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Porcelain


[image: ]


Dark eyes, slightly slanted, edged with porcelain. White rims tracing the curve, edged with gold. The face looked down at her. Only the face didn't look—it didn't move—just the eyes. 

"She's awake," the voice spoke—quiet, sibilant. The china face muffled the sound.

A white oval surrounded by blackness was all she saw. Black eyes echoed the blackness behind.

"Do you think she's aware?" The other voice—male—came from behind her.

"Possibly. Too soon to tell.... Kara, Kara Donaldson. Can you hear me?"

Kara nodded her head. She tested her mouth with her tongue. It was dry, parched. She wanted a drink—a glass of water. She tried to moisten her mouth and throat by swallowing. Nothing would come. She tried to talk, to ask, but all she could manage was a feeble croak.

"No, don't try to talk. You aren't ready yet. Just rest," said the male voice behind her.

Questions were starting to form in the spaces of her half awareness. Where was she? What was happening to her? She felt a pressure against the top of her arm, then something sharp. More blackness, different this time, swept down upon her.

oOo

Awareness coalesced around her. She could feel the warmth and see the orange-pink glow of sunlight through her lids. The tracery of veins was there, darker in her sight. Kara barely dared to open her lids. She remembered last time, remembered the dry mouth and the confusion. Most of all, she remembered the faces. She clutched at the memory. Something about them. Faces that were faces and yet...

She opened her eyes. Wooden floorboards, shining, deep and rich with polish, led off to a fly screen door. She followed the lines of the boards, still blurry, but there all the same. 

Outside. 

Outside a tree waved in the wind. Leaves blew and rustled. The wooden-framed door creaked in the breeze. A swing seat hung on the veranda outside. The chain rubbed and clinked against wood. Summer. She knew it was summer. Late afternoon. The sunlight slanting through the door and the net curtains told her. The warmth and light told her. 

Last thing Kara remembered was winter. How had it gotten to be summer without her knowing? She looked around the room, seeking clues to the holes in her memory. Something should tell her.

She turned beneath crisp, white sheets and chewed at her lower lip, willing the memory to come.

"Miss Donaldson, time to get up. You've been asleep for over an hour."

Kara looked slowly from the plain sensible shoes, up over stockinged legs and further, past a crisp, white dress. The face wore glasses perched upon the nose—a prim nose and a prim pink face to go with it. 

"Miss Donaldson, come on, time to get up."

"Yes, yes. All right," said Kara. "I'm tired. Let me rest." 

"You've been asleep for too long already. If you don't get up now, you'll be awake half the night. Now, I won't ask you again."

Kara knew she should know this person, but the name wouldn't come. The woman's voice annoyed her, grating on her nerves. All she wanted was to go back to sleep. If she complied and sat up, perhaps the woman would go away. Kara felt hot. She ran her fingers through her hair, damp with sweat and sat up, working her tongue round her mouth.

"Water. Can you get me some water?"

"Good. That's more like it. Now I'll bring you a nice cool glass of lemonade. Would you like that instead, honey?" Kara narrowed her eyes at the woman and nodded. The woman gave a satisfied look and left the room. 

Kara swung her legs out of the bed and put her feet on the floor. She wore a plain cotton shift and nothing else, nothing beneath it. She should know this place, know where she was, but the knowledge had gone, along with winter and spring. She looked around, at the room, at the bed, at the ceiling, where a fan rotated lazily through the torpid air. A fly buzzed and meandered through the heat. 

The woman returned carrying a tall glass of lemonade. Ice clinked against the sides of the glass and condensation ran in tiny rivulets down its side. Kara licked her lips, took the glass and swallowed greedily. 

"Mmm. God, I needed that." She took another long draft, then held the slick glass to her forehead and rubbed it from side to side. "Where am I?"

"Now, Miss Donaldson. One of these days, you're going to wake up and remember. One of these afternoons, you're going to wake and say 'Hello, Maysie, have I slept for long?' And yes, I know. That's going to be your next question, just like it always is. Maysie Fuller. That's my name. You've been here since the accident."

Kara looked out through the screen door as she digested the information. A dragonfly hovered over the veranda, then flicked away. She looked down at her legs, then her arms. Everything seemed to be in place. She didn't have any noticeable injury. She just couldn't seem to remember anything.

"Where am I? Is this a hospital?"

"No, Miss Donaldson. This is your place, left to you by Dr. Brightman." Maysie spoke as if it were a formula; something she had said many times before. "Now you finish that lemonade and get yourself up. I'll be back for the glass later."

Kara waited till Maysie had retreated, then placed the glass down gently on the bedside table. Carefully, she got to her feet, but it didn't seem like there was anything wrong. Her legs felt fine. The rest of her body felt fine. How could she have been in an accident?

She padded across the cool wood floor, barefoot, to the screen door and looked out. A large yard spread out before her. Long grass waved gently in the breeze and a massive fig tree stood in its own pool of shadow. She pushed open the screen door, winced a little as the springs creaked and protested, then stepped out onto the veranda. All around lay a sea of grass, as far as she could see.

Shielding her eyes from the beating sun, she stepped down the stairs to the ground. The grass, lush and moist against her bare feet, brushed like waves against her legs as she wandered through it, heading towards the tree. The shade offered by the wide, spreading branches looked inviting. Thankful for the solid trunk to lean her back against, she lowered herself to the ground. A centipede walked across the earth beside her, pushing past twigs and leaves, and she watched it, until it disappeared behind a large buttress root. She sat back in shadow and closed her eyes. The breeze was cool against her sweat-damp cheek.

"Hello, Miss Donaldson. How are we today?" Kara looked up to see a man in a white coat standing over her. He wore glasses, just like the woman. She guessed he was a doctor. He looked like a doctor.

"Um, fine, I guess. I don't know about you."

The man smiled at her. "Good. Glad to hear it. So how's the old memory going? Do you remember anything yet?"

She peered up at him. He had very blue eyes. The way he was talking to her, she was obviously meant to know who he was. The light was behind him, surrounding him. It was too bright and she had to squint. "I don't know. I have these 'flashes' of memory, but they don't seem to make any sense."

"Okay, well that's a start." He sat down beside her, his back against the exposed root. She could see him now. He had a good face, high brow, clean features. He was lightly tanned.

"Who are you? Are you a doctor? You look like a doctor." Kara tilted her head to one side and studied him. He looked no different from that angle either.

"Just call me Alan, Miss Donaldson. We've met before, but I don't expect you'd remember yet." He smiled. "All in good time." His smile faded. "Can you tell me about these 'flashes' of yours?"

Kara thought about what she remembered. She rubbed her hand across her mouth and chin. That's right. Faces. White faces, hovering in the darkness. Faces, but not faces. Something about them. She rubbed the bridge of her nose and then her forehead.

"It's all right. Take your time."

Kara didn't trust him. He looked like the sort that you could trust, that you were supposed to trust. "I don't know. They're gone. I just sort of half remember them anyway. I don't think they're important."

He peered at her above his spectacles. "Anything is important Kara, anything at all. Just try and remember."

Kara leaned her head back against the tree trunk and closed her eyes. She wished he would go away. Cicadas croaked in the tree somewhere above her. When she opened her eyes again, he was gone. She hadn't heard him leave. She closed her eyes and tried to remember.

The images came slowly. She had to drag them out from some place buried deep within her. Eggshell white. Translucent. Kara reached out her fingers to touch, but the face withdrew. Blackness all around. Black like the black eyes. A vision hanging in the void.

The screen door slammed and Kara looked over to the house. Maysie stood in the shade of the veranda, hands on her hips. She stood there watching for a time, then turned and went back into the house. The screen door banged shut behind her. Kara looked at the wide wooden house. She looked at the sea of grass. She looked up at the clear blue sky. Suddenly, the cicada chorus stopped. Everything was so quiet. Only the wind whispered gently in her ears, in the leaves around her, and in the long grass. She pushed herself to her feet and headed back towards the house.

oOo

Awareness fluttered at the back of Kara's consciousness. She reached out to touch it, but gossamer thin, it dissolved beneath her questing grasp. She was hot, the pillow damp beneath her cheek. She wanted a drink.

"Miss Donaldson, time to get up. You've been asleep for over an hour."

Kara worked her mouth, trying to moisten it. She licked her dry lips and opened her eyes, gritty with sleep. She turned her head to look at the ceiling fan, rotating lazily through the heat above her. She tracked the motion of the blades. Round and round and round. What had she been dreaming about? Something about faces, white faces—or faces half covered by things like masks. The drink could wait.

"Miss Donaldson, come. Time to get up."

Kara continued watching the fan. She answered without turning her head. 

"Not today, Maysie. Not today."

How had she known the woman's name? It had just been there. Other things were there, dim shapes behind the curtain of her memory. They waited for her there, just out of her reach, and she wanted them. 

Kara turned her head, but Maysie had gone. A fly buzzed through the thick air, then landed somewhere out of sight. All was still. She pulled back the crisp, white sheets and swung her legs round and out of bed, to place her feet on the cool wood floor. The smooth polished boards felt good against her bare soles. She sat, the heels of her hands pressed against the edge of the bed. Her hair fell in sweat-damp strings around her face. She sat there thinking, trying to remember. Nothing would come but fleeting images that skittered away from her—images, and a smell; a smell like a hospital. Neither made any sense at all. Taking a deep breath, she stood and walked across the room and over to the screen door.

Without thinking about it, she knew the springs would creak in protest when she opened it. She pushed it open, stepped outside and let it bang shut behind her, not caring about the noise. A sea of grass waved in front of her, as far as the eye could see. She moved out from the shaded veranda and took the three steps to the ground. The grass was long even here, right up to the side of the house. Shielding her eyes from the glare, she moved through the grass towards the pool of shade beneath the tree. A dragonfly crossed her path, hovered for an instant, then flicked away. Kara watched until it was out of sight, then headed towards the shade and sat, her back against the broad, smooth trunk. Alan came then, as she knew he would.

"Hello, Miss Donaldson. How are we today?"

Kara peered up at him. She narrowed her eyes. He waited patiently, unmoving, waiting for her to answer.

"Not today. I don't want to answer your questions. I have things to do."

He tilted his head a little to one side and stood above her looking puzzled. Kara moistened her lips and stared at him. She stared at his face and eyes. They were too perfect, too right. She concentrated on his features. It may have been her imagination, but the brightness behind him grew just a fraction. She continued to stare. 

A piece of his face cracked off and fell to the ground at his feet. Then another. The shards of his face fell like flakes of rust, until there was nothing left but a clean white surface. Dark eyes looked down at her, dark eyes edged with gold. 

"Not today," she said to the blank white mask. "I have things to do."

She leaned her head back against the tree trunk and closed her eyes. When she opened them again, he was gone. She looked out across the grass. She didn't have long to wait. One by one, the others came and walked towards her. She looked up at their faces and smiled at them.

"We have things to do," she said. "We all have things to do. Now is the time to show them how."

Kara got to her feet, a smile still on her face, and headed out across the sea of grass, not even checking to see if they followed.

oOo

Dr. Alan Bright looked down at the still form in the bed before him. Wires trailed from the electrodes fastened to her temples and from beneath the crisp, white sheets to the monitors above the bed. Everything was going to plan. Similar beds lay behind him and to either side, twelve in all. In each lay one of the volunteers. He smiled down at Kara, glanced up at the monitor, then looked back at her sleeping face. She could have been asleep, but he knew she wasn't.

"Well, Kara. We're nearly there. Just a few more days and the trial will be over. Then you can get back to whatever sort of life you were leading before." He smiled. "Six months is a long time, but you'll get there. You only have to wait a few more days."

Kara Donaldson opened her eyes and looked at him. Dr. Bright blinked in disbelief, then sucked in his breath. Dark, dark eyes stared at him from the pale white face beneath Kara’s shaven head. She licked her lips. Her eyes continued staring at him, through him.

"Not today, Alan. I have things to do," she said. "We all have things to do. No time to wait."

But this was impossible! Bright's mouth hung open in shock as Kara closed her eyes again. He stared at her, barely able to move. How could she have spoken? He shook his head. No. Then, just as he was about to reach over and check her, the monitor above her bed stopped its steady pulse—a hiccup, followed by an even, high-pitched, unbroken tone. 

One by one, above every bed around the room, the monitors ceased their steady pulse. One by one, the sound of his patients’ heartbeats faded to nothing. One by one, they joined together in that single, even, unbroken, high-pitched tone.

And with that sound, he knew.

Slowly Bright lifted a hand to his mouth.

"Oh my God," he said.

oOo

The springs creaked in protest as the screen door moved slightly in the breeze. It banged, once, twice against the wooden frame. Around the broad house, a sea of grass stirred lazily in the breeze, moving in gentle waves as far as the eye could see. The grass was long even here, right up to the side of the house. Out along the path, a dragonfly hovered for an instant, then flicked away, fading rapidly to become a mere rainbow glimmer in the distance. 

The sun beat down, warm across the long-grassed fields. At the end of the path, in the shade of a large, smooth-trunked tree, a centipede walked across the earth, pushing past twigs and leaves, finally to disappear behind a large buttress root. In front of the tree, in a recently disturbed patch of dirt, a small pile of rusted flakes sat alone, unwatched, undisturbed, beneath the spreading leaves.

⁓The End⁓
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“I don’t know who the fuck you think you’re working for, and I don’t really care. The truth is...” Kavanagh leaned in closer, shaping each word clearly, concisely. “...you work for me.”

He watched the impact, judged the expression in the young man’s eyes. He’d seen the sequence enough times in the past. First the resentment, the affront, then the traces of uncertainty and finally a vague touch of fear. He turned away, scanning the cabin for anything he might be able to use, more out of habit than need, but Nash kept his quarters clean and free from clutter. Really, Kavanagh had the younger man, Nash, where he wanted him.

“Now, if you understand that relationship, we’ll be fine. This is not about you. It’s about what we have to do. You see, I’m going to need you, and Vaylorus is as important as any of these new worlds from the old Union. The problem is, they’re a little inclined to go off on their own. It’s our job to reel them back in.”

“But— “

“What?” said Kavanagh. 

“I’m supposed to be reporting to—“

“Did you not hear me?” said Kavanagh.

Nash swallowed and bit his lip.

“Good. Now, we’re due to land in two days’ time, so I suggest you use that period to think about your priorities. You can have a career, or you can end up stuck on this god-forsaken fringe world for the rest of your existence. Your choice.”

Nash closed his eyes, and after a pause, opened them again and nodded. Satisfied for the moment, Kavanagh gave him one last assessing look, held it for an instant, then slipped out of the cabin. 

One day, they might be able to get from place to place without the dead, useless time between. Not that he had any real interest in the places the Confederacy decided had need of his presence. He just liked to be engaged. 

Derek Nash. The young man was smart, one of the rising stars. His direct superiors relied on him, and already gave him fair latitude to make his own decisions. Useful. After all, there were agendas and there were agendas. If he could rely on Nash to perform, there’d be one less problem to worry about, and he’d have less time to spend on the stinking ball that was Vaylorus. Since the collapse of the Union, everything had more or less fallen apart. Problem was that the resources were too valuable for the Confederacy to ignore.

Once back in his own cabin, Kavanagh settled back on the couch, thumbed the wall screen into life, and returned to the studying the Go board where he’d left it. His move.

oOo

Vaylorian immigration was worse than he remembered it. Kavanagh walked up the long connecting ramp, hearing it creak and shift beneath his feet with every step. The wind slammed against the thin metallic walls in gusts that shuddered and rocked the structure. The cold bit through, making him quicken his pace, trying to get into the terminal building as quickly as possible. They disembarked into a vast echoing chamber, barely lit, the outside snow swirling across the windows and obscuring the landscape, not that there was much to see. Vast, frigid, forested plains, draped in white and not much else was out there. The spaceport was miles out from Sira Kalrim, stuck in the middle of nowhere.

The smell of fuel and metal swept over him as he stepped, finally, thankfully, into the warmth and looked for some indicator of which way he should be heading. There was something else in the air as well, some acrid, ammoniac scent that he finally recognized as the under taste of poorly maintained rest rooms. The Vaylorians never seemed to notice such things – their olfactory mechanisms were apparently put together differently. 

He was thankful, at least, that they were the only ship coming in at this time. He remembered the queues from last time, and grimaced. He could never quite understand why anyone would want to come here as a tourist, but come they did. Despite that small blessing, it turned out to be bad enough. One by one, they filed up toward the border control booths and formed an orderly line. He scanned the other passengers. A few corporate types, looking just about as impressed as he felt and the inevitable pack of wide-eyed tourists. Tourism, it seemed, was one of the things that was starting to keep the place alive. 

Kavanagh dropped his bag at his feet, ready for the wait as one after the other, the uniformed officials went through the motions of checking paperwork, taking their own precious time. It was funny how they still called it paperwork. A line of booths formed a barrier across the width of the vast echoing hall, each one populated with a Vaylorian official in ill-fitting drab uniforms. Their large bulk filled the booths, barely giving them space to do anything else but check the arrivals, each in ordered turn. Covered in mottled grey-black fur, they stood almost as wide as they were tall, vast rolls of insulating flesh thinly concealed beneath their military-style uniforms. The design of their clothing suggested a hangover from Union days, and the carefully controlled pacing was reminiscent of the regimentation left by Union on this, among many similar worlds, before the collapse.

At last, it was his turn, and he stepped up to the booth and handed over his datacard to the official. She took the thin sliver and turned it over and over in her claws, then after an appropriate level of time had passed, slipped it into the reader. Her huge dark eyes stared down at the reader disinterestedly. Her broad fleshy lips worked, gently twitching at the edges as she processed the information on the screen in front of her. The pungent fur smell of the Vaylorian female washed over him, and he did all he could to resist wrinkling his nose. 

She kept him standing there a full twenty minutes, looming over him, occasionally glancing from side to side, checking the progress of her fellow officials before grudgingly letting him pass. He knew it was all show, all routine. They had a quota and went at a pre-defined pace – yet another way of pretending decent employment levels—but it annoyed him all the same. The last look she gave him was one he read as belligerent hostility above her wide, soft-lipped mouth and he could feel the suspicion drilling into his back as he headed to the customs area to pick up the rest of his bags.

Nash finally joined him at the delivery point, looking tired and frustrated already.

“Is it always like this?” Nash asked.

Kavanagh gave a brief unamused laugh. “We’re here on a good day. You’ll see. Wait until we get into Sira Kalrim. Let’s just hope the local boys have sent someone to meet us. Last time I had to try to negotiate transport into the city. There’d been some screw up and they’d forgotten to send someone to pick me up. Not fun. You’ll soon learn. Whatever they told you before they gave you this assignment, well, there are truths, and there are truths. You’d better get used to it though. You’ve got a couple of years here, right?”

Kavanagh stooped to grab his other bag as the delivery cart trundled to a stop in front of them, not waiting for Nash’s answer.

“Better you than me,” he said as he straightened and waited for Nash to get his own luggage. “And make sure you’ve got your hat. You’re going to need it. Head, hands, and feet. That’s the litany. Remember it.”

Maybe if Kavanagh had been younger, he would have jumped at an opportunity like this one, taken an assignment on some inhospitable border world as a path to quick advancement, but he liked his comforts these days. Besides, he’d seen enough of these places. After a while, they all started to fade, one into the other. Vaylorus, though, was special. It occupied a unique, unpleasant place in his heart.

As he led Nash through customs and into the transport area, into the human cluster of pinched white faces and bulky thermals, he was relieved to see a sign further back with his name misspelled in big clear letters. Even that didn’t matter. This time, they’d been kind enough to send a driver. It was a Vaylorian driver, but it was a driver.

oOo

“You done much research on the place?” Kavanagh asked as they settled back into the transport for the three-hour journey into the city and beyond. There was going to be precious little communication from their driver, an old warrior, if the scars across his shoulders were anything to go by. He wondered briefly if the driver had been involved in the struggle against Union. It would do no good to ask. Kavanagh doubted that the creature could even understand them. The smell of half-damp fur and mud permeated the space.

“Research? Yes, I think I know enough,” said Nash, watching the blank white landscape slide past the windows, and still shivering slightly from his exposure to the outside.

“Don’t fool yourself. There’s never enough. And there’s no substitute for local knowledge, no matter how well informed you think you are. Jesus, if I was here for more than a few weeks even, I’d want to know everything I could about the place.”

Nash leaned forward in his seat, looking at something outside the window. “What are they?” he asked, pointing out some hulking, snow-covered shapes by the roadside.

“See, there’s an example,” said Kavanagh. “There are some things that your company guidebooks aren’t going to show you. They’re old ground transports.”

“But what—?”

“What are they doing out here? Oh, it’s simple. When the economy nose-dived before the Union fell apart completely, it got too expensive to lay a hand on the parts. If something broke down, they just left it there. Been going on for years. There’s been no reason to clean them up.”

A particularly heavy jolt shook the vehicle and Kavanagh thrust out a hand. Nash grimaced as he banged his head on the window next to him. 

“Just like the roads,” said Kavanagh, with a grin. “At least they pick up the bodies.”

Nash turned to look at him briefly, then turned back to face the walls of thick, purple-trunked trees, branches sagging under a weight of heavy snow. The trees were the reason anyone even cared about this place. Despite advances in technology and production, power-generation still mattered. The forested ice ball supported a self-sustaining fuel source the like of which was unequalled in the system anymore. Up until the collapse, Union had held a nicely wrapped up monopoly. Now, the only way Vaylorus was going to survive was on Confederacy finance. For the past few years, the central body had been pumping funds into Sira Kalrim, trying to prop up the local operations at the centre.

Sometimes, it took just a little persuasion for the locals to understand the economic reality.

Union had concentrated on Sira Kalrim, the hub of the most densely forested continent. Around that landmass stretched vast ice seas, broken only by random outcroppings of towering rock-strewn islands, upon which little of any use grew. Vaylorus, in essence, was Sira Kalrim. Other than that, Kavanagh had no interest in the place at all. 

He turned back to watch Nash, assessing. Maybe he’d be all right, maybe he wouldn’t. The next few days would tell.

oOo

Sira Kalrim displayed its usual pallid illumination and forbidding architecture as their vehicle drew into the main thoroughfare. Union had been very big on statues and monumental edifices. The buildings in the capital loomed. All around their own vehicle, others transports wove in and out in various states of disrepair, grinding and growling in every direction. If there were any rules to the traffic flow, Kavanagh had never been able to work them out. He’d hate to have to drive here. Mud spattered across the windows and quickly froze, only to drop off the front screen, cut away by the heavy motorized blades.

“Big, isn’t it?” said Kavanagh.

“It is that,” breathed Nash.

“Yeah, it got me like that the first couple of times I was here. The feeling never truly goes away. Wait until they get you set up in your apartment. They’re like these ones out here. Huge heating pipes inside and padded metal doors leading into every living space. They’re supposed to keep out the noise, but they never really do. Not the sound of the heating, nor of the occasional shooting, but you’ll get used to it soon enough. My own personal belief is that the doors are there to keep out the other Vaylorians. I really hope they’ve given you a decent package.”

Nash tore his gaze away from the passing buildings long enough just to shoot a narrow-eyed glance in Kavanagh’s direction. As he turned back to watch, he sighed.

“Listen,” he said still gazing out the window. “I’m not quite sure what you’re trying to do, scare me, make me change my mind or what. I took this assignment with my eyes wide open. I have no expectations, and I’m looking forward to the experience. The culture, the history, the parallels with old Earth fascinate me—there’s just so much to learn here. That might not appeal to you, Mr Kavanagh, but I want to experience as much as I can while I still can. I took this job to get their procedures and processes in order and to provide as much assistance as I am able. Anything I can do to help them clamber out of their current state...well, I feel totally justified in doing it. That’s my brief. That’s what I want to achieve here. You may have some agenda of your own, but I’m going to do what I can to help Vaylorus and the Confederacy at the same time. No one has to lose here.”

Good for you, Nash, thought Kavanagh. Perhaps he’d work out after all.

oOo

One of the old Union rally buildings, places where the local population had gathered to debate and growl at each other across the vast central space. Housed their offices now. Historically, the debates in these places would turn into actual physical combat, Union representatives clustered around, waiting to see which principle prevailed. Other times, the differences of opinion were settled by extended drinking contests. Never go drinking with a Vaylorian. Kavanagh had learnt that one pretty quickly. 

As they pulled into the front of the building, Kavanagh reached into his bag and pulled out a bottle. He leaned over the front and shook it from side to side beside their driver. The Vaylorian took a moment to notice, turned, and with a brief growling noise, shook his head. Kavanagh persisted, waving the bottle again. With a grunt, their driver nodded and clutched it between his claws.

“What’s that all about?” said Nash.

“Something you’d do well to learn,” said Kavanagh. “Protocol doesn’t allow gratuities, but it never hurts. Never know when you’re going to need a favour out here. You’ll find yourself relying on these guys pretty soon. Don’t expect to find any sort of easy transportation. Wait until you have to make a trip out to one of the mills, or the extraction plants. The plants are generally in the middle of some frozen waste. Personally, I like staying alive.”

Nash just looked thoughtful. Kavanagh was feeling increasingly comfortable with the young man. He didn’t give much away and very little that Kavanagh had thrown at him so far had seemed to fluster him.

They clambered out of the vehicle together, carrying their bags, thermal coats buttoned to their necks, and flaps lowered on their headgear. Wide, glass and metal, dirt-streaked doors concealed a murky interior. Already their vehicle had shuddered away. Kavanagh pushed open one of the doors and led them inside. The poorly lit interior echoed with their steps. The smell of sweaty boilers and tree-fuel heating wafted over them in a wave of warmth. A popular song drifted through the hollow space, playing off somewhere in the distance and echoing off the walls, slightly distorting the sound. Kavanagh recognized it as a popular tune from the system charts a few years ago, “Memories of Home,” and it brought a slightly amused grin to his lips at the incongruity. Sometimes it took years before some of the trends in music and culture filtered out to these worlds. Memories of home – on Vaylorus? He grinned inwardly at the irony.

Over in one corner stood a Vaylorian security officer, stun prod in hand, rocking slightly back and forth. The Vaylorian saw them standing there, stripping off their coats and hats, and quickly snapped to alert, his shoulder hair bristling. Before the guard had a chance to think about it, Kavanagh had stepped across, waving his ID high. Still bristling, the guard peered down. Kavanagh waved Nash forward.

“Quick, show him your ID,” he said.

The Vaylorian took a few moments, processing, and then visibly relaxed, his shoulder hairs settling back down. He gestured up a staircase with his stun prod and a low growl.

As they mounted the staircase, Kavanagh spoke to Nash in a low voice. “When you walk into a building, show them who you are as quickly as you can. They’re suspicious as anything, and there’s a tension between the Vaylorians and the human ex-pats that isn’t going to go away in a hurry. A lot of them blame us for the collapse of their economy and anything else they can think of. When you think that Union was basically human, you can understand why. There’s still quite a few of the old guard around, and you never know.”

“How long have you spent here before?” asked Nash.

“Long enough.”

They climbed the rest of the staircase in silence, Kavanagh aware that Nash was watching him speculatively. They climbed two floors, headed through another set of glass doors, and with a sense of relief, Kavanagh led Nash through into the human part of the offices.

There was no reception, no one to greet them, but Kavanagh knew where he was going. He threaded his way between desks and cubicles, heading for the large set of offices at the end of the floor. He knocked once on a large door, and without waiting for a response, stepped inside, gesturing for Nash to follow him.

Inside, the office was furnished to the barest minimum. Behind a desk sat a very harassed looking, grey-faced man, his receding hairline revealing more pale flesh than white-flecked hair. The man looked up as the pair of them entered.

“Kavanagh! Ouch, I forgot you were coming in today. Welcome. Welcome.” He stood and stepped around the desk, hand extended. “You got here no problem? Good.”

“Hello, Sam. This is— “

“Yes, I know. It’s Nash, isn’t it? Welcome. Welcome. I’m glad you made
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