and the blueprints we gave them. It’s an outright shame that they took so long to act on the information. As for innovation: they may have added a few things, but it all comes from us.”

      At this point Thayu rose. “I’m not listening to this bullshit.”

      She had been sitting next to the window, so she climbed up on the bench and pushed herself behind me and Nicha and jumped into the aisle. She went to the back of the cabin and found another seat. I couldn’t see her from where I was sitting.

      To be perfectly honest I felt like joining her.

      “Excuse me.” Nicha rose and went after her. I could hear snatches of their conversation.

      Thayu said, “No. I’m through with this. If this arsehole wants to insult people, let him reap the consequences. Someone will turn a gun on him and I won’t be sorry.”

      Nicha replied again, trying to shush her up.

      I faced my three Aghyrian travel companions in a moment of intense awkwardness. Kando Luczon raised his eyebrows.

      He really did not get it, did he?

      And I was utterly failing at making him see our side of the discussion. I’d tried to talk, but he didn’t listen. I’d tried the gamra assembly meeting and what a disaster that had been.

      But his presence here was on my invitation. Because I had, foolishly, believed that I could talk to him. Maybe I did need to be more blunt in my approach.

      I took a deep breath, hesitated, sighed, and said, “The reality is that it makes matters very hard for me if you keep insulting people.”

      There. My heart was thudding.

      “Insult?”

      He met my eyes. Damn, he even had the gall to look affronted. “I was offering a great service to them. We have a full medical facility. We can fix genes.”

      “They don’t want fixing.”

      “Don’t want. . . ?”

      “They’re not broken. They’re people.”

      “But what about the throwbacks?”

      “They happen, especially in the Ezmi clan. They know why it happens now. Those people no longer suffer. They’re happy. They even have children.”

      He was still looking at me with an expression of shock on his face.

      “Really, there is nothing wrong with these people.”

      The captain’s companion Tayron said, “They’re too short, their eyesight is weak in the dark.” I was surprised that he spoke up, because he rarely opened his mouth. His voice sounded just as haughty as that of his captain, only younger.

      “Does poor night vision justify extensive medical procedures?”

      “We could simply bring all the young women in and treat them,” Kando Luczon said.

      “All of them?” This conversation was getting increasingly absurd. Was this what they had come back for? Some misguided idea that the people they had created weren’t perfect enough and that they should be grateful that they could be “fixed”?

      I was glad
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