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      A couple of weeks in the hospital, even if some of those were spent barely conscious, was far too long for me.

      But that was all behind me now, and I was on my way home.

      Thayu came to pick me up, uncharacteristically alone, and shortly we sat on the train, which barrelled its way from the main island of the city of Barresh to the gamra island, zooming low over the water.

      It was midafternoon, and the position of Ceren’s two suns made the water look like a bath of silver. People were out on boats, carrying big bags of lily bulbs and other produce on their way to the market. Some people were fishing with spears, Pengali style.

      The train carriage was full of chatter.

      There were groups of domestic servants going back home with items they had bought, as well as some of the delegates in gamra blue who had been to the city for lunch or for business meetings.

      Some of them gave me strange looks as if they wondered if they should say anything.

      I was not wearing blues. I hadn’t worked for almost a month.

      Thayu opened the window to let the fresh air come in. It wasn’t warm, although I had the feeling that it should be, because it was the middle of summer and the air was humid with the promise of a late thunderstorm. Sunlight on my skin, breeze in my hair. They were things I’d had to do without for far too long.

      “You’re not paying attention,” she said.

      “Aren’t I?”

      I was just so happy to be out of that horrible hospital where the air was always dry, heavy with obnoxious antiseptic smells and where everybody seemed continuously obsessed with my well-being. There had been very good reasons for this, but to be honest I was over it and wanted to go back to work.

      Thayu held up her reader and informed me—again, apparently—that she had finally set up the formalities for me to be initiated into Asto’s Domiri clan as her father, Commander of Asto’s air force and head of that clan, had urged me to do.

      I wanted it. Thayu wanted it, being Domiri herself.

      It was quite rare that a non-Coldi person was inducted into a Coldi clan, but not the first time by any means, and I’d had no idea that this would entail so much filling out of forms. It was almost worse than gamra bureaucracy.

      Neither had I imagined that I would need to choose a name.

      “What do you mean—a name?” I’d asked Thayu when she first told me.

      “A name. A proper Domiri name, to be entered into the register.”

      The naming of Coldi children was a subject that I was not terribly familiar with. By the time his son Ayshada was born, Thayu’s brother Nicha had already decided on his name. He had not spoken much about choosing the name, since there had been so many other things to talk about at the time.

      But because there were only thirty-six Coldi clans, people wanted to make sure that their first names were unique.

      So enter the hallowed register.

      Thayu proudly presented me her reader, which had a list of currently unused and available names that she’d pulled out of that register.

      All of which meant that I was left with the unenviable task of having to choose my own name. It was weird.

      I felt a bit uneasy about some of the names, because they sounded too much like the names of some of the people I knew and respected. I would never get away with Raya because that altogether sounded far too much like Daya, who had been one of the most hallowed citizens of Barresh, and naming myself after him would sound arrogant.

      I didn’t like Neida, because we already had a Reida in the household. In fact, none of the names on the list jumped out at me, and looking at the screen of Thayu’s reader made my eyes flash with annoying spots of light.

      “Let me think about it when we come home,” I said, handing the reader back to her. The flashings lights usually came with a sharp headache and blurred vision. I didn’t want to admit weakness to her. Damn it, I was supposed to be getting better.

      The sweat broke out over my back.

      Thayu went, on, oblivious to my discomfort. “We do have to decide about it fairly soon. I need to give notice and they will need to move all sorts of bureaucracy in order to let you come. The date hasn’t yet been set, but there are only certain dates that will work.”

      Despite the fact that Coldi were not religious, they attached a curious amount of superstition to the positions of the stars in relation to naming ceremonies. “Yes, I know, and I’ll decide within the next few days.”

      I leaned back in my seat, eyes closed.

      “Are you all right?” Thayu’s voice was concerned.

      “Fine. Just . . . the light bothers me a bit.”

      The breeze brought a whiff of her scent to me. It was distracting, because my nose had become so much more sensitive to smells. I could smell the fruit in the bag that the woman across the carriage had bought at the markets. I could smell the wet scent of the mud in the marshlands. I could smell the scent of the impending thunderstorm in the air. I could smell the overwhelming female scent that hung around Thayu, the scent that made my heart speed up and my breath catch in my throat, that made me want to draw her into my embrace and do all kinds of things that were inappropriate behaviour in a train carriage.

      It was disturbing.

      “We’re almost there,” she said.

      She sounded anxious.

      Unfortunately I didn’t remember much of my first week in hospital, but everyone had told me that they had feared for my survival.

      It was the end of a long story that began with our desire to have a child.

      Aghyrian scientist Lilona Shrakar, who had abandoned the Aghyrian ship to stay with us, had outlined several methods she could try to make it work. They all involved invasive genetic treatments for me, each more invasive than the last. First it was just the sperm. Thayu fell pregnant, but miscarried later.

      Buoyed by that initial success, we tried a different method to treat sperm, but that also didn’t work. Tantalisingly, those attempts had resulted in three short pregnancies and miscarriages, and this had given us the hope that it would be possible.

      The third possible treatment had not been tried before. The doctors were interested. They wanted to do it.

      About fifty thousand years ago, Aghyrians on Asto had artificially created the Coldi race by grafting modified genes onto the large sections of junk DNA in the basic human genetic code. They had done this because they wanted to produce a race that was hardy and suited to the worlds that they planned to colonise. That Coldi toughness had been a boon to their ability to survive when the Aghyrian—and Coldi—homeworld Asto had been hit by a meteorite that had wiped out all the Aghyrians but spared a group of Coldi people who were being prepared for colonisation projects.

      Because Coldi DNA had been grafted directly onto Aghyrian genes, the theory was that this graft should work for all humans who were descended from Aghyrians—and people on Earth branched off the Aghyrian main branch well over a hundred thousand years ago, but were still clearly related.

      Supposedly, this gene treatment could be localised to fast-growing areas in an adult body, like reproductive functions, but this was where the experiment had become interesting.

      I’d gone into the hospital and received the treatment—painful, but so far, so good. Initial tests on my sperm looked promising. I’d gone home a day after the treatment, and then things went downhill fast. Light started flashing in my eyes. My temperature spiked. Two days after the treatment I collapsed in the hall. I didn’t remember anything of the frantic rush back to the hospital and the week I’d spent in a coma, apparently bleeding out of my eyes amongst other fun things.

      The verdict: the graft was spreading throughout my body. The Coldi genes were taking over.

      We were in uncharted territory. No one knew what it would mean for me, but I had recovered for now, albeit without hair and with some added new sensations.

      The train slowed and slid into the tunnel underneath the artificial gamra island. To my eyes, the darkness was almost complete.

      I knew there were lights in the carriage, because I had seen them many times before. But the only reason I knew that they had come on was that no one else complained about darkness. Right now I could not see them and I could not see the people who were getting up from their seats in order to get out. I could feel the train slowing down and coming to a stop. I could feel Thayu next to me, getting up. She took me by the elbow.

      “Come on, we’re there.”

      I protested. “I can’t see anything.” I held out my hands, hitting the back of the seat in front of me. I could see the faint glow of the ceiling lights in the carriage, but that was it.

      “Welcome to the club.”

      She must see more than I did, because she guided me out of the carriage. I bumped my leg a few times and hoped that I was not going to get some more of those horrible bruises I had acquired last week from bumping into a table at the hospital. I was turning into an old man.

      She helped me down the step onto the platform. I could hear the voices echo in the hall. I could hear the hissing of air out of the train’s pressure pads. And I could still see little more beyond shapes moving about.

      I stumbled with Thayu up the stairs, because I sort of knew where the stairs were. Only when we came out into the daylight, in the middle of the square that was the centre of the island, could I see again.

      Thayu laughed when I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Now you understand what it’s like to try to do things at night.”

      I asked her, “Do you really see that little?”

      “We know where everything is. And we usually wear the eyepieces that allow us to see a little bit more.”

      Yes, they usually wore infrared eyepieces.

      Damn.

      I thought of all the times we’d gone out at night, and they’d actually shot at people—while seeing as little as this? That was somewhat . . . disturbing.

      We walked through the leafy avenues of the island.

      Several people gave me strange looks. Yes, my long hair was all gone.

      There was only one reason men from most gamra worlds cut their hair: when they spent time in jail.

      Mine was now barely a fingernail width in length, and in combination with the fact that I had lost a lot of weight, I probably made quite a sight, or, should I say, a convincing ex-prisoner.

      I was keen to get home, but I wasn’t quite up to normal strength yet. I was fading, feeling alternately hot or cold, which, I had learned, was a sign of fatigue. I struggled with the sharp differences between sunlight and shadows. Judging distances was hard.

      But finally, we made it into the large atrium of the building.

      The first thing I noticed was the sheer humidity of the air in here.

      Then the scent of the flowers that bloomed on the wall next to the artificial waterfall that kept this room . . . almost cold.

      I’d never experienced any part of this building as cold.

      The scent of flowers, of the water constantly rushing over the mossy rocks, the scent of water almost overwhelmed me. I’d never known that water had a scent. It was disturbing.

      Eirani and the others were waiting on the balcony in the atrium of our building. They had seen me before—as soon as I could receive visitors, they had frequented my room in the hospital. Still Eirani rushed down the stairs, faster than I had ever seen her move, fleshy hips and voluminous bosom wiggling.

      “Oh, Muri, you’re home!”

      I had a feeling that she wanted to give me a hug. People at the gamra complex didn’t hug, and her keihu family didn’t hug either, but she had learned some things from her trip to Earth, including hugs. Eirani was a very hug type of person. She took my other arm, and helped me up the stairs, which was still quite an exhausting endeavour, all the while commenting about how thin I was.

      It was past lunchtime, she said, but that didn’t mean that I couldn’t have any lunch. She had spent most of the morning and also last night shopping and cooking so that I would get my favourite food.

      “It’s very good to be back again.”

      I left out the bit that I wasn’t particularly hungry. But I knew I would have to gain some weight and do some strength training, which would fit in well with the recent drive of my team to keep up that alertness and training. I had heard, while I was in hospital, all about how they went out and did night training, but without quite realising how difficult that really was for them.

      We came out onto the gallery, where Evi and Telaris stood guard at the door to my apartment. They were normally much more reserved, but their grins showed that they were happy to have me back.

      “Now we have something to do,” Evi said.

      I had no doubt that in my absence my team would have given them something to do, but it would not have been terribly interesting. Things like administration.

      We went into the hall.

      Everyone was there: Nicha, Devlin, Ynggi, Sheydu, Deyu, Reida, Karana, Ayshada⁠—

      He ran up to me, throwing his little arms around my knees.

      “You have grown so much!”

      Nicha picked him up and held him close to me. He babbled while running both his chubby hands over my almost bald head and pulling my earrings.

      Nicha laughed and pulled him away. “Come on, Ayshada, don’t hurt Cory. He’s just come from the hospital.”

      Ayshada babbled some words that only his father could understand.

      Everyone came to greet me. Deyu and Reida both also looked happy.

      Ynggi was more reserved, but his tail would not keep still. “I’m happy that you’re back.”

      Devlin clapped him on the shoulder. “Don’t be so shy.” And to me: “This young man managed to evict the meili from the roof, and seal up the hole where they were coming in.”

      Those bat-like creatures had been an issue for a while. “What about your course?” Ynggi had been doing a course in communication and electronics.

      Another tail-waggle indicated that he was happy to be asked. “Very well. I got top marks.”

      “That’s great! I’m looking forward to you using your knowledge.” And that was no lie. Pengali excelled in using knowledge in unexpected and inventive ways. I was sure that with spying electronics, that could only be a good thing.

      Sheydu greeted me in her usual I don’t want to show any of my emotions way.

      I looked around for—wait . . .

      “Where is Veyada?”

      “He went into town,” Sheydu said in that way that could kill a conversation in a second flat. Into town was code for doing something secret.

      “Anything wrong?” Damn, I hoped not. I was looking forward to some rest, but of course trouble always managed to find me when I was least prepared.

      “No.” That was a conversation killer as well. Don’t ask. But then she surprised me by adding, “Just Veyada being Veyada.”

      Whatever that was supposed to mean. Oh, I knew it meant something, but right now my brain was misfiring on all cylinders. Thayu was still holding my arm. The big doors to the balcony in the living room were open, bringing in a breeze that carried the scent of food, of flowers, of the marshland outside, mingling with the overwhelming scent of her.

      Blood rushed to my face.

      “Sorry.” I gently pulled my arm out of her grip.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Yes, it’s just . . .” I blew out a breath. This was going to be very hard to get used to.

      “Come, there is tea.” Eirani said from the door into the living room, where she stood with a trolley full of dishes.

      We all sat at the table, and Eirani unloaded a veritable feast of cakes and breads. No red-coded food. I’d have to take a quiet occasion to speak to her about that. I was sure red-coded food would be on my diet now. She’d probably feel slightly betrayed.

      Thayu went to shut the doors. I’d always been annoyed at her doing this, but the breeze was actually cold. I’d never felt cold in Barresh.

      At this moment, Devlin got up and ran across the room and into the hall. I watched him, because he clearly had been expecting something.

      He came back not a moment later, and beckoned me. “Someone wants to talk to you.”

      Clearly, it was important.

      I followed him across the hall into the hub. I hadn’t been here for so long, and it felt so familiar. It even smelled familiar—not that I had ever known there was a smell associated with this room. Mostly it had to do with a few empty cups that Devlin had left on the bench next to the central workstation, and maybe there were some empty bowls there as well.

      He gestured to me. “Sit here.”

      By now I was wondering what this was about. I had already talked to my father a few times, and he had told me that he would contact me tomorrow.

      Devlin sat at his workstation and pressed a few buttons. The projector sprang into life, displaying the hub’s logo, and then he connected to the Exchange.

      Devlin said into his earpiece, “He’s here now.”

      He then gave the earpiece to me, got up from his seat and left the room. I sat in the dark waiting for the image to come up.

      It did so after a few seconds, and by that time, I already knew that it probably came from Asto, because I could see the coordinates appearing in the bottom of the projection. It was slow because Asto was currently on the other side of the two suns, and the signal had quite a distance to travel.

      I had expected Asha, my father-in-law, because he had a tendency to be secretive and spring surprises on me. He was the commander of Asto’s air force, and his whereabouts was never advertised. He was also the leader of the Domiri clan, and would probably need me to sign some of those forms that I was supposed to send.

      But to my surprise it was not Asha. It was Ezhya himself.

      I could honestly not remember the last time I had spoken to him like this. He preferred to come in person or send me short and cryptic messages on my personal account. He was well aware of the fact that anything sent through the Exchange was not exactly secure. He was wary and very careful.

      I didn’t know whether it was the slow connection or something else, but for a while he just looked at me. To be honest it was quite disconcerting.

      And because I hadn’t seen him for quite a while, I was never really sure where I stood with him. There was sometimes a level of unease between us that he would laugh away with some kind of joke. Was he my friend or my employer—because Coldi didn’t really have friends—or was it something else? Did he expect me to affirm his superiority, or was it all right to look at him because, one time, years ago, he had told me that I could meet his eyes.

      I knew he could see me, because his eyes moved as he studied me. He looked at my bare head, over my face, and at my clothing. And he said nothing for an uncomfortably long period.

      Finally, he said, “So, you obviously survived.”

      “Yes. I understand that, for a time, that was under question. But it takes a bit more to kill me. Not even a bottom cleaner can.”

      He chuckled and I laughed as well, but it wasn’t an easy kind of laugh. I was referring of course to the time that my leg had become infected, and I had been besieged by leeches and had needed a blood transfusion, all through my own stupidity.

      “It does take a little bit more to kill us,” he said.

      Coldi put a lot of meaning in their pronouns. It was a very inclusive us that he used, a form that I didn’t hear very often, and that was frequently used within a family.

      He obviously thought that, having Coldi genes, I was part of the Coldi race now. I didn’t know that I could feel it, but maybe he could.

      I was still trying to make sense of all the strange emotions that awakened in me.

      I said, “Is everything all right there? Is there anything you want me to do?”

      It was a bit odd that he was officially my employer, but he rarely gave me a specific job to do. I had asked him once. He told me to use my own judgement of what needed doing. As long as I understood that my task was to go into places where he couldn’t, and represent his views.

      “Yes, everything is all right,” he said. “Nimazhu is becoming such a big girl. She is running around the house keeping all my staff busy. Raanu loves her. She takes her out on walks and plays with her all the time.”

      It was a very strange conversation, talking about the daughters he rarely mentioned. Perhaps he was attempting to ask me, out of genuine concern, if I was all right. The notion of a friendship between unequals was unknown to Coldi. But he probably knew that we humans valued that sort of emotional interaction and that I would appreciate it. Which meant he most likely wanted something from me, and I wasn’t sure when he was going to ask.

      “Yes, I’ve heard that they are quite a handful at that age.” Ayshada certainly was. I could hear him yell across the hall.

      “Have you chosen a name yet?”

      There was that naming problem again. I really had to do something about it fairly soon.

      “I’m going to deal with it within the next few days. I will notify Asha.”

      “I would like to know what I need to call you.”

      “Do you have any suggestions?”

      “I would like to call you Rizha.”

      That shook me a little bit.

      In Coldi the letters M and R were sometimes interchangeable. Mizha had been chief coordinator at the time that settlements were planned on Earth. Was there any meaning in his suggestion?

      I also felt embarrassed to name myself after such a high-ranking person. I knew that sometimes Coldi parents chose these names because they wanted their children to do well, but it was seen as pretentious. I didn’t like pretentious. He liked the name?

      It was because of Mizha that he had faced a number of problems with Nations of Earth. I could hardly imagine that he would want me to choose a name similar to this man’s. Surely he had to be joking.

      But I could see no sign of it on his face.

      “I will consider all the options very carefully,” I said.

      He let the subject rest after that. He asked me a few things about the medical procedure and my health and what Lilona had said about travelling to Asto for the initiation ceremony. I hardly felt that he was the person to organise logistics about my trip, but I answered him as best as I could.

      It looked like he was about to sign off, without having said anything of significance.

      And then he said, “Have you heard anything from Margarethe recently?”

      Oh. That was why he had contacted me—he needed to tell her something. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to know what it was.

      I told him that the last time I had been in contact with her was before I went in to the hospital to have the procedure that went so horribly wrong. So it was probably about a month ago.

      “But if you want to get onto Margarethe, you can always contact Amarru, and she will relay the question without any interference from the local media,” I said.

      “Yes,” he said, without further comment.

      I suspected that the matter was too sensitive even for the usual channels.

      And that worried me even more. For several reasons. Because I had never found out what exactly had happened in those two weeks that Ezhya and Margarethe had been together at Kedras. Both of them had said very little about it. All the worries I had about appropriateness resurfaced. As far as I knew Margarethe still had at least two years of her term to serve as president of Nations of Earth. Ezhya was not a young man, and those in his job did not retire. Chief Coordinators kept serving until the end. When someone at that level in Asto society stepped down, they usually committed suicide, or someone else killed them. It was a harsh and violent world up on the top of the Asto society.

      Heart thudding, I suggested, “I can contact her, if you want.”

      “No, it can wait.”

      And I knew it couldn’t, because otherwise he wouldn’t have contacted me. Nor would he have been so casual about it. But he obviously wanted no one else to know.

      He signed off in his usual abrupt fashion, and it was only when the connection was cut that I remembered that Margarethe had sent me a message that I could expect Minke Kluysters to turn up somewhere, because they had traced him leaving the planet. But surely Ezhya would care little about that. To him, Minke was just a hustler, a small time politician trying to fight for his attention. I hadn’t even briefed Ezhya on exactly how Earth’s referendum to join gamra was won. It didn’t matter.

      Ezhya didn’t need to know about Minke Kluysters and other Earth-based self-important businessmen.

      I was expecting Minke to turn up in Barresh and had already contacted him because he had asked me to help him set up an office. I would deal with that request. I would lead him around and oversee his meetings. It was called keeping one’s enemies close.
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      Well, there was an interesting situation straight away. I didn’t even get the time to recover and already the mysteries were piling up.

      I sat in the hub after he had disconnected, staring into the darkness that really was a lot darker than I remembered. I’d always known that Coldi night vision was not good, but somehow had never expected it to be so . . . limited. I could only see the hub console with all of Devlin’s empty cups lined up across the top.

      The sound of talk and laughter drifted out of the living room. Ayshada was babbling at the top of his voice, making words that meant nothing, to pretend that he was talking, too.

      I should go and join them.

      I should talk to Thayu about this strange call and what she made of it.

      Damn it, I had intended to use this supposedly quiet period to do a few jobs that would bring in some money. Unfortunately my stay in hospital had not done much for my finances and I did not want to ask Ezhya to pay for my decision to employ two new office staff and Ynggi.

      But I had needed the office staff because of all the local responsibilities that continued to pile up, and I’d wanted Ynggi, because I wanted my household to be varied. I wanted people from different worlds and different clans to be part of it, so that their voices could be heard and understanding gained.

      “Are you coming?” Thayu stood at the door, a silhouette backlit by the bright light in the hall.

      I pushed myself up from the bench.

      Devlin came in from the hall, carrying yet another cup, this one full.

      “I’ll take care of communication,” he said. “You go and join the others.”

      “Eirani is trying to kill us with food,” Thayu said. “You’re going to have to come to the table, or she will come in here and drag you out.”

      I wasn’t terribly hungry, but I went with her anyway.

      Thayu had not been exaggerating. The selection of food on the table was the most extravagant I had seen for a while.

      All the members of my team were sitting around the table.

      “Whose birthday is it?” I asked while sitting down. The concept of birthdays was a thing that had become hugely popular in our household. Coldi didn’t celebrate birthdays, keihu and Indrahui didn’t, either. But all of them understood the concept and enjoyed parties. Moreover, it gave Eirani a reason to break out the special food.

      “We have to celebrate that you’re home,” Eirani said.

      I sat down at the table in between Thayu and Nicha, in between their familiar presence and familiar smell. The food was rich, colourful, exquisite. There was nut bread, colourful salads, fruit, smoked fish for Ynggi, lizard eggs, noodles and too many other things to mention. Eirani and the kitchen really had done a lot of work.

      For a while, the talk was happy.

      Apparently, while I’d been away, Ynggi had turned his downstairs room into a rainforest.

      “You should see it,” Deyu said. “The plants are growing up the wall and right to the ceiling. It smells of flowers in there.”

      Ynggi sat at the end of the table, and he blushed, the tip of his tail describing little circles behind him.

      “Don’t embarrass him,” Karana said. She was making an attempt to feed Ayshada, but he was more interested in Ynggi’s tail.

      Reida snorted. “It was much better before Eirani told him that the ringgit are meant to stay outside.”

      Everyone laughed, including Ynggi.

      I asked where Veyada was, but Nicha assured me that he would be there for dinner.

      “What? There is dinner after this?”

      I had barely touched the food on my plate. Apart from the fact that my sense of smell was sensitive, my taste was not the same, and what was more, using the tongs that came with the traditional keihu dishes was awkward. I had no idea what was going on with my fine motor skills, but simple tasks like eating and writing felt like torture.

      “You have to eat well, Muri,” Eirani said. “You’re much too thin.”

      I knew she was right, and struggled with the tongs, never quite getting the grip right.

      After watching me struggle for a while Thayu said, quietly, “You are tired, right?”

      “No more than usual, but I just had a very strange conversation that disturbs me.”

      She spoke in a low voice. “That was Ezhya, right?”

      “How did you know that?”

      “I’ve spoken to him a few times. He seemed very keen to know how you were doing.”

      “Did he mention any particular reason for that?”

      “He didn’t say as much, but I think that in the Aghyrian settlements, here in Barresh and way back in Miran, they tried to do something similar to what you’re doing with your body: turn people from Aghyrian into Coldi, because back then some people still viewed being Aghyrian as abomination. They found that the sheya instinct was something that was quite affected by changes in the chromosome structure. There seems to be evidence that people actually acquired the instinct after they were treated. I guess he is curious.”

      “I don’t think that applies to me.”

      “Doesn’t it?” She met my eyes. “Why not?”

      “Because . . .” I spread my hands. “I haven’t noticed any difference in how I relate to you or Nicha.”

      “I don’t know. I would have guessed that you always had a little bit of the instinct. Because I don’t think that you would have been able to do as well as you’re doing if you didn’t understand the instinct.”

      “Understanding it is not the same as having it.”

      “No, but understanding it to a certain level definitely requires some kind of affinity with it.”

      That was a disturbing thought. I had never seen it that way. It took me back to the very first time I’d met Nicha.

      I knew that if two Coldi met each other and they had never seen each other before, and there was no precedent for how the two people’s ranks related to each other, there was a chance that a fight would break out. Modern Coldi were embarrassed if they came to blows, because they considered the reaction primitive. The fact that they needed to establish if a person they met was superior or subordinate was pathological to them. The sheya instinct.

      I remembered the very first time I saw Nicha. He had looked at me sideways, and his hand had twitched as if he’d been about to spring. He had never really told me that he’d had a reaction to me, but I had suspected it, because I heard it sometimes happened.

      Somehow, he had been much more comfortable since he could admit that he felt subordinate to me.

      I had assumed that this was because of something to do with Nicha, not with me.

      Then I thought of my strange talk with Ezhya. How intensely he had looked at me. How he had used that very inclusive us pronoun.

      I asked, “If I had the instinct, would it manifest through a projection?”

      Thayu had to think about that. “It usually doesn’t, but then again we very rarely talk directly to people who are not already in our association.”

      That was also true. It was the task of the leader of the association to deal with outsiders. It was the task of the leader to forge a safe path for the others to follow.

      Maybe Ezhya had felt something about me as well—he had always displayed a curious interest in me—and wanted to know how the change affected me, whether I had developed the instinct. Throughout history, Coldi society had a record of disdain for people who did not have the instinct. It was not so strong at present, but the Aghyrian movement, its links with the zeyshi rogues—who were mostly throwback Aghyrians where the chromosome graft had come undone—was proof of that. Its past treatment of Hedron—people from the Ezmi clan who didn’t have the instinct—was evidence of that.

      Maybe Ezhya’s curiosity about me came because he felt something, and because he couldn’t figure me out. Also because if I was Coldi, I would have the right to take his position—having shot his main rival—and he wanted to keep an eye on just how Coldi I was becoming. Because if this treatment made me develop the instinct, then . . . that was a whole minefield I didn’t want to get into.

      I wasn’t Coldi; I hadn’t grown up in Athyl. I had no desire whatsoever to challenge Ezhya, but it might just be that this conflict was out of my hands. It wasn’t about what I felt, it was about what everyone else felt. If the upper circles in Asto cottoned onto the fact that their leader was weak because he allowed someone they saw as a challenger to live, then . . .

      Damn, I didn’t even want to think about it.

      The door in the hall opened and a moment later Veyada came in. He rushed into the living room and sat down at the table without saying a word. He looked down, not meeting my eyes. His face was red.

      He exchanged a look with his mother, but neither of them said anything. Sheydu resumed the conversation she had been having with Reida about some gadget.

      I glanced at Thayu. What was that about?

      She shrugged in a noncommittal way. I had no doubt I would hear about this later.

      After I had eaten as much as I could manage, which wasn’t terribly much, I went to our bedroom for a rest. I didn’t intend to sleep, but the day had worn me out more than I admitted, and reading up on reports was terribly boring. I didn’t notice when the reader slipped from my hand and I fell into blissful sleep.
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      Sometime later in the afternoon, I woke to a knock on my door. I pressed myself up, surprised and feeling woolly.

      Devlin came in. “Muri, I am sorry to disturb you, but there has been a lady calling a few times in the last few weeks, and I am not sure what to do about her.”

      “Which lady?”

      “It’s that woman who was talking to you before you went into the hospital.”

      I had to do a mental shift.

      That had to be the Mirani wife of Earth-born academic Benton Leck. I vaguely remembered how she had contacted me about having lost contact with her husband, who was on some kind of research trip. I’d actually been annoyed with her, because, while she was worried, she wouldn’t give me any indication as to where her husband was and what he was doing there, and I remembered palming her off because of the lack of detail she gave me.

      I remembered Sheydu making a cruel joke when I mentioned her to my team. She had said that the man had probably taken off with his mistress. We’d exchanged some lame jokes about it.

      Oh man, I really hoped this wasn’t something that was going to turn around to bite me in the behind. One of those famous last words occasions where my lame jokes and rudeness while palming her off would be plastered across the media for all to laugh at.

      Benton Leck had married into one of the old Endri families of Miran. The woman’s name was Aliandra Ilendar—that alone said everything about her background. Ilendar was one of the Foundation families, so she came with a lot of attitude. Those families were like the Nations of Earth diplomatic elite, only more established, more entitled and more self-righteous. They generally kept to Miran, but I swore they could give the Aghyrians a run for their money in the arrogance stakes.

      The Ilendar family was influential in the Mirani council; they had money and owned a lot of businesses.

      For all that Barresh was a shining pearl of a town, it lay inside a small enclave surrounded by the sleeping giant Miran.

      Those with influence in Miran were not people to piss off, no matter how entitled their requests seemed. I just hadn’t yet figured out what this woman actually wanted from me or why she kept contacting me—wasting our time—if she wasn’t going to tell me where her husband was so that I could pass the matter off to the relevant authorities who could find him. If finding him was indeed what she wanted.

      When I looked into the matter before, I had found out that she regularly wrote self-important letters to the Barresh Council, complaining about some issue affecting her, like the construction noise from next door, or the times rubbish was collected.

      That had been a big factor in my casual dismissal of her. And I was extremely busy, this sort of stuff was not my normal job, and I hadn’t been well⁠—

      Excuses, excuses.

      I hoped I hadn’t missed vital clues that this was going to be more important, but something in the back of my mind said that it might just be, and that I was stupid and just as arrogant as the Mirani Endri were said to be.

      “Did she give out more information than usual?” I asked him.

      “No, but the message came with the seal of the Mirani Council.”

      Crap, that was just what I needed. They were far too easily offended.

      I dragged myself out of bed and followed him to the hub. I looked at the message he had received. It was indeed from Benton Leck’s wife, written with the seal of the Mirani Council, with the image of the city of Miran’s famous watchtower. As far as logos went, it looked severe and foreboding.

      She wanted me to pick up something from a private box somewhere in town. She said that her maid would give me the number and the key. Only to me. She said that there would be payment involved.

      The message read,

      It is scandalous that nobody in Barresh seems to care except you. The council is rotten to its core. I have been in there so many times and when they see me they always say yes madam yes madam, but I am sure that as soon as I turn my back they laugh at me. Because I am a silly lady.

      Well maybe it would’ve helped if she didn’t always go to the council to complain about everything.

      My husband is still missing. I have been threatened by people in town. They are high-profile people, too, and I have been forced to leave town while the council did nothing. You probably think I am crazy, but to show you that I’m not, and that my husband has not taken off with another woman, as some have even said, I am prepared to compensate you fairly for your help.

      My ears were glowing. This was precisely what we had said, and I had very much been trying to get her off my back.

      Nicha came in. His eyes widened as he noticed the logo of the Mirani Council. “Is there a problem?”

      I showed him the message.

      He snorted. “That woman again?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Why does she keep playing games with you?”

      I shrugged. “Because her husband is from Earth, and in the past I have helped people from Earth.” I was talking about Robert Davidson, for whom I had gone around to all the residents of Barresh who were from Earth to find out what might have happened to him. I did remember seeing Benton Leck’s wife back then, and at some point she must have concluded that I was the go-to person for this sort of thing.

      Nicha said, “If she really wants help, she should ask Melissa.”

      That was Melissa Heyworth, who had been elevated to proper gamra delegate after the vote of Earth to join gamra went through.

      “Melissa is dealing with politics and diplomacy. She has no time to look after individual cases.”

      “And you do?”

      I guessed I didn’t, but for some reason I found it hard just to tell people no to their face. No matter how much they annoyed me, people wanted something and the fact that they were asking me often meant that they had nowhere else to turn. If you were a stranger in this town, the local bureaucracy could be very hostile.

      I blew out a breath. “I have to admit that I’m not sure how seriously I should take all of her stories.”

      Nicha snorted. “How about none of them? The woman is crazy, and she just wants attention. We have too much to do to give this any time. You are not well. Find someone else to deal with it.”

      “She says she will pay fairly, and I believe her on that front. I mean—these Mirani nobles never mention money unless they’re happy to part with it.”

      And Nicha was aware of the fact that we had a bit of an income problem. He also never gave me the usual reply that I got from the others in my association—just ask Ezhya for more—because he understood why I didn’t like doing that. Coldi in general cared much more for influence than money, but plenty of people at the gamra island thought differently. I didn’t want any of my household’s ethics brought into question. We needed some independent income and had for some time.

      “I guess you want to scope it out,” Nicha said, heaving a sigh.

      “It seems a fairly easy project.”

      “You’re just out of hospital. You nearly died. Nothing is easy right now.”

      “Oh, I’m not going into town today to see what she wants.”

      “Only tomorrow?”

      “Yeah, maybe tomorrow.”

      He rolled his eyes. “I was joking.”

      “But I’m not. I’ll never become stronger if I stay inside and do nothing all day.”

      “I really wished that you knew how to observe a rest period as Lilona told you to. But I’m guessing I’m holding my hopes too high.”

      “I feel fine.”

      “That’s what you said last time, in this very room. Then you went into the hall and collapsed on the floor.”
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      My decision to go into town the next day was not met with universal enthusiasm from my team, which was as I had expected.

      Thayu told me as much after a restless night. “Why don’t you let someone else deal with it? It’s not your job to be this woman’s personal investigator.”

      “It’s quick to do and will give us some funds. It keeps us in the good books with the people of influence in Miran⁠—”

      She raised her hands.

      “—Yes, I know you’ll say, ‘So what? They’re only Miran and they’re old-fashioned and quaint,’ but I care. Who knows when we’ll need something from Miran that we can get only because I’ve been helpful to them in the past?”

      Thayu snorted. “Want something from them? They don’t even grow mushrooms.”

      But she was laughing and I laughed as well. One could take this all too seriously. “Look, whatever my reasons, I want the woman off my back. I want to know what she’s on about, whether she wants her husband found or not, or whatever it is she wants, and then we can palm her off onto someone else, and maybe get some money and get on with important things.”

      “Like, how to get you back to health so you can perform the honours to get me pregnant in the first place.”

      “Watch what you’re saying.” I lunged for her, but she jumped out of the way. I lunged again, but she jumped further.

      “Nope, nope, you’ll need to do better than that to catch me. Prove yourself to me, show off all your little swimmers to the medico.”

      There was that, too. Lilona had said that, before we made another attempt, she wanted to check me out fully. All this meddling into what was supposed to be private was rather tiresome and slightly embarrassing. Especially when somebody poked electrodes to see if particular anatomic functions did their job. But enough about that.

      Thayu left the room. I got dressed and went after her.

      All the members of my team sat around the dining table for breakfast. Even Evi and Telaris were there.

      Ayshada squealed when I came in. He held his arms out, and I picked him up, setting him on my knees. Being Coldi, and a toddler, he didn’t yet have the ability to vary his body temperature, and holding him was much like handling a hot water bottle. He didn’t feel so warm today, and I wondered if this was because I had a fever or my temperature was permanently going up.

      Deyu was showing Karana images of creatures from all over the inhabited worlds. I recognised a picture of my father’s llamas. Karana pulled a face. Those things were so temperamental, and Deyu had been the only one who had managed to come close to them.

      She flicked to another picture. It was an elephant, a big male with its ears flapping.

      “Hey, Veyada, an elephant,” Deyu said.

      This would normally draw some kind of remark from Veyada, depending on his mood, but he was in discussion with Sheydu and didn’t hear her. They were speaking in low voices. Their interactions had held an uncomfortable intensity ever since Veyada had come back from wherever he had been, and I couldn’t say that I liked it.

      “I’m going for a short trip into town today,” I announced.

      Everyone around the table fell quiet and watched me. They didn’t question my judgement to go into town in front of the others. That was something I had never realised: the dynamics within my association. I told them what I’d decided, and with the exception of Thayu and Nicha, they never questioned.

      It was an odd thing, realising this and realising that I had never noticed this before.

      Eirani would have questioned my plans, but she had left the room.

      I continued, feeling a bit rattled. “We may have a little job to do, and I may ask some of you to assist, but meanwhile, keep doing your regular jobs. Anyone who has time is free to volunteer to come with me.”

      That’s what I would normally say, but it also felt wrong to me. None of them mentioned it, and I wondered if it felt wrong to them, too. Maybe it had always felt wrong to them and it was just me who had become attuned to this.

      Or maybe I was just crazy and lingering medical issues were playing games with my brain.

      It was awkward; it put a hole right in the place that I’d thought relatively safe from upheaval: my confidence that if I handled the matter in a certain way, my association would understand me.

      But nothing was certain anymore, and my confidence lay in shards on the tiled mosaic floor in the hall.

      Evi and Telaris volunteered, again because they didn’t realise that my asking for volunteers was wrong. I should tell them.

      Blood roaring in my ears, I randomly chose someone. “Reida?”

      He looked up. “Yes, of course I’ll come.” His eyes widened. Was he shocked?

      I glanced at Thayu, wondering what I had just done, but she didn’t act like she’d noticed anything unusual. My heart was hammering. What was wrong with me?

      I spent most of breakfast watching the members of my team interact, nervous, wondering what was different and why.

      Veyada and Sheydu were talking about whatever was going on between them. Reida was talking to Nicha. He acted subservient even if his body language didn’t clearly show it. How did I know?

      I didn’t figure it out. Just . . . saw it.

      After breakfast Eirani told me that she would help me get ready.

      I protested. “That’s not really necessary.”

      “Of course it is. You can’t go into town like this.”

      So I went to the bedroom, and a moment later Eirani came in carrying a basket. Protruding from the top was a soft hairy thing, that looked very much like a⁠—

      She set the basket down on the dressing table. “Look, I got this for you.” She pulled out the hairy thing. Locks of black hair tumbled down. A wig.

      “Oh, no, I’m not wearing that.”

      “But Muri, you look like a prisoner. Aliandra Ilendar won’t think much of you if you turn up like this.”

      She might well be right, but no. “She is not going to be there. I’m just going to pick up something from the staff.”

      “They won’t think much of you either.”

      Also true.

      “Just try it.”

      She put the thing on my head. It was hot and itchy. The black hair fell to my shoulders. It was not fake hair, I realised. Coldi hair tended to lose its sheen after while.

      “Now have a look at yourself.” She turned the chair so I faced the mirror.

      Disturbingly, I looked only half as ridiculous as I’d imagined. And even more disturbingly, I barely recognised my own face. The lines in my face had become hard, my eyes sunken, my irises quite dark in this low light. I leaned to the mirror. Yes, my eyes were still blue, but didn’t seem as light as they had been.

      The skin on my face was soft like a Coldi’s.

      “Doesn’t that look much better?”

      I had to admit that it softened my skeleton look. “I’m still not wearing it.”

      “Why not? You look good like this.”

      “It’s not always about what we look like, but who we are.”

      She pulled the wig off. “And like this, you look like a sick skeleton that has escaped from prison.”

      I stared at my mirror image, emaciated, hollow-eyed. I looked like . . . I was transported back in time to when I was six, and my father gently pushed me into a hospital room. It was getting dark outside. I’d come from school and gone to my grandparents who had brought me here.

      I couldn’t help but stare at the figure on the bed.

      That was my mother? What had happened to her silken hair? What had happened to her full cheeks?

      She reached out her hands to me.

      “Come on, say hello,” my father said behind me.

      I was too scared to move. She looked like she would break if I touched her.

      “Muri?” Eirani’s voice shook me back to reality.

      “It’s all right.” I wiped my eyes. “I’m still not wearing it.”

      Eirani mumbled something about looking like a criminal, but she helped me put on my blue shirt and jacket.

      When she had packed up and left the room, I got up and looked at myself in the mirror. Eirani had rather overdone the jewellery, but I let it be. She was determined to make sure that whatever stupid choices she thought I made about my attire, I wouldn’t look like a prisoner.

      Then I noticed movement in the corner of the mirror. Thayu was standing at the door. How long had she been there?

      She came to me and ran her warm hands through the stubble on my head. “What colour do you think it will grow back?”

      “Not black,” I said.

      “No, I think it might be white or grey.” She studied the top of my head. “The colour is odd, though.”

      Her fingers massaged my scalp. The feeling was soothing. I closed my eyes.

      “Black looked good on you, though.”

      I opened my eyes. “Did you see that wig she got?”

      “She’s been talking about it a bit.”

      “Do you think I should wear it?”

      She shrugged. “You can decide.”

      Great, now I felt like an arse. Eirani meant well. I should apologise to her. But it only made me more determined not to wear a wig. My mother had worn a wig, in those last days of her illness. Wigs were for sick people.

      But we were ready, and met Evi, Telaris and Reida in the hallway.

      We left our apartment walked through the hall down the stairs and outside onto the bright and sunny boulevards of the island. People greeted me, and some even asked how I was. I assumed that the news of my stay in hospital was general knowledge.

      The trip into town was uneventful.

      On the train, I asked Reida about his training. Since his rocky start with us, Reida had doubled down on his learning. He’d taken lessons in formal Coldi, he’d taken an apprenticeship with a company installing security equipment, and then I’d sent him to a specialised training program for listening to and interpreting captured electronic signals. He’d been making little robots and zooming them around the house—much to the delight of Ayshada.

      I asked him if there was anything else he aspired to.

      “I want to be the best.”

      “What do you need in order to be the best?”

      He looked down. “I would want to go to the spy academy in Athyl.” His cheeks coloured.

      “Thayu went there. Why don’t you ask her how to get in?”

      “They will never accept me.”

      “No, Thayu never said that.” She said it would be hard, not impossible. “If you are the best, the most promising student, they will take you, regardless of the fact that you’re from the wrong clan.” And he definitely was. Reida was a true Asto Ezmi, straight from the zeyshi rogues of the Outer Circle. He even had the zeyshi tattoos. “Don’t be ashamed of where you’re from and who you are. Show what you can do. They will accept you.”

      He was still looking down and didn’t seem convinced. I reached out and pushed his chin up until he looked at me. It was a typical Coldi gesture that I had despised when I’d first seen it. But it was not as demeaning as it looked from human eyes. It was a gesture of care and intimacy. A gesture a teacher would make to a student.

      “They will accept you,” I repeated. “Do the work, and they will have no choice. You’re good, Reida; you know that.”

      His cheeks coloured.

      We got out of the train at the airport and walked up the hill to the Exchange.

      Benton Leck lived in one of the large houses behind the main square, a multi-storey affair that, maybe a hundred years ago, would’ve belonged to one of the large local families. Maybe a counsellor or some business man with a lot of money. These days those houses were mostly subdivided into smaller units, because few people had huge households anymore, and certainly none lived in one house with all their Pengali domestic workers.

      Except it seemed time had passed this house by.

      Vines cascaded over the wall, creeping through the gaps between the metal gate and the wall. The gate hung crooked and creaked when I pushed it open. The pond outside the front door was full of leaves, and clumps of marsh grass had come up in the water. The walls of the house needed painting, and in places the stucco had come off the walls, displaying the bare stone underneath.

      We walked across the uneven path up the steps to a dusty porch to the front door.

      I knocked.

      We waited. Evi and
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