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      The delegation from the Thousand Island tribe was definitely the strangest party to ever have graced the hall of my apartment.

      We’d been expecting them, even if they had never let us know what day and time they would come—lacking, as Sheydu would bluntly say, the means to tell the time with any measure of accuracy. Not that I believed for one moment that Pengali didn’t have an accurate timing scheme, but I suspected that they, being Pengali, didn’t think notifying us particularly important.

      Because there was always someone at the apartment, right?

      So they had arrived at a slightly inconvenient moment, when I’d been in the middle of a prearranged call that I couldn’t end based on the activity in my hall, and I’d spent the rest of the call—to my accountant at the Trader Ledger of all things—listening to the various sounds in the hall with one ear.

      I didn’t like talking money at the best of times—I’d put off doing the budget for long enough already—let alone when there was stuff going on in the house that I should attend instead. Admittedly, the budget was important, especially when it concerned over twenty people and provisions for off-world trips; and the bottom line made me cringe with its stark revelation that our household would go in the negative unless I found another source of income. Although I was no stranger to finding funds, it was one of my least favourite activities and one I had—wrongfully—assumed I’d been relieved of by signing on as a special envoy to gamra for Ezhya Palayi. But now our team had grown so much that expenses outpaced income and I was going to have to do something to get additional income, because shedding people was out of the question. That was what the accountant wanted me to do, but she was Kedrasi and had no concept of Coldi associations and their loyalty networks, and some of the other staff had been at the apartment longer than I had. Did she really expect me to toss them onto the street?

      When the call finally ended, and I came from the dark hub into the light-filled hall, I found the Pengali delegation in the middle of the pretty mosaic tiled floor.

      The group consisted of at least twenty Pengali, bunched together with the young males facing outward, ready to protect their elder who stood in the middle of the group.

      That elder was Abri. I knew her and was expecting her. I hadn’t quite expected so many others.

      All of them looked splendid, with intricate, traditional hairstyles with many plaits full of glass beads and little trinkets made from fish scales, teeth or lizard feet. The male guards’ torsos were naked, displaying the typical giraffe-like skin patterns of the Thousand Island tribe. They had even applied paint to their skin to bring the patterns out more. Their attire consisted of little more than a belt, on which most of them carried stonking great big knives of the type that would make the guards on the gamra island nervous.

      Two of those guards had come into the apartment with the group, and they stood near the front door, which was still open, and through which I could see my faithful guards Evi and Telaris on the walkway, both looking on in a bemused fashion—dare I say laughing?

      My eyes found another familiar face in the group: the young male Ynggi, who was going to be the group’s translator into Coldi. The Exchange would provide a certified Coldi to Isla translator.

      I remembered I should never bow to a Pengali, not even to greet someone, and I waggled my hand in front of me, lacking the tail that they used for signalling greetings.

      In fact, those black and white banded appendages were waving in and out of the group, signalling their feelings. The young men at the front appealed for calm. An older man behind them was unsure about the members of my team who stood in the hallway and looked very threatening. His tail waved at shoulder height.

      Abri—good old Abri—elder of the tribe, waved her tail around her knees and the younger woman next to her, who had to be her daughter, made zigzag patterns in the air, whatever that meant.

      And that thin, wildly waving tail from the arms of the daughter, was that really a young child?

      What was a child doing here in this group? The Pengali were here because we were going to a court hearing, on Earth no less.

      For that matter, why had they brought all these fighters with knives that made the gamra guards nervous? That was not part of our agreement. We’d agreed on Abri, her daughter and Ynggi.

      As I approached, Abri came out of the group. She carried a low basket made from seaweed holding a glistening, smooth fish. She held this out to me.

      Behind her, the young male fighters took up positions in two lines so that they all faced me. Their faces were very serious.

      The offering of food was a traditional Pengali custom. As traditional custodians of the islands and the land around Barresh, the Pengali had welcomed several waves of newcomers—and had usually become worse off for it to the point where one rarely saw tribal Pengali in the city anymore. Yet they continued doggedly with this custom. Thousand Island Pengali were very traditional, scoffed at even by their own kinsfolk who lived in the poorer parts of the city and who had adopted notions like wearing clothes and working during the day.

      I took the fish from her. It was quite heavy and didn’t yet have the fishy smell that always hung around the markets.

      “Welcome to my house,” I said to Abri.

      Thousand Island Pengali were more likely to speak Coldi than the local keihu language, because they had never been welcome in town and, in times past, their settlement had dealt directly with Coldi visitors from Asto who came to buy their products.

      Abri looked at the high vaulted ceiling in the hall to my apartment. “Your house is very big.”

      “Thank you. I hope you had a nice trip.” These were all formalities that were part of a Pengali greeting. You were meant to reply with honesty, not with empty platitudes.

      Abri lifted her tail to eye level and wriggled the tip. “The fishing was favourable.”

      And that was all that mattered. That fish in the basket had probably been caught on the way in.

      “I can see that. It is a very good fish that will grace our gathering tonight.”

      She seemed pleased with that. Taking a meal together was another one of those formalities.

      With the formal part of the greetings now over, I asked, “Did you bring any luggage?”

      She gave me a puzzled look.

      I explained. “Packs? Shoes, warm clothes?” Or just clothes full stop, because they were only wearing their traditional belts, and this level of clothing, or the lack thereof, would raise eyebrows even in Barresh, where it was warm. “You know, any personal things you’d like to bring?”

      “We have that.” She gestured with her tail to a small bundle at the feet of one of her companions. It was a net, containing a couple of fishbone hoops with a thin gauze-like material, a carved box with a glass lid that contained hooks, and rolls of wire.

      Fishing gear. Sure, that made sense. That was all one needed on an interplanetary trip.

      Oh, well, I’d have to get Eirani to pack all the clothes we had fortunately prepared in advance, since in my past interactions with the tribe I’d had a feeling that it might be necessary.

      “I will ask the staff to show you your rooms.” I eyed the members of the entourage. We’d only prepared for Abri, her daughter Kita and the translator Ynggi. I didn’t understand what the rest of all these other people were doing here and whether Abri thought that they could stay here before going back to the tribe’s territory. On second thoughts, she didn’t assume that they were coming on the trip, did she? Did she even know how much the tickets through the Exchange cost?

      It wouldn’t surprise me if she thought they were coming, Thayu said through our feeder.

      I hadn’t seen her come into the hallway, but she had been in the office, and would have heard the commotion. She stood behind me and I could feel the bemusement dripping from her. She’d been teasing me about Pengali and their customs ever since we’d gotten the summons to turn up at the court. It was a playful teasing intended for my ears only, but I well understood the basis of it: the stiff formalities at the court and the Pengali customs that related to place, weather and items of food were not exactly compatible.

      Get this: we were going to take a bunch of tribal Pengali to a highly formal session of the Nations of Earth criminal court, where Abri was to be a witness. That was going to be, in Thayu’s words, interesting.

      I decided not to immediately press the issue of the extra numbers, hoping it would resolve by itself. Problems often did when dealing with Pengali, and it was never productive to press for an answer when they were not ready to give one. Frustrating, but true.

      Their thought processes were alien and opaque to many of us, but they were definitely not stupid.

      I invited the group into the living room, where Eirani stood at the entrance, looking slightly alarmed, probably by the increased numbers. In her eyes, I could see the protest: But I didn’t plan for so many for dinner! She became the recipient of the basket with the fish.

      An appreciative nod. It was a very good fish.

      “Will I cook this for dinner tonight, Muri?” she asked, glancing sideways at the group.

      “That would be a good idea.”

      “Are all these people staying here? We don’t have any⁠—”

      “Shhh. It will sort itself out.”

      “But the room I set up is too small. We will have to move everything to⁠—”

      “Shhh. Let’s wait and see. I very much doubt they’ll expect to stay.”

      A nod, still a bit uncertain. To be honest, I was by no means certain that they wouldn’t expect to stay either.

      Eirani had been somewhat conditioned to the presence of Pengali through a prior visit to my house by Ynggi, during which he had explained the concept of fish-giving. But I didn’t think Eirani either liked or understood them, and she probably had not been present when he gave his explanation.

      Wait and see was not her style. She wanted to get things ready, not run after everyone and panic about how she was going to feed and look after these people. She wanted to be prepared.

      In the old keihu families in town, like the one where she grew up, if keihu people worked with any Pengali it was in the capacity of being their boss. The Pengali in question were always from the Washing Stones tribe, many of whom lived in Barresh and were used to the requirements of living in a town, including the wearing of clothes and being awake during the daytime.

      But these were Thousand Island Pengali, alien, tribal, wild, and everyone knew that they were fierce, could be easily offended by the strangest things, and had very big and sharp knives.

      We went into the living room.

      The Pengali fighters solved the issue for us by staying at the door.

      “Do they not want to come in?” I asked Abri, because now was the time to raise the issue.

      “The tide is going out.” As it would be at this time of the day. “The fishing will be good.”

      “All right then. Tell them to take care. Tell them that they can come here to pick you up when we’re back.”

      Abri spoke to the men in Pengali, a rattling language with a distinct shortage of vowels. They snapped their tails and retreated into the hall.

      “Give them the parcel from the table in the hall,” I called after Evi, whose dark Indrahui figure I spotted through the doorway. Evi was partial to fish. He would give the Pengali the presents for the tribe—in this case a few sets of children’s toys and a box of Asian prawn chips which I’d gotten from the Chinese restaurant owner Huang Le and which he semi-legally imported from Earth for his restaurant. They were extremely popular with townsfolk, including Pengali, and there were always some kids watching through the window into Huang Le’s kitchen when he tossed the chips into hot oil and they grew into arm-length wavy sheets. You saw people nibbling on those everywhere in the streets. Some people even tried to make their own. That was a typically Pengali venture, because they always tried to figure out how to make the things they liked.

      I sat down opposite Abri. Ynggi sat on the carpet next to her. One did not sit in a higher spot than an elder. Ynggi was the least traditionally dressed of all of them, although I didn’t think the pale blue skirt he wore was going to do the job when travelling on the shuttle, let alone on Earth.

      And what was that? Why was that toddler still here, in the arms of the woman who was Abri’s daughter?

      “The tribal council decided it was a three-generation matter,” Abri said, picking up on the fact that I had noticed the child. “My generation . . .” She pointed at herself with her tail, and then at her daughter whose name was Kita, and then at the child. “My daughter and my daughter’s daughter. Three generations to talk. Kasamo was a good person, happy to share his fish with others. We come so that they punish hairy face for killing him.” Thousand Island Pengali never used the names of people they did not respect. Robert Davidson, gun-crazy rogue mining magnate, had never shown any respect to the tribe. Gusamo Sahardjo, the victim of the crime—or Kasamo as the Pengali called him—had been a friend to the tribe.

      “Hairy face has come too often and taken too many of our young men. He promised them things that were not his to promise. Money! What use do we have for that? Just so that the young ones leave and never come back? So that they get in with the bad crowd, become rebellious and rude? Hairy face needs to be punished for killing Pengali also.”

      “I did tell you that the issue of Pengali victims will need to be raised later. This trial will be about Robert killing Gusamo.”

      I hated telling Abri this when she asked, and she had asked every time I’d seen her: how can we punish him for what he did to us? I had no answers for her. People on Earth were not going to be interested in punishing Robert for crimes against non-humans.

      Besides, I was pretty sure that without legal framework, which we didn’t have because Earth was not a member of gamra, it would be almost impossible to charge someone from Earth with the murder of non-Earth people in the absence of a formal accusation, or, for that matter, much evidence.

      I had asked the lawyers about it, because it felt like the right thing to do, but the Nations of Earth prosecutor, Conrad Martens, who specialised in cases like this, had said that the first step would have to be the current trial.

      The little Pengali youngster peeked from over the top of the cloth bundle that her mother used to carry her. She crawled out. She was stark naked, completely covered, like all Pengali young children, in skin patterns which would become less prominent as she grew. Thousand Island tribe patterns were most commonly giraffe-like.

      Her hair was still down-like and fuzzy.

      She held her tail straight up to convey alertness. People on Earth spoke about “monkeys” but Pengali were nothing like that. They always walked with a straight back. Their back legs were strong and their arms were quite short. They used them for holding on, but I had never seen a Pengali older than a baby walk on all fours. They didn’t look like any kind of Earthly animal at all. But her huge eyes and her little hands made her incredibly cute.

      “Introduce the little one to me.”

      “This is Idda.” Abri picked the youngster up. Huge dark eyes met mine. I could see my reflection in them. “She was born in the season of the rains.”

      The previous year, I assumed. That made her almost two, about the same age as Nicha’s son Ayshada, who had gone out with the nanny and should be back home soon. “I understand you want her to come on the trip?”

      “It is a three-generation issue.” I guessed that was a roundabout way of saying yes.

      “A lot of the places where we’re going will not be welcoming to children.” That was the understatement of the century.

      “Do they not have children?”

      “They do, of course, but children cannot come into a great many places where adults do business. They don’t consider it appropriate.”

      She gave me a blank look. Even when I visited her at the tribe, when I had first heard of the impending trial and the fact that the prosecutor wanted to call Abri as witness, I had never felt that Abri came even close to understanding what sort of society she would be visiting.

      And we were coming in with a bunch of people who didn’t like wearing clothes, and two two-year-olds—because Nicha was bringing Ayshada. I guessed I could ask the nanny to look after this Pengali youngster as well. It would give Ayshada someone to play with.

      One of the junior domestic staff showed the Pengali their room, and all became quiet for a while.
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      When the Pengali had left the hall, Nicha, Thayu and I reconvened in my office, which overlooked the marshlands that surrounded Barresh.

      “It will be interesting,” Thayu said.

      “I just don’t understand what the lawyers at Nations of Earth are hoping to achieve and whether we can deliver it,” I said. “It would help a lot if we knew what they expected to get by dragging a witness like Abri into court, when it would be just as easy to record a testimony and deal with it remotely. There has to be a secondary purpose for our visit.”

      They both nodded. We’d been through it so many times, looked at political situations on Earth, and considered motives, but we had no answers.

      Melissa Heyworth, who had been shot and wounded by Robert, and who was Earth’s gamra representative, was already at the court. She had also been explicitly told not to discuss particulars of her testimony with Abri—and with me by extrapolation—in the interest of fairness of the trial.

      We had stuck to that. We wanted Robert convicted of his deeds, and we didn’t want to risk that he got off on a technicality. I also knew that if there was anything particularly controversial to share, Melissa had emergency ways of contacting us that wouldn’t be picked up by Nations of Earth, so I guessed that everything was fine and there was nothing to worry about.

      It was just that it took a huge chunk of time and effort out of my regular job to essentially be a chaperone to a group of Pengali.

      But Ezhya Palayi, Chief Coordinator of Asto, who was my direct employer, had said to me, “Take the time you need. I don’t know where it will take us, but the situation is very curious and I’ll be watching. One way or another, we’ll learn something from it.”

      And this was where I was glad to work for him, and not a rigid Earth-based employer who required me to work against set benchmarks and work only on certain projects and justify my time spent away from those projects.

      I’d often watched Melissa deal with this. She’d had to apply to take time out from her job as Nations of Earth representative to testify. Nations of Earth hadn’t liked it. They might even take her off certain projects and that would set back her career. I knew Melissa still hoped to get a job at Nations of Earth headquarters in Rotterdam at some point and she needed her brownie points.

      Nicha said, “Karana can look after the Pengali child.” In the silence, he’d clearly been thinking about practical issues.

      “Yes, I thought the same. She can keep Ayshada entertained.”

      Then he said, “We need to press the issue of clothing on them. Can you imagine the news when the Pengali turn up in full tribal outfits?”

      I could imagine the sensation. I could already hear the words primitive and natives and all the judgement that accompanied them. “We’ll have to make sure they dress appropriately at all times.”

      Thayu snorted. “They’ll be stubborn until they get there and realise it is cold over there. Then they’ll wear the clothes no problem.”

      “Yeah, we better take some extra just in case. I know Pengali are not stupid, but they’re going into this pretty unprepared for what they’ll face.”

      “Yes, it will be very interesting.”

      I agreed.

      Nicha said he wanted to bathe Ayshada and went out, leaving me alone with Thayu.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked her.

      “Tired.”

      She looked tired. I wished I didn’t have to drag her into this. Not now.

      After postponing my fertility treatment in order to wait for a better time we decided that there was never going to be a better time, and started with the easiest and least invasive genetic treatment option. It was not without discomfort. It had involved poking needles into my . . . you get the gist.

      But it had worked, and Thayu was pregnant. We had not announced it to anyone since it was early days, but my household knew. And Thayu was different. Moody, emotional.

      I took her in my arms and kissed her on her forehead.

      “We’ll be like a travelling sideshow,” I said. “Every news service on Earth will be full of stuff that Pengali get into, what they look like, what they wear, or don’t wear.”

      “Maybe that’s the point of it, putting them on display.”

      “That would make sense if there was an election going on and Margarethe was pushing for Earth to join gamra.” But the election had been a few months ago, Margarethe had been re-elected with the narrowest of margins, and the last time I’d heard anyone at Nations of Earth speak about Earth joining gamra was years ago.

      It looked less likely to happen than it ever had in my lifetime.

      I let out a breath and registered the delicious smells coming in from the hall. “Let’s go and get ready for that great fish. I’m looking forward to it.”

      But when I went into the hallway, we met Devlin coming the other way with a reader in his hand. His face carried an expression of worry.

      “Muri, this just came for you.”

      He handed the reader to me. There was only one type of communication that would come this way, and sure enough, on the screen was a message from the Nations of Earth court. The first few paragraphs rehashed the details of the hearing. I skimmed over those, because I was already familiar with them. The last paragraph said,

      Please ensure that you bring a translator acceptable to the court. Acceptable persons include any such certified, who must, in addition, not be a member of the group that the witness belongs to. Please resubmit your proposed official translator.

      Crap. Holy crap.

      I stared at Thayu, who had read over my shoulder.

      I asked, heart thudding, “Does this mean they’re not approving us to use Ynggi?”

      “It reads that way to me.”

      “They have to be fucking kidding!” We were all ready to go. I spent months sorting this out, getting Abri ready, getting the permits, the new IDs, the health checks, everything.

      But Nations of Earth had less humour than a dead fish. There it was in clear letters: please resubmit your proposed official translator and not be a member of the group the witness belongs to.

      They weren’t going to accept Ynggi as translator.

      “Where do they think I’m going to get someone at such short notice?” Ynggi was one of the few Thousand Island Pengali who had lived in the city and had enough knowledge to translate official terms.

      You couldn’t take anyone from the Washing Stones tribe to translate for the Thousand Island tribe, even if people from the Thousand Island tribe rarely spoke keihu or trusted people who did; and you couldn’t find a translator who translated from Pengali into Coldi who was available and was happy to work for Thousand Island people without being from the tribe. Dog, meet tail.

      Well, wasn’t that just awesome?

      I snorted. “I’m going to take him anyway.” I trusted Ynggi. I’d been in contact with him for months. He did a good job and was probably the Thousand Island Pengali with the most gumption about other worlds. He was not staying behind, even if I had to pay for his trip.

      Thayu said, “We’ll still need someone else.”

      Yes, I knew that, and when I met Veyada in the hall just before dinner and explained the situation to him, he agreed, after uttering a few strong words. “Just to appease their conditions. I don’t think we’ll be able to find anyone who is any good in that very short time.”

      We might not, but I could see Nations of Earth cancel the trial over this trivial issue. They were bureaucratic enough for that, and I didn’t know if I could organise Abri to come here a second time without both her and me losing face with the tribe. Losing face was a big thing with Pengali. Promises had to be kept and failures to do so were chalked up to a person’s social standing over that person’s entire lifetime.

      I shook my head. “I’ll have to try.”

      But then I remembered the talk with my accountant. Who was going to pay for one extra person? I could not leave Ynggi behind. Three adults was a small enough group already. As we’d seen, Pengali travelled in bigger groups, usually with a few young male fighters. I couldn’t leave him here. But if I overshot my travel budget before I’d even begun, the accountant would eat me alive.

      Well, damn it.
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      One could say that it put quite a damper on what was otherwise an excellent meal taken with all the members of my association, as well as Evi and Telaris and the Pengali.

      When Eirani brought in the fish, there was further ceremony to be performed.

      The Pengali came in full tribal gear, with painted patterns on their skin and elaborate ornaments in their hair that included the famed blue diamonds that were the start of this whole affair.

      Eirani brought the fish on a platter, steamed with a tangy sauce made from lily flowers. The meat was pure white, divested of the tough skin and drizzled with bright orange berry pulp.

      I, the official householder, needed to cut the fish and divide it into equal portions for all the members of our group. The fact that they were all Coldi and that Coldi on Asto grew up not eating the meat of any animal higher than a slug did not compute with them. Veyada had developed a taste for fish. Having lived on Earth, Nicha would eat oysters and prawns, but was iffy about vertebrate animals, but the others were staunchly vegetarian. Reida looked like he might want to try it, but he was unsure if Nicha, his superior, agreed with it. His zhayma companion Deyu had tried fish on a previous occasion, but didn’t like the taste nor the thought of eating an animal. She was interested in animals, but not in that way. Being pregnant, Thayu was definitely not going to try it. She was in general not particularly adventurous about food. Sheydu had spent most of her sixty years in a rigid military environment and would probably eat the fish if I told her and would never tell me how much she hated it, but she would hate it, so I wasn’t going to. I appreciated Sheydu very much.

      So we were left with the slightly awkward situation of having far more bowls than people who were actually going to eat this fish.

      First, I was meant to taste it. I cut a piece of the pure white flesh and put it in my mouth.

      The creamy taste was heavenly.

      “It’s a very good fish.”

      This was met with waving tails and serene, slightly smug expressions from Abri, Ynggi and Kita. The little child sat on a high table that normally stood in the corner with a vase on top. Ayshada occupied the apartment’s only high chair, and he eyed this little intruder in his domain with curiosity.

      Now that I had approved of the fish, everyone could start eating it. Veyada did not see the fact that so many of our association were vegetarian as a problem. Neither did Evi and Telaris, who were from Indrahui and had no reservations whatsoever about eating fish. Fortunately, the three of them were big muscled guys, with healthy appetites. The Pengali also seemed capable of devouring much larger quantities of food than their size suggested.

      The little Pengali toddler Idda got a bowl and ate with both fists. Strapped in his chair, Ayshada protested loudly that Nicha would not let him eat fish. While everyone ate, Idda picked up her bowl, slid down one of the legs of the tall table, ran across the floor holding the bowl under one arm and climbed up Ayshada’s chair. She slapped a piece of fish on his table and scampered off again.

      Ayshada put it in his mouth but spent the rest of the meal rolling it into a ball with his tongue, dribbling sauce down his chin.

      He always did this with his food, and I didn’t think Nicha noticed.

      After the official part of the meal, the Pengali retreated to the room we had allocated them downstairs. I thought they were getting changed out of their official gear, but they did not resurface. I asked Eirani what they were doing when she came in to collect the plates and bring fruit, and she said they had gone out, presumably to look around and get breakfast, or maybe see fellow Pengali, or whatever it was that Pengali did.

      This gave us the opportunity to talk about the interpreter situation. We moved to the hub, where I sat between Thayu and Nicha, with Veyada on the other bench. The only light in this room came from the circular bench of communication equipment in the middle. It would normally display a holographic projection of whatever Devlin, who was in charge of the hub, was doing.

      But Devlin had stopped work for the day. He was nervous about travelling with us tomorrow, and had gone into town to pick up additional items that his mother thought he might need.

      We sat down, looking at each other in the semidarkness.

      Thayu said, “Surely Nations of Earth wouldn’t be so dumb to cancel the case over such a trivial technicality.”

      “You don’t know Nations of Earth,” I said, and Nicha nodded. “We absolutely have to find someone, or we will lose a lot more time and effort and we’ll all have wasted a lot of resources.”

      Would the trial even go ahead if Ezhya said I needed to do something for him here and I couldn’t go at a later date and therefore Abri wouldn’t go?

      But where could we find an acceptable interpreter? The Pengali office had already let me know that I would find many local Pengali unwilling to translate for people from the Thousand Islands tribe.

      I thought the whole issue was petty and childish but, apparently, the feud between the Washing Stones and Thousand Islands tribe was about a lot more than rivalry and fishing grounds, although I couldn’t claim to understand the source of the conflict. Each Pengali tribe seemed to be like this with all other tribes. There was a third tribe in the area, the Whitesand Creek tribe. They lived mostly in the forest and were equally hated by both the Washing Stones and the Thousand Islanders.

      As translator, a Pengali person from any other tribe wasn’t going to work. But Nations of Earth insisted that the interpreter couldn’t be from the same tribe.

      Thayu asked, “Would there be any non-Pengali? The keihu families have Pengali housekeepers and cooks. Surely some of their kids have grown up speaking Pengali?”

      That was an option, albeit a far-fetched one, so I contacted anyone I knew who worked with Pengali. I even sent a message to Clovis Keneally, the tour guide whose falling out with Robert Davidson was the stitch that brought all of Robert’s secret diamond smuggling business undone.

      Clovis and his wife had a lot of health problems these days, and lived as virtual recluses. They didn’t do tours anymore. I was sure that the affair with Robert had something to do with it.

      His ferry company with all its inherent feuding over route rights was run by a manager. I didn’t think Clovis worked a lot with Pengali anymore. Maybe just the domestic staff. I couldn’t help but feel a bit sorry for him.

      He got back to me quickly and said he knew no one. His reply suited the way I pictured him: reluctant, and always a bit shifty, even if he didn’t mean to be.

      I contacted Huang Le, who had recently bought a second restaurant in Fountain Street, the overflow of the hugely popular shop near the airport. I had to admit that he made a mean stir-fry and that the local fresh produce in Barresh suited Chinese cooking well. Even Thayu and I ate there sometimes.

      Never let your dislike of the cook get in the way of a good fish. If that wasn’t a Pengali proverb, it should be. Except Pengali didn’t do proverbs like Coldi.

      Huang Le did not like Pengali. His kitchen staff and waiters were all keihu. His children had keihu names and spoke no Isla. I guess that showed us what he thought of Earth.

      Predictably, he knew of no one either.

      We put requests on notice boards and local employment markets and sent out messages to several people who had contacts in the Pengali community, hoping against better knowledge that they would send us back all these amazing offers tomorrow morning.

      We found nothing. Decent interpreters had their schedules full. We were leaving tomorrow. Was this issue going to scuttle the entire expedition?

      I leaned my head in my hands. “We’re not going to be able to find anyone.”

      Veyada gestured wordlessly at his screen.

      I looked as he held it up. It said, Hire any professional, any task. Guaranteed.

      There was no name. Advertising business names was considered tacky in Barresh, but I thought I recognised where this was coming from: Jasper Carlson, shady figure extraordinaire. He was, like Clovis, like Huang Le, a refugee from Earth for all the wrong reasons. He differed from those two by being smarter, richer and much less transparent in his goals.

      “Really?” I said to Veyada.

      Veyada shrugged. “It’s your decision.”

      But at the same time, signing a contract with one’s competitor to suss them out was very, very Coldi thing to do. He would jump at this opportunity.

      I said, “I wonder what they can offer that the Pengali office can’t.”

      “Maybe this is bluff. Maybe it isn’t. But we can try.” He was in favour, clearly.

      “All right, then.”

      “You were planning to take Ynggi anyway, weren’t you?”

      “He at least knows the Thousand Island dialect and can translate it correctly.”

      “So we’d be taking this extra person to appease Nations of Earth.”

      “Yes.” And pay for an extra person, too. Grrr. I really needed to solve this budget issue. “Contact him at least. See what he can do.”

      Veyada did. He would not use my name, but I had no doubt that Jasper would work out where it was coming from soon enough. I still didn’t like it, but it was not to be helped.

      We received a message back almost immediately that a translator would be available for us in the morning. There was no information about who this person would be, just a price tag that made me gulp.

      Well, if it solved the problem . . . and surely cancelling the trial now would be more expensive than the interpreter could be. Or would it?

      Oh damn, I could already hear the complaints from my accountant.

      But funding was primarily my problem. My association did as I said. I made sure they had all they needed, including money.

      We moved from the hub into the living room to share some tea.

      A pile of luggage and boxes was starting to appear in the hall. Boy, I would look like an idiot if I couldn’t find a new interpreter.

      Deyu and Reida already sat in the living room. Sheydu was just coming out of the corridor, carrying two black bags with straps, her contribution to the pile of luggage. I bet they contained lots of weaponry. She came into the living room, too, and we all sat down on the carpet, where Thayu put out my projection sheet: a thin flexible screen that displayed a map of the Nations of Earth complex in Rotterdam.

      Veyada shook his head, “Uh-uh. The court is in a different town, one called The Hague. It’s affiliated with the International Court which is one of the oldest official institutions that survived the wars.”

      It always disturbed me to hear them using Isla words and knowing things about Earth, as if that part of my life was private, as if Veyada’s knowledge implied that Asto, including Ezhya and Asto’s secretive army also knew everything he knew. And yet I appreciated their knowledge.

      Thayu pulled a face and swiped the map off the sheet. It was replaced by a question asking what she wanted to look at next. Veyada brought up another map of the town in question. It lay close to the ocean and, like Rotterdam, was surrounded by a sturdy dam that kept the water out. Beyond that lay seasonally inundated marshland dotted with agricultural communities, each also surrounded by dams and connected to each other by roads and train lines over further dams. Not dissimilar to Barresh, actually, if a lot colder.

      Thayu looked at me. “Have you ever been to this place?”

      “Not that I remember. I only lived at Nations of Earth as a child for less than two years.”

      “Do we have any information on this place?” She sounded annoyed. As if someone should have told her that she had the wrong town, or as if she berated herself for not having realised. I hadn’t realised either. Coldi women had a reputation for being grumpy when pregnant. She was no exception.

      Veyada said, “We do, but we’ll distribute briefs a bit later. I’m still waiting on some information from Amarru.” Amarru at the Exchange in Athens. Her information would be very useful, because it would include the latest intelligence.

      Veyada then explained about the situation with the interpreter. My association were all Coldi, and so his version of events, that came down to, We don’t trust this man, but we’re hiring him anyway to provide a vital piece that determines the success of our expedition, was met with appreciative nods. They understood this action better than I ever could. We should have pulled Jasper in closer a lot earlier, I guessed.

      “He doesn’t like it,” Sheydu said, looking at me.

      “Never mind me. I’ll trust your judgement.” More like: I trusted that they had it all under control. I just provided the money.

      Most of the people in my association had received official spy training in Asto’s Inner Circle and this tactic—engaging your enemies—was probably a classic intelligence-gathering procedure. My team probably also considered this trip low-risk since it did not involve any of our regular enemies, and from their point of view, they were probably right. What did I know? Shut up, Mr. Wilson.

      The discussion turned to more harmless things such as the weather. Reida wanted to know if it was going to be as cold as last time. It had been February then, so I said not. It was May, so it would be quite nice.

      He asked if it rained, and I said it did, and that rain would be nothing like on Asto but more like in Barresh. He didn’t seem convinced. Coldi did not like rain.

      Then there was a commotion in the hall, accompanied by Pengali voices, followed by thunks and thumps and clangs and then Eirani said, “But I’m sure Muri does not like you leaving all these things here.”

      What things?

      I rose from the couch and met Eirani at the door, coming in with the food trolley full of cups. “Tea will be ready very soon. Don’t go too far away.”

      “Just seeing what’s going on.”

      The front door was open and something was being delivered to the hall.

      “Oh, Muri, these people will be the death of me.” She shook her head and continued into the room.

      The Pengali had indeed returned. Ynggi and Kita were carrying in a giant eel-hide covered drum. Idda sat on Ynggi’s shoulder waving her tail in his face. The front door was still open and through it I spotted the building’s concierge with a trolley carrying the hollowed-out tree branches of an instrument called an irrka which was the vital component of a betanka orchestra. The concierge’s face carried a bemused expression, like he wanted to say, Having a wild party in here?

      I’d been to a betanka party a few times, because if you lived in Barresh, you could simply not get away without going at least once, but those were the sanitised tourist versions of it. They were orchestrated, staged shows where one paid to see the orchestra and they each had arranged parts of drumming, playing pipes or singing, and none of the songs contained any rude words or gestures.

      There were also the keihu-influenced city versions, where Pengali played in seedy, airless cellar bars and keihu men gambled and got extremely drunk and would embarrass themselves trying to sing or dance to the music.

      Betanka proper was a community performance, where the leader played the five-beat rhythm on the irrka, tuned drum, and people improvised their parts.

      This irrka drum was a huge thing, made up of a central barrel constructed from a huge hollowed-out tree trunk covered on one side with eel-hide leather. There were holes in the bottom half of the drum, for slotting in hollow branches of different diameters so that the whole thing looked like a giant spider. The betanka leader would sit near the top of the barrel perched on two platforms on the side of the drum for his feet, hitting the branches with a set of drumsticks with a rubbery resin head. The different pipes produced different notes.

      The instrument came apart for transport, because Pengali measured their possessions by how easy it was to transport an item in a boat.

      “They’re not wanting to take that thing, are they?” Sheydu asked next to me.

      “I think they are.”

      Sheydu hadn’t spoken quietly, and now Abri turned to Sheydu, and, as a Thousand Island Pengali, she understood and spoke Coldi. “How else can we solve disagreements? We sing. We play betanka.”

      Veyada’s eyes met mine. I could see he was thinking the same as I was: And we thought we had it all sorted out?

      Sheydu scoffed. “You can’t expect us to take this much luggage. Besides, these people we’re visiting don’t sing their disagreements. You’re asked to give a testimony and answer questions by a bench of formal people. It has to do with their laws, not yours.”

      Abri was not as easily put off by Sheydu’s curt tone as most other people. “It does have to do with our laws. Hairy face killed tribespeople. We are going to put in an official protest about that. We will do that properly by putting it in a betanka.”

      Put like that, it made perfect sense. The Earth lawyers had been waiting for a formal claim in writing, but while the Pengali had understood very well what they wanted, they responded in their manner. These people never disappointed with their last-moment surprises.

      Ynggi and Kita proceeded to stack the irrka tubes next to the pile of luggage in the hall.

      “There,” Abri said when the door shut and the building’s concierge had left with his trolley. “Now we have luggage.”

      They did, indeed.

      But still no clothes.
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        * * *

      

      Thayu, Veyada and I travelled into town the next morning to meet our interpreter. We were leaving in the afternoon, but most of the remaining work would need to be done by the staff: Eirani and Devlin—who were both coming—and Sheydu with Deyu and Reida, who were looking after the “hardware”, meaning guns, explosives and spy equipment, however they thought to smuggle those through customs.

      We took Ynggi with us, because I wanted to check the ability of whatever interpreter Jasper was going to produce, and also make sure that this person would not cause friction in our group by virtue of being from the wrong tribe.

      Ynggi had visited us before, and out of all the Thousand Island Pengali, he seemed the most approachable. He even knew how to dress appropriately for going into town, even if only to cover his distinctive giraffe-like patterns that would raise ire from the local Pengali.

      He was not afraid of trains, either, which was always a bonus.

      He sat on the seat opposite me when I explained what we needed to do in town. The situation puzzled him, as it puzzled me.

      “But why do they say that they need someone not from the tribe? People from the tribe will be fair because they have to speak the truth or they will lose face. People not from the tribe do not.”

      “It is what they ask. Their system works differently and their values are not the same. They say that someone from the tribe is more likely to give an unfairly favourable translation.”

      “With my elder watching?” He sounded horrified. “I could never do such a thing.”

      “I know, but that is not the way their system works. They need someone independent to judge whether a statement is true.”

      “No one is ever independent.”

      True also. “I can only try to do as they say. But whoever this person is, you will still come, and I will trust your translation before anyone else’s.”

      Trust was a big thing in Pengali tribes.

      I thought he looked mildly put out.

      “So, this interpreter, do you know who it is?”

      “I have no idea.”

      He snorted. “I say it is bluff. We can’t have a Washing Stones translator and we know who in town speaks our language. There is no one else. This person will either be no good or from another tribe, like Whitesand Creek.” And those were possibly even less liked than the Washing Stones tribe.

      We got off the train at the airport and walked up the hill to the main square.

      It was early still, but today promised to be one of those rare virtually cloudless days at the end of the dry season. It would get very hot today.

      The message about the employment service run by Jasper Carlson had told us to come to an office in Market Street. It was located above a shop. The building was uncharacteristically new for Barresh, where everything was always just a little bit worn and slightly behind the times. Not this building. It looked fresh, with straight walls instead of ones set at odd angles, as was customary in Barresh. The windows had rectangular frames instead of triangular ones, and it was all very solidly made. Not by a local company, because the building style was too far removed from the local type. On second thoughts, I had heard people on the train talk about this building while it was being built last year. Eirani had called it a monstrosity and had told me how everyone was talking about how ugly it was. In Barresh, the keihu abhorred symmetry and straight lines and I could understand that this building offended their tastes.

      It resembled, most of all, an Earth building. It must have been purposely designed by a Damarcian master builder and have cost a fortune to put up. I presumed it belonged to Jasper.

      The shop on the ground floor sold security equipment. In most places in gamra worlds, businesses like that would not bother with a shop front anymore because most of the business was done electronically, but Barresh seemed to make a point of being nostalgically behind times. It was a trademark that was honoured by all, including people who had just moved there.

      The funny thing was that, no matter how good the electronic displays, people liked shops, and as far as I understood, there were even businesses offering trips to Barresh for that reason: old fashioned markets and shopping. Smell the fish, see the food being cooked and wrapped in front of your eyes, try on clothes, have a live human comb, wash and cut your hair, have a dress made.

      We climbed the stairs that led past the ground floor shop to the first floor. The building even had a lift. That was a rare enough thing in Barresh that I wondered if Clovis Keneally with Juanita, in her wheelchair, often came here, and that line of thought went off into unsubstantiated allegations.

      The upstairs area was a cooled office with an open plan design. At this early time of day, the desks were mostly empty, but an olive-skinned man crossed the floor, carrying a plank of wood into a side room, where someone was hammering.

      I recognised him. “Hello, Puck.”

      He stopped and gave me such a blank look that I wasn’t sure I had recognised him. But I thought it was Puck, the Tamerian who had saved my life by donating his blood when I needed it.

      “Mister? You know me?”

      “You remember me from the hospital?”

      He frowned. Like most Tamerians, he had thick bushy eyebrows, and frowning made the dark hair stand up like bristles.

      I continued, “You told me that you liked to ski and I said that I prefer to surf, which is like skiing on water.”

      The eyebrows lifted. Apparently the concept of surfing had made a bigger impression on him than my appearance.

      “Surf,” he said.

      “I can still teach you, if you like.”

      His eyes met mine and widened, as if he suddenly realised what direction the discussion was taking. He turned away and continued to the side room with his plank of wood without a further word.

      Thayu gave me a puzzled look. What was that about? She asked through the feeder.

      You do remember him, don’t you?

      He’s the one whose blood you got? No, I didn’t remember him from that, but I remember that there was a Tamerian. They all look very much alike.

      They did, that was true.

      I wasn’t sure what to make of the conversation. In the past year or so, I’d seen the odd Tamerian in the street in Barresh. They no longer started gossip or turned heads when walking in the street. They were still as taciturn and impenetrable as ever but, in the end, they were people and had the right to be treated fairly.

      A keihu man sat on a chair in a corner where chairs stood in rows along the walls. It reminded me of a doctor’s waiting room.

      He was in that age group where he could no longer be called young but wasn’t middle-aged either. Keihu men tended to go grey quite early, and he had a good supply of white flecked throughout his glossy black hair, especially at his temples.

      He rose when we came in and bowed. He was unusually thin for a keihu man. Even the fleshy bits on the tip of his nose did not have enough “meat” to them to form the characteristic keihu grooved nose tip.

      I said, “We’re here for the interpreter.”

      “That would be me.” In perfect Isla.

      He said something in Pengali to Ynggi, whose eyes widened.

      Then he continued to me in flawless Coldi, “I guess this is why you brought a Pengali: to check my command of their language?”

      Well, that was . . . something.

      I honestly hadn’t expected Mr Carlson’s company to be able to pull it off.

      He said something else to Ynggi, who still didn’t respond. I met his eyes and he signalled yes with his tail.

      The man continued in keihu, “I speak the Thousand Island dialect, too, as well as the Washing Stones dialect.”

      Ynggi said, “It’s quite remarkable.”

      And it was. I disliked the stereotype of the keihu that they were fat and lazy, but unfortunately many of them lived up to the stereotype. Not this man.

      “My name is Jemiro Pakiru. I’m at your service.” He bowed.

      Was this guy even for real?

      I was unaware of his family name and should look it up. The abilities and inclinations of a keihu person were often directly related to their family’s business activity. Pakiru must be a family of scholars.

      A door opened in the back of the room and someone I knew came out: Jasper Carlson himself. He was a tall, lanky man with long dark hair similar to keihu hair. The dark stubble on his chin definitely marked him as coming from Earth. Virtually no gamra men needed to shave.

      “Ah. I see you’ve met.” His Coldi was also impeccable. He glanced sideways at Veyada and a cautious expression came to his face.

      I had no doubt he knew who Veyada was and that he had worked for Asto’s Inner Circle. He probably wondered if Veyada still reported to Ezhya Palayi, and he probably figured that yes, Veyada did.

      We were all playing games here.

      “Thank you for helping us out on such short notice,” I said.

      He nodded. “It is what we’re here for. It’s my business. Whatever type of employee you need, we’ll find one for you. That’s our guarantee.” He smiled and then his face turned serious. “I believe you’re going to attend the Nations of Earth court?”

      “Yes.” Again, it was all a game. He knew exactly where I was going and why I needed an interpreter. If it was his business to find just the right person for the job, he might even have alerted the court to the fact that the interpreter we wanted to bring was a member of the Thousand Island tribe.

      “Melissa is over there at the moment, isn’t she?”

      I was sure he knew perfectly well where Melissa was. “I really don’t know, and even if I did, I wouldn’t be at liberty to discuss the particulars.” Yes, Melissa was at the court and no, I didn’t know what she was going to say. The court had instructed us not to communicate with each other until after giving Abri’s evidence.

      Jasper nodded. “I understand.” Oh, so cool. “Well, good luck then. I would wish you a nice trip, but appearing in court is not the nicest thing to do, so good luck is all I can say.”

      “Thank you.” Oh, I did not trust that man as far as I could
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