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     Commander Tyson Naylor’s first impressions of the landing field as his Navy skiff touched down were far from favorable.  

     Six months and a hundred light-years, just for this? 

     Beyond the porthole lay a platform backed by sheer red-brown cliffs.  Inset deeply into the rock, two domed mirror-glaz windows stared out above an enormous metal door like sightless eyes in a cracked, weatherbeaten skull.  Low in a russet sky the sun was a diffuse patch of dazzling white light almost too bright to look at.  Its Arukai name was apt under the circumstances: Ghuurja, the God of Provocation.  
     Thick haze limited visibility to less than two hundred meters.  The very air shimmered and swirled like viscous oil, giving Naylor an instant headache.  There was no discernable horizon.  Drawing back from the desolate view, he tried to take stock of the surroundings in which he found himself.

     Two years ago he was a veteran Commander with four combat actions under his belt and a string of decorations on his chest like the Distinguished Combat Medal and the Cross of Valor, rounding up stray Arukai warships after the Armistice and escorting them back to Homeworld for decommissioning.  Many  thought the signal to cease operations was a fake.  Getting the truth through to some of them had been a dodgy business.  Out of the blue, new orders had arrived: promotion to Senior-Commander and a posting to the frontier world of Jekobar’s Defiance, ceded to the Commonwealth as war reparations following the end of hostilities.  Wondering whether it was some form of demotion, Naylor had hardly even heard of the place.  

     The planet was a century away from being habitable, but that hadn’t stopped the Imperial Fleet using the system as an advance base as they pushed audaciously into human-occupied regions of the Arm.  They constructed a  zero-G dockyard in the rubble of the Second Belt, where warships slunk in for refit and repairs.  After the surrender it was steered into the sun with some ceremony, and the border readjusted accordingly.  

      Naylor had long ago committed the Armistice’s four major points to memory:

One - Cessation of all space operations 24 Standard Hours after the proper signatures and seals appear upon the armistice.

Two - Immediate evacuation of military assets from contested system Jekobar’s Defiance, so ordered as to be completed within thirty days from the signature of the armistice.  Empire forces which have not departed the above-mentioned territories within the period fixed will be considered prisoners of war.  Occupation by Commonwealth forces jointly will keep pace with the evacuation in this system.  All movements of evacuation and occupation will be regulated in accordance with a note annexed to the stated terms.

Three – Reparation, beginning at once, to be completed within 365 days [1 Earth year] of all inhabitants of any colonies and contested Stations enumerated above (including hostages, persons under trial or convicted).

Four - Surrender in good condition by Imperial forces of the following war material: all battleships, heavy cruisers, destroyers and associated lesser spacecraft and support facilities.  The above to be delivered in situ to Commonwealth forces in accordance with the detailed conditions laid down in the note [annexure No. 1] drawn up at the moment of the signing of the armistice.
     Absorbed by the Commonwealth Jekobar’s Defiance now floated in limbo, a planet with neither a population nor a name.

     He was wondering how he was going to make the transfer when a section of the cliff came to life.  A shower of dust billowed into the air as a seam appeared, revealing a hatch and an access tube.  It snaked towards him and latches engaged with a dull thump.  The skiff had obviously been modified, otherwise the docking systems wouldn’t have been compatible.  Ever-efficient, the Navy worked fast.  And no wonder.  Money equaled power, and more wealth had been lavished on Earth’s defenses than could comfortably be calculated.  The militarization of the human race was barely beginning to wind down after decades of frantic effort following the passing of the Space Forces Special Powers Act.

     Who would ever have guessed that the war would end so suddenly in a bloodless coup, and for such an unexpected reason?  From his exile on a world no human had ever visited, a teenage ‘kai – the Emperor’s nephew, no less – returned to Homeworld after years alone in the wilderness, following his kidnapped gay lover home, a young needleship pilot called Jason Standing.  There he beheaded Emperor Jekobar in a duel to the death.  With the absolute power granted by his victory he sued for peace and turned the two species away from the brink of Armageddon.  Standing’s name was the name on everybody’s lips, the most famous person in Commonwealth history.  Naylor had even served under the boy’s father, a short-spoken, authoritarian officer who now found himself in the awkward position of having to hail a son he had spared little time for in the tense years leading up the those tumultuous events – was it less than eight years ago now?  

     Radiating slowly out from the epicenter of events like ripples on a pond, the news would have reached Earth only within the past year or two, objectively speaking.  Determined to seize the initiative, the Navy couldn’t wait for the distant Council of Worlds to respond.  Any opportunity for permanent peace needed to be grabbed with both hands before it slipped away.  Martial Law would remain in force until a formal Ruling brought it to an end.  Grand-Admiral Georgiev did what he knew was best, following orders drafted by the Council decades ago but still relevant.  In a ceremony at the Imperial Palace in Ahujai he signed the Articles of Cessation gladly, ensuring his own place in history in the process.  A proper Treaty could wait.  Many in the Services had lost loved ones, and Georgiev was no exception.  Death in space was usually sudden and violent, made all the worse by the frequent lack of bodies left behind for comrades and families to grieve over.  

     Naylor’s lower lip curled as thoughts of his missing wife threatened to overwhelm him.  

     Happy thoughts, happy thoughts, he ordered himself, even though he knew it was hopeless.  

     The crumpled pale-blue letter notifying him officially of her disappearance still rode in his left inner breast pocket.  There it would remain, close to his heart until he knew, one way or another.  If worst came to worst, only then he would grieve.

  FROM: New United Nations Space Naval Forces, Hyades Sector Headquarters, 19/01/3081

     TO: Tyson S. Naylor, ex-Commander NUNSV Battleship Courageous; Category 3 - URGENT

     Dear Tyson,

     It is our melancholy duty to inform you that the Commonwealth Heavy-Cruiser Indefatigable is now nineteen months overdue from her last assignment.  AI drones sent to investigate her last known position and others along her projected alternate courses have failed to find any evidence shedding light on her sudden disappearance.  Intelligence from Homeworld has, naturally, been of no use in this matter.  Either the Arukai Imperial Fleet does not know about her, or news has still not arrived.  One of their own vessels is rumored to have been lost in the same Sector, but currently there is no possible way to tie the two events together. Under the circumstances we have no option but to place NUNSV Indefatigable on the Overdue List, pending further information.  

     We sincerely hope to deliver better news in the near future.

     Yours Faithfully,

     Nathaniel  Matner – Fleet-Commander, Hyades Sector;  DCM, CVM, FC, DCC

     Early in the pseudo-war, during one of the first engagements, the frigate Falcon was badly damaged.  Her Richardson-Connors Drive was disabled and both message-pods shot down before she destroyed her attacker.  Crawling under reactionless drive, unable to send for help, it took her crew seven long years to reach the nearest friendly star where Commonwealth forces maintained a forward base.  No other ship posted overdue had ever returned.  Naylor knew the chilling statistics by heart.  A mutually destructive encounter was the likeliest outcome, both ships managing to kill one another in the darkness and nobody the wiser.  But miracles did happen.  Falcon’s heroics bore testimony to that.     

     The skiff’s only passenger, he was lifting his suitcases down from the stowage locker when the pilot’s voice came over the cabin speakers: “Ahoy there, Commander.  We’re sealed and set to go, sir.  I’ll be down in a jiffy to see you out.”

     Naylor forced himself back to the present, still acclimatizing himself to the unexpectedly heavy gravity.  

     “Take your time.  There’s no hurry.” 

     Standing up made his head spin, but years spent in shifting fields meant he took only a couple of minutes to find his feet.  The guidebook told him the planet was the same diameter as Earth, only denser.  Gravity was 1.3 standard gees, but it felt like more.  

     The ceiling hatch hissed open and a lift-platform brought the pilot down from the flightdeck.  He saluted crisply.  “Welcome to hell’s kitchen, sir.”

     Naylor returned it automatically.  “At ease.  War’s over, remember?”

     “Sorry, sir.  Force of habit.”  

     He edged past and busied himself opening the hatch.

     “Been in the service long?” Naylor took the opportunity to ask, straitening his cap.

     “Six years, sir, including a year in the needles before I joined Majestic and bloody glad this is all over, if I might say so.”

     The heavy-cruiser Majestic, the skiff’s mother-ship, hovered 1,500 kilometers overhead in powered orbit above the north pole where the main Arukai Base was located. 

     “Me, too,” Naylor agreed, now that it was legal to do so.

     The hatch popped open.  “Tube’s a bit hot, sir.  There’s no danger, but they say the best thing to do is jog and try not to breath in too deeply.  Landings here usually take place at night when the temperature drops, but you’re a special case.”

     It was only fifty meters, or thereabouts.  Pressure-differential filled the cabin with hot air carrying the odor of burnt plastic, sulfur and talcum dust.   

     Naylor wasn’t unduly worried.  “How hot is it outside now?”

     The pilot smiled knowingly.  “Only about a hundred Celsius, sir.  At night it drops as low as eighty-five.  That’s why the Base is way up here where it’s nice and cold.”

     Naylor decided a handshake was in order.  “Thank Jack for the ride – and yourself, too.”

     Jackson Powell was Majestic’s Captain, the two having met several times over the years as their commands carried them from ship to ship.

     “Will do, sir, and all the best to you, too.  The Old Man says this place might prove to be important.”

     “A symbol of peace, you mean?”

     “Something like that, sir.”

     Naylor glanced down the tube, which beckoned uninvitingly.  “Let’s hope you’re right.”

     “I’ll stay open at this end, just in case you need to come running back.”

     Belatedly, Naylor realized the pilot had been here before.  The atmosphere outside was lethal in more ways than one and it paid to take every precaution possible.  One was never killed by being too careful.

     “Thanks again.”

     Taking a deep breath, he started down the accessway.

                            *** 

     The heat radiating from the walls of the tube could be felt a meter away.  He resisted the temptation to put one of his cases down and have a feel.  By the time he reached the far end his face was beaded with perspiration and his hands were slippery on the plastic handles.

     “Five years in this God-forsaken place,” he muttered to himself, feeling woefully unprepared.

     At the far end was an airlock, which slid shut the moment he stepped inside.  Motors whined as the tube withdrew behind him.  Panting, he found himself in a spacious chamber with metal-lined walls.  The air was freezing after his hurried run from the skiff’s air-conditioned interior.  Fans roared, sucking away the heat.   He dropped his cases and wiped his hands, wondering what mixture of atmospheric gases was being used.  Arukai air held less oxygen than Earth-normal, greater nitrogen-pressure compensating for the difference.  Racks of pressure-suits lined the walls.  It took a moment for him to realize half were human-tailored suits, the others Arukai.  All the signs on the walls were bi-lingual.  A camera watched him from a dome in the ceiling.  Picking up his luggage he stepped into the next room, where a welcoming committee of three was lined up waiting for him.    

     Naylor stopped involuntarily.  He had met Arukai face to face, always in formal military ceremonies following the Armistice.  He remembered how unprepared he was.  Meeting your first alien in the flesh affected people different ways.  Some took it in their stride.  Others wept or fell to their knees under the impact of the moment.  

     They named themselves with a guttural syllable, followed by a rolling fricative punctuated by a jaw-snap like the clack of a pair of castanets.  Naylor had perfected it, with practice encouraged now hostilities had ceased.  It was confronting to find one wearing the traditional dueling sword on his left hip, a wicked-looking weapon rightly to be respected.  He recovered his wits and kept on going, hoping his pause had gone unnoticed. 

     The ‘kai stepped forwards and bowed formally before extending his arm for the handshake the Empire had come to accept was the preferred mode of greeting amongst its erstwhile enemy.  He had glossy black fur merging into white on his belly and extremities, tawny eyes and a moist black nose: Osé east-coast, the distinctive pelt worn by the majority of the species.  His pleated kilt was dominated by squares of green and blue, shot through with lines of orange.  Every Family had its own tartan, just like the Scots, each pattern instantly recognizable to other ‘kai hailing from the same region. 

     “Commander Naylor, welcome to Furnace,” he intoned.  His grip was firm, the pads on his palm rough but warm. “I am Thalenji Sijannkur, Deputy-Supervisor here at Northport.”  

     Arukai used only two major languages: Universal, by far the most common, and one other.  Naylor was perfectly at home in that guttural language, having soaked it long ago as a matter of sheer practicality.

     “Thank you for your greeting, Thalenji,” he replied, careful not to appear too garrulous.  “I look forward to the next five years spent working together.  May the Project move toward completion with all possible speed and success.”

     Thalenji blinked, having clearly expected a longer speech.  “I’m afraid the Supervisor is away at Hotbase One, but she will return by tomorrow afternoon.  The meteorological tower blew down in a gale and she needed to be there to enter startup codes into the communications computer personally once the link was reestablished.”

     “I understand,” Naylor nodded, remembering his brief glimpse of outside conditions through the skiff’s tiny window.  “The climate here must be hard on everything, not just your equipment.”

     If Naylor read Thalenji’s expression correctly, he saw more than a mere shudder of dread.  “Our fatality rate is low, but accidents are frequent.  It pays to keep your wits about you here if you wish to survive.  One fright is often your only warning.”

     One of the two humans laughed thinly, a tall bald man with blue eyes and a red Bondsman tattoo on his right cheek.  

     “Take it easy,” he said, speaking Universal with an accomplished burr.  “We can’t afford to scare him away.  He only just arrived, remember?”

     “Not much chance of making a bolt for it,” the other added.  He glanced at an indicator light above the door, now winking green.  “The skiff’s already gone.”     

     Not being called ‘sir’ felt strange.  Frowning at the informality, Naylor couldn’t help turning to look at the airlock.  Trust the Navy not to hang around a moment longer than necessary.

     “May I ask what the ride out was like?” Thalenji enquired, his eagerness all too plain.  “We civilians have never seen a Navy warbird, let alone traveled on one.”

     “Even a picture or two would mean a great deal,” the bearer of the tattoo added.

     Naylor had been aboard more cruisers and battleships than he cared to admit, but the Navy was notoriously paranoid about its technology.  “Sorry to disappoint you all, but you know I’m still not supposed to talk about things like that.  Just in case.”

     Especially in front of the you-know-who, he added silently.

     There really wasn’t much to see, in truth.  Imagine a sphere with a few hatches and weapons ports smothered in jet-black blast-foam meters deep, like the flesh of a peach.  On the inside they were all the same: bare pipes and bulkheads, cabling bundles, pressure-doors, crash-nets everywhere in case the rota-cabins failed, first-aid stations at every junction, grim-faced Marines and plotting screens where little red and orange dots warned of approaching death and waiting was always the worst part.  Their crews were small: no more than a hundred.  Every death was like losing a member of the family.

     Looking disappointed, Thalenji made the introductions.

     As his name-tag suggested, Red Tattoo was Lee Winton, Thalenji’s personal assistant.  Naylor wondered why he wasn’t Arukai.  To set a good example, he supposed.  Their companion was Francesco Valentini, Chief Meteorologist for the human half of the Project.  His counterpart in that discipline, Gerandjit Jajin, was away on fieldwork, as he was most of the time.  

     Betraying the extent of his esoteric knowledge, Naylor indicated the distinctive tattoo.  “You’re quite a long way from New Alaska aren’t you, Mister Winton?”

     Many diverse splinter-cultures had arisen in relative isolation during the earliest years of colonization, free from the restrictions of over-crowded Earth.  Beaufort, New Alaska’s equatorial continent, was a wilderness of fjords and towering peaks populated by imported polar bears, muskox, walrus and ringed seals.  Eschewing modern technology, the insular Bondsmen lived in communal longhouses and spoke Old Norse like the Vikings of long ago.  They earned their living from whaling the old-fashioned way: rowing-boats and hand-thrown harpoons, selling scrimshaw and hand-forged iron swords much in demand by off-planet collectors.  Visitors were rare.  There was no tourist industry to speak of.  Their deliberate isolation was not the result of religious beliefs, but simple fondness for the past.  Anyone could become a Bondsman, but the initiation trials were not for the faint-hearted.

     Winton shrugged, respecting Naylor’s right to know the men who would be working under him.  “We borrowed the Amish custom of rumspringa, Commander.  When my time came I spent two months in the capital, Chukchii – and I liked it.  I’d always been fascinated by weather, so I couldn’t help but make it my career.  I started out on Mars and I’ve been ‘on the road’ ever since.  I’ve even studied at Cambridge, you know.”

     “You haven’t been home since then?”

     Winton shook his head proudly.  “Not yet, but when I retire I’ll be welcomed back without recrimination, along with my skills.  One thing the Elders value, it’s knowledge.”

     “What does the design signify?”

     “Now that I can’t discuss.  No offence, sir.”

     “None taken.”  Naylor turned to Valentini.  “What about you?”

     “Nothing so exotic,” he apologized good-humoredly.  He was an olive-skinned man with dark brown eyes, a black crewcut and a much-used camera slung comfortably around his neck.  “Born, raised and schooled in Rome, old Italy.  Girlfriend and one child waiting back there for me when my contract’s up in two years’ time.”

     “But you like it here?”

     “I love it.  Nothing compares to this – being out on the Edge, meeting ‘kai.  Even the war was exciting, glad though I am that it’s over.”

     “As are we all,” Thalenji agreed heartily.

     Naylor spared him a glance.

     It occurred to him that Jekobar’s appointees to the Project must have all been replaced by now, whisked back to Homeworld as part of the post-  coup housekeeping.  If there were hostiles here they would be in disguise, sleepers left behind to sabotage the Peace.  

     “You must have faced a steep learning-curve when you got here,” he observed, remembering to go easy on them.

     They all nodded grimly.  

     “Don’t worry, Commander,” Thalenji reassured him.  “We won’t let you out of our sight until you’ve gotten adjusted.  In some ways, being outside is more dangerous than being in space.  Vacuum is one thing, but we get storms, earthquakes, landslides and volcanoes, too.”

     “How many people work here in total?” Naylor asked, strait down to business.  “Human and ‘kai, I mean.”

     “The current population is two hundred and sixty-three, Commander - one hundred and forty-two humans, one hundred and twenty-one ‘kai.  The Base proper averages two hundred and fifty at any one time.  You’ll soon know everyone by sight.  Do you have trouble telling us apart?”

     “Yes,” he admitted.

     Prosopagnosia was not a particularly embarrassing fault, nor was it uncommon.  Such face-blindness worked the other way, too, and Thalenji was unoffended.  “Don’t worry, Commander.  Everyone has their name stenciled on their coveralls or pressure-suit, so it shouldn’t be a major problem.”

     “That’s a relief.”    

     “Would you like a hand with your cases?”

     Naylor had decided never to let either of them out of his sight.  Privacy aboard ship was respected absolutely, but civilians were another matter.  He remembered Arukai disliked having their names abbreviated.     “No thank you, Thalenji.  I can manage.”

     “As you wish, sir.  We’ll take you down to Level Two so you can unpack and relax.  There’s not much activity at present, so I’m afraid I don’t have much to show you along the way.”

     Valentini interrupted respectfully, “Before we leave, Commander - first, a photograph to immortalize your arrival, for the record.  You and the Deputy-Supervisor, shaking hands again?”

     Valentini’s camera was a professional tri-D, not a lesser twin-lens model commonly favored by amateurs.  With a snap, it opened like a miniature tripod: three short booms spaced 120 degrees apart, a lens on each.  Naylor put on his best smile as the flash went off.  That small formality taken care of, he picked up his cases and followed them out.

     “May I make a suggestion, Commander?” Thalenji asked a short distance later.

     “Of course.”

     “To save you having to tell your story again and again it would be welcome if you could call a meeting in the auditorium for a question-and-answer session.  Everyone will be most curious.  We don’t get many new faces here, as you can imagine.  Especially from the Navy.”

     It was an excellent idea, a way to both introduce himself and break the ice all at the same time.  Some of his favorite snapshots ought to make for an engrossing slideshow.  Naylor had no trouble appearing enthusiastic.  

     “I was already planning such an evening.  Tomorrow, perhaps?”

     “I shall make all the arrangements, Commander.  Everyone will be notified by email before the day is out.”

     Naylor realized Thalenji was a good manager.  No wonder he had been posted here to help the project.  Keeping so many people entertained and motivated under such difficult circumstances took an imaginative and creative mind.

     “Which language should I use?” he asked.

     “Universal, naturally.  Everybody here speaks it as a matter of course because of our difficulties with imprinting.”

     “Furnace is a good name for this planet,” Naylor remarked, nodding absently.  “Who thought it up?”

     Thalenji looked startled for a moment, forgetting many humans shared the Arukai talent for eidetic recall and could pick up conversations after days or even weeks.  Wartime propaganda had mocked them as forgetful halfwits, an idiotic lie the Empire now knew to be false.  

     “Nobody knows, Commander.  It started appearing in emails shortly after the Armistice, and we could hardly call it ‘Jekobar’s Defiance’ anymore.”

     Naylor remembered the ‘kai custom of refusing to speak the name of dead enemies, believing every utterance honored their memory and gave life to the spirit of the defeated.  The ancient Egyptians chiseled the names of disgraced Pharaohs from their temples and sarcophagi.  The Soviets  airbrushed their history so much they lost touch with reality.  Naylor understood the ‘kai desire to put Jekobar’s warmongering emphatically behind them. 

     “Certainly not,” he agreed carefully.

     “Have you thought of a new name, perchance?” Thalenji enquired delicately.  “It will be your choice, will it not?”

     “Yes.  But no, I haven’t.  I’ve got a few candidates, but I haven’t been thinking about it long enough to decide.  Tephra, perhaps?”

     Thalenji displayed a poetic turn of phrase.  

     “No matter, Commander.  When the time is right he will speak to you, and you will hear.”       

                            ***  

     On the way to his quarters they passed through flat-floored

tubular corridors hewn from the living rock, left rough and unadorned in the utilitarian ‘kai fashion but admirably free of dust.  The entire Base had been completed by machine, Arukai only moving in when it was fully functional.  Tamper-proof automatic safety doors ensured there could be no catastrophic loss of pressure.  A human Base might have been filled with ornamental plants, water-features and luxurious recreation areas.  Having spent more time in caves than prehistoric man, Arukai preferred a more Spartan ascetic.  Naylor supposed he would get used to it.

     Ninety-five percent of the Station lay buried deep in the heart of the mountain.  Alone, up near the summit, sat the Communications Center with its antennae and dishes.  Only the freight and passenger sections were situated at the bottom, to provide easy access to the Landing Field.  

     The Loading Bay was a vast open cavern two hundred meters long and fifty meters wide, lit by arc-lights emulating Homeworld sunlight.  Down the middle ran a brass rail flush with the polished stone floor.  Naylor puzzled over its significance.  

     Thalenji followed his gaze.  “The zero meridian, Commander.”

     “Ah, of course.  Just like Greenwich.”

     Assorted service craft and sub-orbital transports lined the walls, hooked up to support systems.  Huge doors allowed machinery to be rolled in and out.  Two spidery heavy-lifters stood in one corner to the right of the observation gallery, old but well-maintained.  An even larger one towered alongside.  Some of the atmosphere-modifying devices scattered across the surface were gigantic.  When they broke down there was sometimes no choice but to bring them in for servicing.  Tiny figures lent a sense of scale to the enormous vehicle.

     Counting downwards, Level Two was the habitation section.  Finally, here there were some concessions to comfortable living.  Some of the walls were polished, bringing out sparkling grains and flow patterns in the volcanic rock.  A huge full-length portrait of Emperor Haronti dominated the room opposite the lifts, resplendent in ceremonial harness and kilt.  He stood slightly side-on, one hand resting on a gilt high-backed chair, the other on his hip.  Naylor was reminded of a painting he’d once seen of Charles I before his downfall.  Holo-walls displayed scenes from Earth and Homeworld, mainly arctic scenes of glacier tongues and berg-dotted seas.  Staff clustered in small groups, ‘kai and humans mixing freely.  Vending machines sold soft-drinks and snacks.  What looked like packets of dog biscuits were in fact g’chi-gi, the ‘kai equivalent of chewing gum, used to freshen breath and rusk their teeth.  

     Observing the socializing, Naylor scowled.  He knew such feelings were irrational, but it grated nevertheless.  During the long, stressful years of the Slow Phony War the ‘kai were successfully demonized by the Navy’s propagandists.  Camaraderie throughout the Fleet was intense.  When news came of another battle and another vaporized ship the human growls of anger were very real.  The hurt was soul-deep, with bitterness never far behind.  

     None of the Arukai working here were to blame for Alicia’s loss, he reminded himself.  The war was done and dusted, the wounded repatriated and the dead mourned.  Some things needed to be let go, hate foremost amongst them.  This was the dawn of a new age - peace and prosperity for all.  Few outside the armed forces had witnessed the actual conflict in person.  Battles took place in deep space, silent and invisible to the home planets of both sides.  There were no bombed cities, no concentration camps, no trenches or blood-stained poppy-fields.  It all seemed like some fantastic video-game, making the task of rebuilding trust much easier when Jekobar’s head finally left his shoulders that glorious afternoon. 

     Most Arukai preferred to sleep curled up.  Naylor was pleased to discover a rectangular king-size bed instead of a sleeping-pad.  After depositing his cases at its foot he took a few minutes to freshen up and set his wrist panel to local time before emerging to find Thalenji waiting for him alone.  

     He handed Naylor a translucent red pass-card.  “You may set whatever personal code you wish, Commander.  It will be quantum-encrypted, the only one of its kind in the facility.  As a Master-card it will also permit entry into every Section without activating the alarms although, naturally, your path will be logged by the security computer in case of trouble.”

     “What if I lose it or it gets stolen?”

     “Not to worry.  The system is biometric.  Each card has a built-in thumb scanner.  The scales on our finger-pads are unique, just like your loops and whorls.  It was a simple matter to modify the technology accordingly.  And no, if you were taken prisoner cutting one of your digits off wouldn’t work.  The reader is also sensitive to the electric currents generated by living cells.”

     Arukai gallows-humor, Naylor realized.

     Thalenji continued, “Access to the Base computer is via thumb-reader, but you will be able to set your own master-password once you’re properly logged in.”

     He turned his back and studied the opposite wall politely as Naylor keyed in his usual password and inserted the card into the lock to test it.  A green panel lit up immediately, and the door slid aside.

     “Good enough,” he nodded, setting it closed again.

     As if nothing had happened, Thalenji gestured for Naylor to follow.  “The others had some unfinished tasks to perform before the end of the shift.  I hope you don’t mind if I show you to your office on my own.”

     “Not at all,” he acquiesced, conscious of Thalenji’s musky odor as they headed down the passageway.  

     Thalenji’s bushy tail flicked from side to side as he stepped lightly on his broad pads, its tip curled into the small of his back.  Hypnotized, Naylor watched it, wanting to reach out and fondle it, sure Thalenji would instantly doubt his sanity if he did so.  Or his sexuality.  He jerked his wandering hand back just in time.

     A lift returned them to the next floor up.  All offices were within easy walking distance of one another.  Arukai disliked relying upon personal communications devices, only resorting to them when there was no other alternative.  Commonplace throughout the Commonwealth, surgically embedded On-board systems were practically unknown back in the Empire.  Only remote-mining specialists and certain computer experts ever resorted to them when nothing else would serve.  Naylor flexed his jaw muscles as a test, switching on the comlink riding in his left inner ear.  

     Instead of receiving a ‘READY’ signal, all he got was silence.      

                            ***

     As if reading his mind, Thalenji rummaged in yet another pocket and extracted a small PDA not much larger than a pack of playing cards.  

     “I suggest you spend some time memorizing the Station layout, sir.  There’s nothing more embarrassing than missing an appointment or taking the wrong turn and ending up in a dead-end passageway, of which there are many.”

     Naylor accepted it gratefully.  “What time does dinner start?”

     Thalenji flicked an ear at the wall-clock - one of the strange Arukai ones with a wavy line divided into color-coded segments and two sliding tickers underneath.  A plaque alongside explained how it worked.  Naylor saw that it was late in the afternoon: four o’clock, or thereabouts.

     “Dark-red plus fifty - half-past seven PM, not that that means much cooped up inside.  We’re only five hundred kilometers from the pole here.  The sun rolls along the horizon most of the year, blocked completely by the Skull Mountains to the south-west.  In winter, darkness lasts twenty-four hours a day.  It’s late northern summer at present, with almost permanent daylight outside, so we keep an artificial diurnal cycle for the sake of convenience.  The lights will be dimmed gradually for an hour, then turned off completely at ten o'clock to simulate nightfall.  From then until morning, if you want to move around you’ll need to use a torch.”

     Quaint, Naylor thought, looking forwards to the novelty.

     “If I may..?” Thalenji gestured.  He touched the comlink on his harness, and Naylor’s PDA beeped back at once.  “Just testing.”

     Naylor clipped it to his belt, and they parted company. 

     His found his office surprisingly spacious.  It was twenty meters in diameter, with three circular divans along with a tri-D set and shelves of documentaries to watch.  A door on the left revealed a bathroom and en suite with a shower and proper toilet, not a ‘kai-style squat-down.  Most of the rear wall was taken up by a large holowall.  Several issues of New Dawn, the Base journal, sat on his desk waiting to be read.  Arukai eschewed most forms of ubiquitous computing.  Back in the Com those multiple copies would have required but a single sheet of smart-paper, with the contents – whatever they might be – transmitted when required via fast wi-fi.

     A leather box, dyed red, sat beside them.  He looked at it suspiciously for a moment, then picked it up.  Inside were what looked like gold cufflinks: a planet in crescent-phase with latitude and longitude lines with a stylized orbit girdling the equator.  It was the Imperial emblem for Planetary Governor, designed to be worn on an official harness.  Naylor held them in his palm thoughtfully.  A gift from his predecessor, but should he wear them?  The Commonwealth had its own design for the position: a gold triple-star distinct from the pins normally worn by Navy personnel.  

     He took one of his six-star Commander’s pins from the right lapel of his shirt and inserted the Arukai one in its place.  The clasp fitted perfectly.  Wearing one of each made a statement he felt sure the Arukai workers would appreciate.  The Project was a joint-venture.  The Commonwealth could have expelled them all and taken over completely.  Even Naylor thought it would have been a spiteful, unintelligent act.     

     On the holowall, snow-capped peaks lifted behind the landing field into a blue-black sky dotted with fleecy clouds.  Beyond a chain-link fence lay a meadow of bright green grass on which unfamiliar Arukai animals grazed.  It took a moment for him to realize it was a scene outside the Station as it would appear in the future, like a time-window.  As he watched, one of the ships lifted off and accelerated smoothly into the sky.  

     Future generations would walk beneath the open sky where scorching gales and ultraviolet radiation now reigned, not sparing a second thought for the labors of the planet-changers centuries ago.  Naylor knew he would not live to see it, but he had witnessed wonders enough not to feel too sorry. 

     The local ‘year’ was 321 days long, each of 19.3 Standard Imperial sati, though no genuine attempt had yet been made to create a local calendar.  That could wait until colonists took up life in the open. Ignoring reality outside, Homeworld’s original weeks and months were used as a convenience to avoid chronological chaos.  Everyone gauged time from the day the first expedition touched down - Year One, or 4213 AK.  It was currently the year 253 PL, short for Post-landing.    

     He decided to leave the tri-D image alone, for the time being.  It was good to be reminded what they were all risking their lives for.

                            *** 

     He saved the ritual of setting up his workspace for the following morning and spent two pleasurable hours wandering unescorted, following Thalenji’s electronic map.  His new card opened each door like a magic wand, even the most sensitive areas usually off-limits to all but specialist personnel.  
     The outer corridors formed a circle, passageways all joining in the center like the spokes of a wheel.  Hi-speed lifts ran down the hub.  Starting at the bottom, he worked his way up.  Life-support machinery and the reactor took up all of Level Five, where  noise and vibration could be isolated from the rest of the complex.  Level Four was Storage and Supplies.  Level Three comprised the Laboratories and workshops.  Level Two held Accommodation and Recreation, including the diningroom, refectory, medlab, VR game-suites and theaters, two restaurants, the gymnasium and an arboretum complete with lawn and ornamental trees.

     Having a gym was a necessity, not a luxury.  Jekobar’s Defiance dragged mercilessly at unprepared flesh and bone.  Like humans, Arukai constantly needed to tone up, though there was no body-building sub-culture attached to the process.  They thought naked, muscle-bound human beings looked grotesque and ridiculous.  Sports like kendo and the Arukai counterpart, ujk-sa, served as worthy substitutes for squash and basketball.    

     ‘Ground’ level – Level One - held Administration, Operations, Communications and the nerve-center of the operation, the Loading Bay.  From there, all the Hotbases and lesser outposts dotted across the planet’s surface were supplied and staffed.  At any one time up to one hundred of the Station’s members could be thousands of kilometers away, attending to jobs beyond the ability of the assorted robotic systems already out there.  By the hanger doors stood a stubby biconic transport, fuelled and prepped for immediate launch on a rescue mission were one to be required.  Its Drive ticked quietly in standby mode, a tubeway connected to the mid-level hatch ready for instant departure.

     Naylor ended up taking dinner alone in his quarters: porterhouse steak with vegetables – excellent, as compiled meals always were - washed down with  dark beer from a well-stocked fridge.  

     Time spent in the Navy meant he always traveled light.  Unpacking occupied a bare five minutes.  All he had were his dress uniform, three sets of fatigues, two pairs of boots, assorted underwear and socks, his music and book collection on chip, half a dozen tri-D snaps of his family, and last but not least, his Service-issue combo-gun.

     It was a marvelous weapon weighing less than a kilo, made of hi-tech plastic and ceramics with barely a moving part.  Everything was driven by powerful capacitors charged by a coating of solar cells beneath its matte black skin.  It had three independent delivery mechanisms, plus a red-dot aiming system and laser-sighting as well.  The upper barrel fired 5mm smart-needles from a magazine holding 500 rounds.  The lower barrel was designed to propel explosive 10mm micro-grenades out to 100 meters, but there were only 30 of those.  A thumb-lever selected its final system, a taser powerful enough to drop a rhino in its tracks.  As a last resort it could be turned into a small bomb, complete with time-delay.

     Strictly speaking, he was breaking the rules still having it.  It was an ace up his sleeve, a fail-safe the others would never suspect, kept in its shoulder-holster at all times.  As far as he knew there were no firearms or personal weapons permitted on the Base.  Thalenji’s sword was the one exception, an important status symbol all high-ranking Arukai officers were entitled to carry if they so chose.   

                            ***  

     Jekobar’s Defiance was Earthlike neither in mass nor distance from its G4 primary.  There were seas and oceans, but here they were made not of water but abrasive sand: pulverized basalt, pumice and quartz covered the planet to an average depth of five kilometers.  From space the surface was invisible beneath a uniform disk of tan clouds.  Surface features important enough to warrant recording on the maps were a curious muddle of human and Arukai names pilfered from the days of polar exploration on home worlds far away.  

     Surrounding the northern polar sink the land rose to precipitous heights, driven up by the collision of three fast-moving plates all heading north.  Three gargantuan impact craters dominated: the Scott, Amundsen and Shackleton basins, the sites of future inland seas.  Subduction zones branched out towards the equator, creating trenches invisible beneath the restless sands.  Lines of peaks spilled rivers of lava down their flanks, summits poking through the sands like offshore islands.  

      Waves of dunes marched endlessly around the equator, driven by the eternal gales spiraling down from the poles.  A sprawling second continent filled a third of the southern hemisphere, dominated by shield volcanoes where the Project’s major treatment plants were concentrated, pumping tailored algae into the plumes which billowed towards the stratosphere.

     The atmosphere was methane, carbon-dioxide and water-vapor with liberal amounts of ammonia and sulfur-dioxide.  Huge blocks of frozen water-ice arrived every few hours from a robotic station out beyond the Inner Belt: the Flinger, where a small moon was slowly being pulled apart and fired sunwards.  It was important not to confuse the current shoreline as the future interface between land and water.  The Project planners envisaged a planet with a huge swath of equatorial desert, trending to temperate forests only at the highest latitudes where the population centers would be concentrated.  The planet’s axial inclination was 12.3 degrees, the ambient sunlight not much less than that received by Venus.  It had not yet been decided whether a permanent orbital sunshield would be required in the future.
