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      Camp Zero

      
      They took away Dorthy Yoshida’s clothes and gave her a cut-down gee-suit, doped her and fitted her into a dropcapsule, flooded
         it with impact gel and sealed the hatch. And then they shot her ass-backward out of orbit.
      

      
      For a long minute she was falling free. Oxygen hissed in her facemask and meaningless indicator lights blinked centimetres
         from her face through the distorting gel, but it all seemed like something she was watching on a trivia show. She knew that
         her detachment came from the tranquilliser, but that didn’t matter either. She was floating beyond it all.
      

      
      And it was good to be alone at last. Despite her implant, she had never been entirely free of the emotions of the crew and
         other passengers in the ship’s cramped quarters, forever colouring her thoughts and seeping into her dreams like bad gas.
         A not-inconsiderable reason why she had wanted to become an astronomer at the end of her contract with the Kamali-Silver Institute
         had been the opportunity it afforded for escape from the seething energies of civilisation, the storms of emotion that broke
         upon her day after day, eroding her resources as steadily as the sea erodes the land. The weeks in transit had been as exhausting
         as a year in any city. So the minute of freefall was a drop of nirvana: salt crystal or snowflake, she dissolved in it.
      

      
      Then the retrojets cut in. The impact gel gloved the length of her body … and relaxed. For a moment she was weightless again.

      
      A jerk!

      
      And another!

      
      The dropcapsule groaned. Something working behind Dorthy’s cloudy detachment told her that it must be entering the atmosphere.
         They’d explained the sequence of events while she was being prepared for the descent, and she tried and failed to remember what came next as her weight began to build again, counter-balanced
         by the resistance of the gel. The dropcapsule vibrated, its thin skin plucked as it ploughed the upper air. Interference patterns
         raced through the gel, rocking Dorthy’s body, shattering the constellations of indicator lights. Below her, below the ribbed
         floor, the capsule’s ablation shield was growing hotter, burning red, burning gold, burning white, flowing backward and flaking
         away. All Dorthy felt was her increasing weight, seemingly centred between her breasts, pushing down on her heart, pressing
         her against the rigid cushion of gel. She couldn’t breathe: her cheeks were drawn back in a ghastly rictus: her eyeballs were
         flattening in their sockets.
      

      
      A shocking moment of freefall. She sobbed for breath, but already the weight was building again.

      
      Something shattered. A whole patch of the little lights turned red.

      
      And then it was over. One by one, the red lights returned to their benign green blinking. Dorthy’s weight fell away, became
         something less than Earth-normal. She could feel the capsule swaying as it traced slow, wide figures of eight, a Foucault
         pendulum suspended beneath the blossom of its parachute. There was a peremptory crackle and then a tinny voice said something
         in her right ear.
      

      
      At the same moment the chemical shutter that shielded her from her Talent seemed to dissolve. It was as if an unfocused incandescence
         had sprung through the walls of the dropcapsule, qualified here and there by hard flecks of intelligence, scattered gems burning
         in the mud of the world. Dorthy was enmeshed in the routine boredom of the drop controller whose attempts to make contact
         were nagging in her ear, in the seething flux of the hundred minds all around his.
      

      
      This is worse than the ship, she thought, and then she felt something stir beyond the horizon. A nova flare boiling up, bending
         its blinding beam towards her. It was too much. She could feel too much and, turned inside out, pressed raw against the fire,
         she couldn’t shut any of it out. Through a red fog of panic she tried to remember the calming ritual of her exercises: but
         the light was too much. Like a dropcapsule on too steep a trajectory, like Icarus, poor moth, she burned across the burning
         sky.
      

      
      And went out.

      
      
      *

      
      For a long time, Dorthy hung at the shifting border between sleep and wakening just as she had sometimes hung just beneath
         the surface of the sea, the sea warm as blood off the Great Barrier Reef. It was possible to float facedown, the tube that
         connected her to the world of air piercing the flexing silver skin just above her head, the blue underwater world spread below:
         but she had to be careful. Too deep a breath would send her up and as her weight left the water she would roll, sun dazzling
         through her mask and the snorkel dipping upsidedown, turning her next breath into a choking gush. And if she breathed too
         shallowly she would sink towards the rounded masses of coral and the patrolling fish, leave the silver skin for stretches
         of bare bright sand shelving away into unfathomable darkness.
      

      
      (A door opened somewhere, bringing an odour not unlike that of the flensing yard. A voice said patiently, ‘Not yet, Colonel.
         No, I don’t. Perhaps a reaction to the tranquilliser they give for the descent, perhaps the allergen inoculations, perhaps
         something else. I will tell you when she is awake, I promise, but it will not be for a while.’ Dorthy tried to open her eyes
         but the effort was too much; she sank from silver into darkness.)
      

      
      Before she had been sent away there had always been the smell of the flensing yard, and the circling white flecks of the seagulls
         beyond the flat roofs of the apt blocks that showed you where the yard was. There, the huge cymbiform carcasses, stripped
         of hide, were attended by great, slow gantries that sliced and rendered the blubber and muscle. Later, smaller cranes picked
         among the bones like brooding carrion birds. That was where Dorthy’s father worked.
      

      
      Sometimes he took Dorthy to watch the whales swim into the chute from the bay where they had been herded. The water in the
         concrete channel was so shallow that she could see the rolling eye, so small for so huge a creature, of each whale that passed,
         could almost touch, had she dared reach beneath the bar of the catwalk’s railing, the seaweed and barnacles that crusted the
         scarred hide sliding by. She had to wear a poncho because sometimes a whale would vent a fetid oily spray. Dorthy didn’t like
         that, and she didn’t like the moment when the electrodes closed and sent a brief fierce shudder through the long body. The
         stench then was like burning water. She would jump, too, and her father would pick her up and smile at her: this was a joke, to him. That was where her Uncle Mishio worked. Dorthy was afraid of his scarred, one-eyed face.
      

      
      The stench of rendering blubber hung over the yard and the little town all summer. Everyone was hoarse within days of the
         opening of the whaling season, and the apts became stifling because the windows couldn’t be opened. But it was the smell of
         money. The town was a company town, and the flensing yard was its only industry.
      

      
      Dorthy’s father brought a little concentrated cloud of this stink home each night, and slowly lost it to the hot water of
         the bath Dorthy’s mother had already drawn for him. Dorthy and her small sister, Hiroko, had to be quiet while their father
         lolled in steamy water, nibbling tidbits his wife had prepared as he watched the trivia stage, before leaving to meet Uncle
         Mishio at one or other of the bars. Dorthy’s mother wasn’t Japanese; in marrying her, Dorthy’s father had earned his family’s
         grave and continuing disapproval. As if in expiation of this unhealed rift, he had become fanatical in practising the old,
         orthodox ways, the ways of life before the Exodus, and his wife had become a martyr to his fanaticism – perhaps that was the
         point, although Dorthy only realised this years later, when her mother was dead and her father ruined by drink, bad company,
         and worse luck.
      

      
      The little apt with its concrete walls hidden by paper hangings, its concrete floors strewn with tatami matting, the brightly painted Shinto altar in one corner, the charcoal stove with its perpetually bubbling teapot, beside
         which Dorthy’s mother squatted as she stirred a fish stew – and the two dozen other apt blocks, the little row of shops and
         bars, and the large houses of the yard engineers and managers on the hill that rose above the little town, the ocean on one
         side and the bush on the other, sealed by the blank blue sky that was only occasionally cracked by the remote howl of an air-car
         … Dorthy’s Talent had taken her away from all that, just as it had taken her away from her research out beyond the orbit of
         Pluto. So quiet out there. No mind but her own, and the sun shrunken to merely another bright star among the myriad others.
      

      
      Dorthy woke to darkness that smelt of antiseptic, a sharp tang that overlay another, half-remembered odour. Her first thought
         was that she had failed again (once with bleach, once with a sharpened table knife, once she had tried to drown herself in the spherical pool at the weightless heart of the Institute). Pressure
         lay tightly across her shoulders, became apparent over her body when she tried to move. Not the Institute, that had been years
         ago. Was she still in the dropcapsule?
      

      
      Then the little room flooded with light.

      
      A face swam in her blurred vision. Dorthy twisted away from it and something stung her arm.

      
      Sliding under silver. Sleep.

      
      After the Institute it seemed to Dorthy that her Talent had always been with her, but in her early childhood it had been latent,
         untrained and unfocused, and she had not recognized it for what it was. After all, no child likes to think it is different.
      

      
      Always it had been in her dreams. Sleeping, her mind ranged out among the lights of other minds, like the quivering scintillae
         she could call up by pressing her closed eyelids, like the stars, each quite separate and all unaware of each other. And sometimes,
         awake, she knew what other people were going to say next, sometimes sat through whole exchanges that had the stale inevitability
         of a trivia rerun.
      

      
      But Dorthy seldom remembered her dreams, and she was too young to know that her persistent déjà vu was anything other than normal. It was not until she had been contracted to the Kamali-Silver Institute that she began to
         realise just how different she was, and what it meant. So the first time her Talent manifested itself in public, no one realised
         what had happened, not even Dorthy.
      

      
      She was six. She hadn’t been going to school long, but she already knew that she didn’t like it. There were plenty of Japanese
         children, but they kept away from her because of her mother, scornfully called her little half-and-half when they talked to
         her at all. And for some reason Dorthy couldn’t understand, most of the other children disliked the Japanese, and included
         Dorthy in their dislike. So Dorthy stood out, not of one world or the other. She became a target.
      

      
      Most of the non-Japanese, the gaijin, were only mirroring their parents’ prejudices, and limited themselves to taunts and name-calling, but one girl, Suzi Delong,
         took especial delight in tormenting any Japanese small enough. This particular time she was electrified with anger, her thin elbows and knees jerking as she held Dorthy with one hand and pinched her arms with the other, all the
         while raining down accusations that all Nips smelled, that they should go away and give real people a chance, go back to where
         they came from and leave everyone alone. Suzi’s face grew redder and redder; her accusations became more extravagant, an unstoppable
         flood that Dorthy didn’t know how to begin to deny. Her whole body flushed with misery and indignation as she squirmed in
         the other girl’s grip, and tears began to prickle behind her nose.
      

      
      And inside the prickling, a picture formed. Dorthy didn’t know where it came from, but she heard herself speaking from its
         luminous centre.
      

      
      ‘Well, your mother is playing a game right now with Seyour Tamiya. They’re playing a game with no clothes on!’

      
      Then the picture was gone and Suzi was fleeing knock-kneed across the playground. Dorthy rubbed the smarting places on her
         arms and was satisfied to be left alone. But one of the teachers must have heard about it, for Dorthy was taken to see Seyoura
         Yep, the school principal, at the end of classes.
      

      
      Seyoura Yep was a tall pale woman who sat upright behind a desk with a glass screen in it. Dorthy stood before the desk and
         watched as the principal wrote on the glass with something not quite a pen. She wrote for a long time before at last setting
         the instrument down with a small precise click; then she folded her long white hands together and asked what the problem was.
      

      
      Dorthy’s teacher began to explain over Dorthy’s head and all the while Seyoura Yep stared at Dorthy. Dorthy felt hot, then
         cold. It seemed that something was her fault – but hadn’t Suzi started it all? After all, Suzi had picked on her, and all
         along her arms were little paired bruises that proved it. But she was too young to dare question the arbitrary authority of
         grownups, and here she was in the principal’s office, so she must have done something.

      
      At last Dorthy’s teacher finished her explanation. Seyoura Yep sighed and leaned forward over her knitted fingers. ‘Well,
         we mustn’t tell tales, must we? Suzi’s parents are having trouble, d’you understand, girl? You mustn’t upset her.’ She wrote
         on the glass and pressed a switch: a slot unreeled a little tongue of paper. Seyoura Yep tore it off and said, ‘Show this to your parents. And don’t do it again. All right?’
      

      
      Dorthy took the paper and looked at her teacher, who told her to run along. As the door slid shut behind her, Dorthy heard
         Seyoura Yep say flatly, ‘These Nips. Still living the Age of Waste, most of them. They’re almost as bad as the Yanks.’
      

      
      After Dorthy’s father had read the note, he unbuckled his belt and formally beat Dorthy three times across the bottom. But
         it didn’t hurt very much and it was worth it, really, because after that Suzi left her alone. Dorthy forgot all about the
         picture that had come from nowhere until the second time her Talent manifested itself, two years later.
      

      
      The second time began with a dream.

      
      One of the children in the apt complex, a boy not much older than Dorthy, had disappeared. His parents went from door to door
         asking about him and then two of the yard police came and made a lot of noise as they looked in all the apts: but they didn’t
         find the boy either. The next day the grown-ups forbade their children to play outside. The women called to each other like
         startled birds, asking after the latest news, and the men squatted in little groups in corners of the walkways, over a go board or a shared bottle, talking in low voices. It was midwinter, the end of June, a traditional time of unrest in the town.
         The whale herds were trawling the oceans half a world away, and the flensing yard, almost the whole town, was closed. Everyone
         in the apt complex feared that the boy’s disappearance was an early symptom of yet another pogrom against the Japanese. Many
         remembered the last, not twenty years before, and the relatives they had lost in it.
      

      
      That night Dorthy had her dream, although she didn’t remember it as such. She found herself standing beside her parents’ sleeping
         mat in cool darkness, her head swollen with a blinding headache, her mouth thick with a blubbery taste. Memory of the words
         she had spoken as she had jerked out of her trance was like an echo in her brain.
      

      
      The old vats in the yard!

      
      It was a measure of the community’s anxiety that this slender and unlikely clue was taken seriously. A party of men broke
         into the yard. Most were chased out by the police, but two found the lost boy huddled in a corner of the disused storage tank into which he had fallen, the hatch an unreachable two metres above his head.
      

      
      That night, Uncle Mishio came around to discuss what should be done: he alone of Dorthy’s father’s family was still on speaking
         terms. Dorthy listened to their voices, a rising and falling cadence interspersed with the chink of china upon china, as she
         lay in her parents’ bedroom, where she had slept fitfully all day. She felt hot and cold again, felt once more a hopeless
         undefined guilt.
      

      
      The voices went on, and at last she fell asleep. When her father woke her, the room was filled with grey dawn light. He reeked
         of rice wine, and Dorthy began to cry in confusion because she had been sure that she was going to be punished.
      

      
      Her father wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and said, ‘You may be something special, daughter. Understand me? Tomorrow
         we go to a place in Darwin to see.’
      

      
      Her Uncle Mishio clapped a hand on her father’s shoulder, his seamed face twisted around his single live black eye. ‘Go up,
         girl! Away from the world!’
      

      
      And behind him, Dorthy’s mother pushed back a stray lock of hair and smiled tremulously, lines deep around her mouth. That
         was how Dorthy always remembered her mother after her death, a tired woman on the edge of things, worn down by her husband’s
         blustering, a frail vessel of love.
      

      
      So that was how Dorthy’s life had been decided. After the tests, she was accepted into the research program of the Kamali-Silver
         Institute, escaping the confines of her rigid upbringing, the rundown apt block, the miasma of the flensing yard that hung
         over the little town strung along the barren West Australian coast. Yet, waking now in a hospital room fifteen light-years
         from Earth, she smelled once again something very like the sad corrupt odour of her early childhood.
      

      
      The room was almost in darkness. For a while she lay quietly and wondered at the evil dreams she had had. The glittering net
         of minds and the singular other rising above the horizon, a quasar compared to the dim Pleiades of the human camp.
      

      
      A cold mantle spread over her skin. There had been no dream. It had all happened. She was down. She was on the surface of the conquered planet.
      

      
      She sat up. The pressure over her body that before had held her was no more than a sheet that slipped lightly to her waist.
         She fingered her unfamiliar sleeping tunic, discovered a drip-tube, patched to a vein in the pit of her left elbow, throbbing
         with slow peristalsis. Amber constellations glittered above her head, at the foot of her bed: the checklights of diagnostic
         machinery.
      

      
      A door opened. Silhouetted in the glare, a man said, ‘Come now, Dr Yoshida. You must lie down and rest.’ He gently forced
         Dorthy back, drew up the sheet, and palmed a syringe.
      

      
      Dorthy felt a brief tingling in the muscle of her shoulder. Her eyelids slid down like weights and she murmured, ‘I had a dream
         …’ and then the surface closed over her and at last she truly slept.
      

      
      When she woke the doctor was there again and she asked quickly, ‘What time is it?’

      
      The man, slightly built, thick black hair swept back from his pale thin face, smiled. ‘Ship time or local time? Truth is,
         there is not much difference at the moment. It is just after seven in the morning, or just after dawn. So, take your pick.
         How do you feel?’
      

      
      ‘All right,’ Dorthy said impatiently, although it wasn’t true. A kidney-shaped headache pressed inside her skull and her skin
         prickled with dry heat. She remembered the sudden hypersensitivity of her Talent, the overwhelming incandescent intelligence.
         Something out there, something deadly. When she tried to sit up the doctor deftly helped her.
      

      
      ‘Be careful, now. Your body sustained a massive systemic shock; for a couple of days it put you out. You should have told
         them about your implant.’
      

      
      ‘I thought they knew.’ She was thinking: two days!

      
      ‘Someone upstairs was careless, and the mess, as usual we clear it up. There was a reaction between the tranquilliser they
         gave you for the drop and the medicine your implant secretes. This I have determined.’
      

      
      ‘A reaction?’

      
      ‘Very severe. But you are healing.’ He reached up to fiddle with diagnostic equipment above her head and added, ‘I am Arcady
         Kilczer, by the way. Welcome down, Dr Yoshida. Now you are awake I can take a proper look at you, yes? I will start with your
         respiration.’
      

      
      As the doctor worked on her with the faintly brutal detachment of his profession, Dorthy wondered just what would happen now.
         As soon as she had landed, she should have gone out to one of the islands of life in the planet-wide desert, one of the holds,
         done her work and come back. The Navy had promised her that that was all she had to do. Had everything been delayed? Or had
         they gone ahead anyway, found out what she had been sent to discover, found out just what had transformed this world? Almost
         certainly, it had been the same aliens that had colonized the asteroid system of another, nearby red dwarf star … but no one
         knew what they were, or even what they looked like. Here, civilisation seemed to have died out (but again she remembered the
         nova-bright flare that had briefly touched her); but among the asteroids the alien civilisation was insensately hostile: the
         enemy.
      

      
      Dorthy asked the doctor if he knew anything about the expedition, but he shrugged as if it were of no consequence. ‘Duncan
         Andrews went back out once it was clear you would not be available for a little while. He is an impatient man, all over the
         camp you could hear the argument he had with Colonel Chung. She did not want him to leave without you, but he said that specimen
         collection was overdue anyway and got his way in the end. One up for us.’
      

      
      ‘Us?’

      
      ‘The scientists. Oh, I am qualified medical technician, that is how I started out in the Guild, but now my real job is nervous-system
         tracing, a little like you I think. When I am not fixing sprained fingers and bandaging cuts, that is – and bringing you out
         of a coma, of course. They promise to send down an autodoc, then perhaps we work together. Please now, don’t blink.’ He shone
         a light in her left eye, then her right.
      

      
      ‘When will Andrews be back?’

      
      ‘Soon, I hope. Hold out your arm – no, the other. Already you have enough holes in the left.’

      
      Dorthy obediently clenched and unclenched her fist. ‘Don’t look,’ Kilczer said as he slid the needle into a vein.

      
      But Dorthy had become inured to needles during her years at the Institute. She watched her blood rise in the cylinder of the syringe with equanimity and asked, ‘Do I pass?’
      

      
      ‘I must check your titers. You are hungry?’

      
      ‘I’m not sure.’

      
      ‘You have been on a drip long enough. Time you got something into your GI tract. I will go over to the commons while this
         is running.’
      

      
      When he had gone, Dorthy swung her legs over and stood. A rubber hammer seemed to hit her at the base of her skull. Her sight
         washed red. ‘Wow,’ she said out loud, and paced up and down the small space until the dizziness had passed. There was a set
         of coveralls and a pair of boots in a locker, together with the minuscule kit she’d been allowed to bring down. She took
         it all out, and when Kilczer returned, bearing a covered bowl, she was sitting on the bed pulling on her boots.
      

      
      He said with mock severity, ‘I hope you’re not being premature,’ but Dorthy sensed his relief: she was no longer his responsibility.
         She stayed long enough to eat the sugary gruel he’d brought, and Kilczer watched her eat with an almost proprietary air. ‘When
         you are done,’ he said, ‘I expect Colonel Chung will wish to have a word with you.’
      

      
      ‘Let her find me then,’ Dorthy said. If she had to speak with the base commander, she would have to tell her about what she
         had seen in the moment before she had passed out in the dropcapsule. And she couldn’t face that, not yet.
      

      
      ‘It would not be a good idea—’

      
      ‘I want to look around. I’m not some instrument package. She wants to talk to me, fine. She can come find me.’ She finished
         fastening the snaps of her boots.
      

      
      Kilczer said, ‘I do not think you are quite ready to begin to chase bug-eyed monsters.’

      
      ‘Really, I feel fine.’ Except it hurts like hell when I smile, and I’m scared to death of what might be out there.

      
      The base disappointed Dorthy. She had expected something exotic, or at least something shipshape, battle-ready and defensible.
         Instead, she found herself in the middle of nothing more than a scattering of cargo shells, long, ribbed-metal cylinders half
         buried in the friable ground, all windowless and seeming to be eerily deserted. A concrete blockhouse stood foursquare in the centre of all this, Camp 0° 15’ S, 50° 28’ W stencilled over its armoured entrance. A faint pervasive stink of something rotting, rich in ketones, hung in the dry air;
         glotubes strung from high poles shed a harsh light. The sky was impenetrably black but for a rouged edge, a glow as of an
         immense but distant conflagration.
      

      
      Dorthy struck off in that direction.

      
      The level but unpaved street came to an abrupt end beyond the last cargo shell, and then there was nothing but a level stretch
         of sand and tumbled rock. And the sun.
      

      
      It was balanced just above the horizon, a ball of sullen red flecked with a string of cancerous black spots, so big it overfilled
         her vision, so that when she squinted at one side of the flickering rim she couldn’t see the other. Her first thought was
         that it filled half the sky, but really it was much smaller, its diameter a sixteenth, a twentieth, of the horizon’s circle?
         Still, it was huge, a cool MO red dwarf star on the flat end of the Hertzsprung-Russell diagram, constant in its unhurried
         smelting of the elements. Dorthy raised a hand towards it but felt very little warmth, for all that it was only two million
         kilometres away.
      

      
      Sunrise: this was the greatest achievement of whatever had transformed this world, for, like any potentially habitable planet
         of a red dwarf star, this world huddled close to the feeble fires, well within the radius of captured rotation. Like Earth’s
         Moon, one face should have been perpetually turned to its primary, the nearside at best a howling scorched desert, the farside
         a starlit icecap where oxygen ran like water. Yet the world was rotating. Slowly to be sure, but it was sufficient to maintain
         bearable temperatures over most of the surface, was enough to prevent most of the atmosphere and all of the water being locked
         away on the farside. To see the sunrise was to realise the magnitude of the achievement. To look around was to wonder why
         anyone would bother.
      

      
      Dorthy drew a breath, made a face at the stink, and walked on, her boots crunching on gritty sand, adding to the criss-cross
         muddle of other bootprints and vehicle tracks. Nothing grew here, nothing at all. A dead landscape unshaped by any human need
         or desire, subject only to the random fluences of erosion. And therefore, to the human eye, featureless. It was not, of course.
         The implacable physical laws were fixed here as everywhere else: so that each rough boulder had on its lee side a tail of sand, and a shelf of sandstone
         was splitting in paper-thin wedges, each a virgin page laid down by a season’s silting in some lost lagoon, untouched by the
         scribbled spoor of life. There had been no life here before the enemy came.
      

      
      Most worlds consisted of such landscapes, Dorthy thought, as she followed the vague track through a field of boulders (most
         no bigger than her head, some as large as herself, some few as big as a house), if they weren’t, like Jupiter, failed suns.
         Emptier in a way than the blooming buzzing vacuum of space. She had long ago become convinced that because the universe was
         largely useless to human purpose (although who knew what other concerns there might be?), because of that, humans had only
         a small place in things, could never aspire to any grand role. In the six hundred years since first touching another world,
         they’d explored a bubble of space less than thirty light-years across, a hundred stars in a galaxy of four hundred billion,
         a dozen habitable worlds and half of those only marginally so. All energy used by all humans who had ever lived was surpassed
         by a single second’s output of a star like Rigel or Vega, was as a raindrop to the storm of energy produced by a quasar. Like
         all that energy, fleeing untouched to the utter ends of the universe, this red-lit desert was innocent of utility.
      

      
      As if in refutation, the track led around a pocked hillock and dipped into a cairn that had been turned into a junkyard. Tipped
         crates and mounded plastic sacks of rubbish, junked equipment already pitted by the sandblast of erosion: the singular ugliness
         of civilisation’s entropy.
      

      
      And row after row of dropcapsules, the ribbed metal of their conical shells scorched by the fire of their single passage.
         Some were tipped, revealing the flaking ruins of their ablation shields, and parachutes were still attached to a few, tattered
         orange tents that stirred and shifted in the errant breeze like the random lifting of the wings of mortally wounded birds.
      

      
      A woman crouched beside one of the capsules, flensing away a section of metal skin. The pea of irradiance at the tip of her
         cutting torch was cruelly dazzling in the sombre dawn, threw her shadow a long way across the ground. As Dorthy approached,
         the woman switched off her torch and pushed up her dark goggles. Her grin was a bright flash in her brown face. ‘They let you up already, Dr Yoshida?’
      

      
      ‘Does everyone in the camp know about me?’

      
      ‘It’s a small place.’ She rose from her squat. A tall, lanky woman, two metres to Dorthy’s one and a half.

      
      ‘So I’m beginning to understand,’ Dorthy said.

      
      The woman’s laugh was rough and low, like the purr of some great cat. ‘Jesus Christos, be here a few days more, honey, you’ll
         know it.’
      

      
      ‘Can you tell me, why does the air smell so bad?’

      
      ‘Huh? Oh, that’s the sea.’ The torch dangled casually in her hand. Behind her, cooling metal ticked.

      
      ‘What do you mean?’

      
      ‘You don’t know?’

      
      ‘I’m just starting to look around.’ Dorthy kicked grit. ‘This is my first alien world, if you don’t count Luna and Titan.’

      
      ‘Alien world … yeah, I like that. Well, go see if you want. Just follow the track on down past the heliport. I guess everyone
         should see it just the once.’ The dazzling light of the torch flared as the woman turned back to her task.
      

      
      Her vision bedevilled by afterimages, Dorthy walked on. The sea? She’d been brought up beside the Pacific Ocean, had returned
         to it after her tenure at the Institute because diving reminded her of the lost, loved, languorous sensation of freefall.
         So she walked on through the junkyard, followed the track as it climbed a rubble slope. Once she glanced back, but saw no
         one.
      

      
      Beyond the rise, a couple of thopters and a single lifting body squatted on a crude pad of resin-sealed sand. To one side
         was a cluster of antenna towers and a parabolic bowl, its receiving dish aimed at zenith. A hut nuzzled its support struts.
         Then there was nothing but a rutted track through dusty rocks.
      

      
      Five minutes later, she reached the shore.

      
      The sea stretched towards its level horizon like a bowl filled with cold blood, mottled with drifts of scum like porous icebergs.
         Wave and wind had conspired to accumulate the scum along the crusted shelf of the beach, a winding line of dirty white nuzzled
         by slow waves, quivering faintly in the breeze. There was a slow constant crepitation as stiff bubbles subsided. And the smell
         …
      

      
      
      There had been a creek that received wastes from the flensing yard that couldn’t be discharged into the ocean because they
         would panic approaching whale herds: the local people had called it Bubble Billabong. The smell here, a thin stink as of old
         sewage and rotting vegetables, undercut with a whiff of something foully metallic, was not as bad as Bubble Billabong’s, but
         small wonder Dorthy had been reminded of her childhood. She wondered if the scum served a purpose, then smiled at the thought
         of creatures reeking of the pits of death. What would humans smell like to them?
      

      
      She walked a little way down the shore: boulders, loose shifting slopes of pebbles, banks of foam shivering in the breeze.
         The sun was still balanced above the rocky horizon; elsewhere, a few stars wavered weakly in the dark sky, spots worn through
         the backing of an old mirror. An alien world, yes, and eight light-years away humans and aliens were fighting and dying around
         another red dwarf star, like this one so insignificant that despite its proximity to Sol it had no name, only a catalogue
         number.
      

      
      The enemy. Here their civilisation was supposed to have died out, suggested by the simple fact that the Navy had been able
         to establish a base camp on the surface. But remembering the searing instant before she had fainted during her descent, Dorthy
         was not so sure. Despite the enhanced sensitivity caused by the reaction of the tranquilliser with her implant, it seemed
         impossible that something could reach around the curve of the planet to touch her. What creature, what mind?
      

      
      As she meditated on this, her sense of being watched became more and more distracting. At last she looked around and said,
         ‘You might as well come out.’
      

      
      After a moment, the doctor, Arcady Kilczer, stepped from behind a house-high boulder a hundred metres away, silhouetted against
         the vast circle of the sun. As he came towards her he called out cheerfully, ‘I should have known I could not hide from a
         Talent.’
      

      
      ‘Why are you following me?’

      
      ‘Colonel Chung is worried about you wandering around so soon after you leave your sickbed.’

      
      ‘Worried about my Talent, you mean.’

      
      He leaned against a ragged sandstone pillar, hugging himself across his chest; he had rolled down the sleeves of his tunic, turned up the collar. He asked, ‘You see that as a difference?’
      

      
      ‘Why not?’

      
      ‘Are you doing it at this moment?’

      
      ‘Reading your mind?’ Dorthy smiled. ‘It’s a lot of trouble to go to when I can simply ask you what I need to know.’

      
      ‘I am an honest man, Dr Yoshida, it is true, but I am not sure if I am as candid as you wish.’

      
      ‘Perhaps you’ll tell me about the sea, anyway. Why is it like this?’

      
      ‘The water is full of photosynthetic bacteria, one species, millions of them in each drop. They grow crazily in the day and
         mostly die off in the night. That is what causes the smell. But they are the chief source of oxygen on the planet, so we must
         put up with them. You wish to know more, you must ask Muhamid Hussan, he is our expert on them.’
      

      
      ‘And are the holds like this?’

      
      ‘The remote probes are classified, and Duncan Andrews does not tell what his people or Major Ramaro’s team discovered out
         there.’
      

      
      ‘Not even a rumour …?’

      
      ‘There is rumour about almost anything, in the camp. I expect Colonel Chung will tell you all you need to know, and soon you
         will see for yourself.’
      

      
      ‘What are you, her errand boy?’

      
      In the incarnadined light, his angry blush was a dark mottling on his cheeks. ‘Sooner or later, you must talk with the colonel,
         Dr Yoshida.’
      

      
      ‘I’m not a package. As I believe I’ve told you.’ Most of her own anger sprang from the realization that she couldn’t walk
         away from the problem. That was how she had got through Fra Mauro Observatory, walking out on one budding relationship after
         another; but here she knew that eventually she would have to explain about what she had sensed, what had touched her.
      

      
      ‘Please, all of us scientists must live with the military,’ Kilczer said. ‘They brought us here, after all. Duncan Andrews
         may get his way in the field, but we must endure the camp, for now. You have privilege because of your Talent, but I hope
         we do not suffer for it.’
      

      
      Dorthy shrugged. ‘I didn’t want to come here in the first place. And I want to get back as soon as possible, so I don’t want to waste time with some jumped-up administrator. Okay?’
      

      
      ‘To be sure, I came here because I wished it. Look all around you, there is enough to keep a thousand of us busy a thousand
         years. That bacterium: it possesses twelve enzymes and three structural proteins, a lipid membrane and the photosynthetic
         pigment, and that is all. It grows and divides and produces oxygen but it does not appear to have any genetic material to code the information to do
         this. Does not use sulphur or potassium or half the other elements any ordinary organism would need. It was not tailored,
         as we manipulate organisms to our needs; it was built, Dr Yoshida, designed and built by experts, and we do not know who they
         are. There are around two dozen scientists piffling around Camp Zero when we should be all over the planet. But the people
         who run things from orbit will not do it that way in case some of our technology falls into enemy hands or flippers.’
      

      
      ‘Or tentacles.’

      
      ‘Whatever the case,’ Kilczer said. ‘Anyway, the Navy uses dropcapsules instead of shuttles because they are frightened that
         the enemy might capture one and get into orbit, fuel cells instead of catalfission batteries, and we are standing on a world
         whose rate of rotation was spun up somehow without melting the crust as it should have. Crazy people the military, yes, but
         we must live with them and get by on what crumbs they throw us.’
      

      
      ‘ “Let not ambition mock thy useful toil.” ’

      
      ‘Huh?’ He rubbed his hands together. ‘Ah, I see, you quote to me. Well, believe me, I am not wishing to stab any backs. None
         of us are. At least we are down here. Marx’s beard, this wind gets into my bones. I am going to find a jug of coffee and perhaps
         swim in it. You come, too?’
      

      
      Dorthy sighed. ‘Why not? There’s nothing out here for me.’

      
      ‘Fourteen enzymes now, Dr Yoshida. See, the ones that survive the darkness develop two more on the capsule wall at sunrise,
         one a kind of all-purpose degrader, the other to take up the resulting carbon skeletons. They’re losing those now. Perhaps
         we’ll lose the smell as well.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t know much about biology,’ Dorthy said.

      
      
      Muhamid Hussan smiled and patted her hand where it lay on the plastic tabletop. She drew it back as he said, ‘But it is interesting,
         yes? Such a specific system, a pure unicell culture, indefinitely self-sustaining with minimal input. We have been here for
         much less than a planetary day. There is much to learn.’ His soft hoarse voice was hard to hear above the noise of the commons.
         In one corner half a dozen people were watching a trivia tape of the fighting at BD twenty, a newscast brought by the ship
         that had also brought Dorthy. Elsewhere Navy personnel drank and laughed and yelled at each other with a kind of hysterical
         bonhomie, drowning out the earnest talk of the little group of scientists that had gathered around Dorthy. Beside her, Arcady
         Kilczer said to Hussan, ‘How do you know the stink isn’t going to get worse?’
      

      
      ‘I don’t.’ Hussan clutched air either side of his curly black hair. ‘I can but hope, eh?’ His eyes were hidden by archaic
         tinted glasses. Now he leaned across the table and Dorthy saw her face doubly reflected: she looked awful. Hussan asked, ‘Did
         this communist tell you the most interesting thing about the bacteria?’
      

      
      ‘Jesus Christos, Hussan, you’re boring the hell out of her, just like you’ve bored the hell out of the rest of us.’ This was
         the tall, dark-skinned woman Dorthy had met in the junkyard. She smiled at Dorthy and asked, ‘What do you think of it all,
         Dr Yoshida? Crazy place, right?’
      

      
      ‘I suppose so.’

      
      ‘I might as well be on Mars,’ someone else complained, ‘for all the difference in geology. I want to look at those holds.
         I’ve a bet with the imaging crew that they’re volcanic, not impact—’
      

      
      ‘And how will you collect if you win?’ Hussan asked. ‘When they’re upstairs and we have no ladder back until this thing is
         wound up.’
      

      
      Dorthy asked, ‘Is that true? There’s no way to get into orbit from—’

      
      Kilczer told her, ‘Not with what is down here.’

      
      ‘But I was told that when I finished I’d be able to go back.’

      
      ‘They sure sold you one,’ the lanky geologist said with gloomy satisfaction, as if it were some kind of dubious achievement.

      
      ‘Maybe they send down a shuttle,’ Kilczer said. Then, ‘Where are you going?’

      
      
      ‘To find Colonel Chung. I think I’m due to talk with her.’

      
      ‘You can’t just—’ He followed her through the crowd, into the thin cold air outside. ‘You cannot simply walk in there,’ he
         said.
      

      
      ‘That damned sun hasn’t moved. It’s like time has stopped.’

      
      ‘Oh, a couple of degrees, I think. It will be over the tops of the cargo shells by tomorrow. The command centre is in that
         direction, by the way.’
      

      
      Dorthy turned. ‘You don’t have to follow me around.’

      
      ‘How do you feel?’

      
      ‘Angry.’

      
      Kilczer pushed back hair stirred by the breeze. ‘You really were not told that it is a one-way trip down? What did you think
         the dropcapsules were for?’
      

      
      ‘By the time they put me inside I was so high on that tranquilliser I didn’t even remember where I was going. And listen,
         I don’t need to have my hand held. Okay?’
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ he said, and turned away. Dorthy had gone only a little way when he called to her. ‘Come and see me when you
         have finished with the colonel. Good luck, now!’
      

      
      But Dorthy didn’t even look back.

      
      Inside the concrete blockhouse of the command centre, Dorthy was escorted to an elevator that dropped in near freefall for
         ten seconds. The force of deceleration almost knocked her over, and her escort, a stocky Polynesian rating with a reaction
         pistol strapped at her hip, supported her impassively. ‘I suppose I’m still not quite over getting down to the surface,’ Dorthy
         said, embarrassed, but the rating didn’t reply, not even a shrug, and led her on down a bare corridor. Open doorways let on
         to dark rooms; behind one of the few that were closed, Dorthy heard the hiss of a printer as she passed. How far did all of
         this extend? She visualized level after level of honeycombed passages and rooms extending through the bedrock – but to what
         purpose? Anything on the planet was potentially vulnerable, no matter how deeply it was buried.
      

      
      The rating keyed a door and ushered Dorthy in. Behind a desk, a burly sergeant waved her to a fragile plastic chair, nodding
         in indifferent acknowledgement of the rating’s salute as she departed.
      

      
      ‘Colonel Chung wants to see me,’ Dorthy said.

      
      
      The sergeant made an annotation to the desk’s screen and without looking up said, ‘That’s right, Dr Yoshida. In a while.’

      
      Dorthy sat wearily, her headache a constant pulse now. She had learned enough about the Navy’s hurry-up-and-wait routines
         to know that any protest was useless. Well, an astronomer must cultivate patience if nothing else. Her anger that she might
         be locked down here with everyone else, despite all she had been promised, had evaporated. What she felt now was fluttering
         anticipation. The Navy could do anything to her, anything at all. The sergeant was still ignoring her. She tried to reconstruct
         that blinding instant of contact during her descent, phrasing and rephrasing a description until at last the sergeant turned
         off his screen and showed her into the next room.
      

      
      Colonel Chung was a small, fine-boned woman with crew-cut grey hair and all the aura of a clerical computer. Her office was
         almost empty, nothing in it but a desk and two chairs and a cot with a metal locker at its foot. The only personal touch was
         a jade figurine perched at the edge of the desk, which Colonel Chung fingered as she asked politely if Dorthy would take tea.
      

      
      ‘Thank you, no.’ Dorthy wanted to come straight to the point. ‘What about the expedition?’

      
      ‘The expedition, yes. I’m sorry you were incapacitated. Duncan Andrews will return in two days; he’ll take you out then.’

      
      ‘Can’t you fly me out to him?’

      
      ‘We have only a few aircraft, Dr Yoshida. Dr Andrews’s expedition has already tied up too many of them – although we hope
         for more supplies soon. I’m afraid that you’ll have to wait here. I’m sorry there isn’t any way to expedite your case.’
      

      
      ‘All I want to do is finish what I was brought here to do and leave. And I understand that even that might not be possible.
         How will I get off this world, Colonel Chung?’
      

      
      ‘I am sure that orbital command has the matter in hand.’

      
      ‘But you don’t know. Come on, Colonel. I might be young, but I’m not fucking naïve. Perhaps I had better speak with Admiral
         Orquito.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t think so. I am acting under his general orders, after all, but even I don’t know all the details. Nor do I want to.
         Caution, Dr Yoshida, is our watchword. I hope you will come to appreciate that.’
      

      
      
      Dorthy’s headache was a knife-blade prying behind her forehead. Beyond it, the colonel’s malice glittered like light on insect
         wings. She didn’t want to go after that terrible, bright intelligence, didn’t even want to follow the Navy’s plan. All she
         wanted was the empty solitude from which she’d been dragged, quiet contemplation undisturbed by frenetic human affairs. But
         she saw herself wasting weeks taking one cautious programmed step after another when she knew better. She said, ‘I have a
         right, I believe, to talk to the admiral.’
      

      
      ‘We are in a state of war down here, Dr Yoshida. There is only a single channel to orbital command, for coded, authorized
         communications, no more.’
      

      
      ‘I see.’ She didn’t have to be told who authorized the communications. ‘Well, I wouldn’t like you to risk anything, Colonel.
         Don’t even stir from this tomb of yours.’
      

      
      ‘We have to proceed carefully, Dr Yoshida. We have only a foothold on this planet and as yet we haven’t identified what owns
         it. If anything still does. Dr Andrews believes that the enemy died off here after they planoformed P’thrsn.’
      

      
      ‘P’thrsn?’ It was like a cross between a spit and a sneeze.

      
      Colonel Chung allowed herself a brief smile; Dorthy could guess why. After all, Dorthy knew almost nothing about the planet
         (Security, they had told her when she had asked. And, You’ll only be there a couple of days. And, perhaps for the twentieth time, Don’t worry. You’ll be well looked after), so if she wanted to know something, she had to ask. The colonel was appreciating the irony of feeding information to an empath,
         and Dorthy sensed the flicker of her small satisfaction as she explained, ‘While you were … out of circulation, a remote probe
         found writing at the hold. In a kind of city, in its centre. The people out there have made a few tentative discoveries, and
         the name of this world is one of them. They also believe that they know what the enemy calls itself: the Alea. That at least
         is easy to pronounce.’
      

      
      ‘ “Give airy nothings a name, and a local habitation.” ’

      
      ‘I am sorry?’

      
      ‘Shakespeare.’

      
      The colonel’s shrug implied that she had never heard of Shakespeare, and neither did she care, reaffirming Dorthy’s longstanding
         opinion that all Chinese were cultural barbarians. ‘Your job has still to be done, of course, and I appreciate its urgency,’ Chung said. ‘If descendants of the enemy still live here, then perhaps
         we can learn enough to bring the war at BD twenty to an end. At present we do not know how to communicate with the enemy;
         we do not even know what they look like. And the cost of the war grows each day; suppressing the enemy may yet bankrupt the
         Federation. I trust that you agree it would be better to negotiate for peace if we could find some way of engaging the enemy
         in a dialogue. And you may help find the key for opening that dialogue, Dr Yoshida.’
      

      
      ‘I’m flattered. Colonel. From what you say, do I understand that the expedition hasn’t found any trace of the enemy? The Alea.’
         The word hummed in her mouth.
      

      
      ‘There are … possibilities. With your help—’

      
      ‘Well, it’s possible that I may have discovered something already,’ Dorthy said, suddenly dry-mouthed. But she might gain
         some small advantage if she gave Chung this. ‘When I was in the dropcapsule the tranquilliser I’d been given neutralised the
         secretions of my implant.’
      

      
      ‘Dr Kilczer told me of a reaction.’ The colonel’s gaze was averted from Dorthy, intent on the figurine. An old man or an old
         woman, Dorthy saw, bent double beneath a loaded wicker basket.
      

      
      ‘Well, that meant that my Talent was operating.’ Dorthy paused, picking her words carefully. ‘It was operating with unusual
         sensitivity, too. I could visualize the minds of all the people in this camp, and I also saw something else, something a long
         way off but so intense it burned brighter than all the camp. I think it was focused on me.’
      

      
      ‘This wasn’t, then, a human mind.’ Still the colonel did not look at Dorthy.

      
      ‘I don’t know what it was. But certainly it wasn’t human.’

      
      ‘That’s to be expected, surely.’ Beneath the colonel’s seeming calm Dorthy detected something else. Dark, formless, coiling.

      
      ‘Perhaps. But it means that there is something out there, and I’d suggest that all effort be put into finding out what it is. I only saw it for a moment – then I passed out. But it was somewhere over the horizon beyond the camp.’
      

      
      ‘From your descent trajectory that would put it to the east of us, unless it was in the sea. Let me show you, Dr Yoshida.’
         The colonel pressed an indented tab and the clear surface of the desk flickered, then glowed with a ragged map composed of overlapping
         rectangles: holos taken from orbit. Here and there were black strips, areas the survey had missed, but the map was mostly
         complete, red and riven with canyons, peppered with craters. The colonel tapped a dark circle the width of her hand. ‘We are
         here, right on the shore. Now …’ She pressed another tab and more than a dozen green dots flicked on, scattered more or less
         along the equatorial line. The colonel tapped one with a long fingernail. ‘This is the hold where Andrews and Major Ramaro’s
         team are working. It’s in the same direction as the thing you say you … sensed? Is that the correct term?’
      

      
      ‘It’s as good as any.’

      
      ‘There are four other holds in that direction.’ The colonel tapped them one by one. ‘Do you know how far away this phenomenon
         was?’
      

      
      ‘No. My Talent doesn’t work like that.’ She saw that the colonel didn’t really believe her. Or didn’t want to believe her.
         She said, feeling a sliding touch of desperation, ‘But if I’m to find—’
      

      
      ‘You are a valuable resource, Dr Yoshida. We don’t wish to sacrifice you. If there is any danger, we will have to alter our
         plans.’
      

      
      ‘Thank you,’ Dorthy said coldly. It was as if a great gulf had opened between them, and on her side Dorthy had the sensation
         of slowly sinking.
      

      
      The colonel switched off the desk and clasped her hands, her long nails meshing with a dry, ragged scratching. Dorthy curled
         her own fingers to hide her close-bitten nails. The colonel said, ‘In any case, orbital command is of the opinion that the
         enemy civilisation has certainly collapsed here, and may well have died out completely. It is the only point on which they
         and Dr Andrews are able to agree. You are here … well, to test that idea. To eliminate possibilities, not take off on some
         tangent.’
      

      
      ‘And what if orbital command and Dr Andrews are wrong?’

      
      ‘You must talk with Dr Andrews. I’m sure you’ll have a lot to discuss. But understand, Dr Yoshida, that this operation is
         under my jurisdiction. I must proceed carefully.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, I understand, all right.’ Dorthy rose from her chair and for an instant her headache cleared and a touch of the other
         woman’s feelings came to her, as a scent will rise and fade on an erratic breeze. In a way, Colonel Chung was as scared as Dorthy,
         and as helpless. She knew that she was completely in the hands of orbital command, and for some reason that was terrifying.
         But scarcely had Dorthy registered this when the breeze died, the scent faded. All that was left was the certain knowledge
         that something was very wrong.
      

      
      It seemed, then, that there was nothing Dorthy could do until Duncan Andrews returned to Camp Zero. She tried to tell the
         doctor, Arcady Kilczer, about what she’d sensed in Colonel Chung’s thoughts, but he shrugged it off, tried to turn it into
         a joke by pointing out that everyone was a little crazy, down here on the surface. This only infuriated Dorthy.
      

      
      ‘I’m paranoid, is that what you’re saying?’ Her headache, diminishing, pulsed in her temples.

      
      ‘Of course not,’ Kilczer said mildly, not looking up as he fiddled with a woven copper sensor from one of his neural tracers.
         ‘It is our situation, that is what I mean. Cut off as we are, the unknown over every horizon, one would expect nothing less.
         I handle a large’ – carefully, he slid the delicate flexible sensor into its protective nylon sleeve – ‘a large and regular
         traffic in psychotropic drugs.’
      

      
      ‘And because of my Talent I’m bound to be affected.’

      
      ‘Remember, you said that, not I. Please. You might be correct in your suspicions. I hope you are not. But I can do nothing
         about it in any event; I am under Colonel Chung’s command.’
      

      
      ‘Are you going to tell her about this?’

      
      He bent over his machine, trying to fit the sleeved sensor inside the crammed casing. ‘No,’ he said, ‘of course not. Unless
         I am asked. Wait until Duncan Andrews returns, that is my advice.’
      

      
      Dorthy looked down at Kilczer’s narrow hunched shoulders, the white nape of his neck exposed below the edge of his black hair.
         She had a sense of a door softly closing in her face; yet in his refusal to ally himself with her, Kilczer had held out a
         thread of hope. ‘Can Andrews do anything?’ she asked.
      

      
      ‘He is the only one of us down here who can.’ Kilczer turned in his chair. His eye sockets looked bruised; he had been working
         hard, Dorthy thought, forgetting, because it was the kind of thing she hated to remember, that she had been in his care until
         only a few hours ago. ‘Wait for Andrews,’ Kilczer advised. ‘And meanwhile do not worry about what you think you saw or sensed. It may
         mean nothing.’
      

      
      Easy for him to say: he could never understand the intimacy of her Talent, a touch deeper than any lover’s caress, the way
         she had, for a moment, fallen inside Chung’s mind and brought back, like a remote sampling of the ocean depths, the undefined
         dark touch of the woman’s fear. But she could do nothing by herself and so she took Kilczer’s advice, kept quiet, and waited.
         After all, Andrews was supposed to be returning very soon.
      

      
      But she had to wait five days; and when at last he did arrive, it was in the middle of a sandstorm.

      
      Dorthy spent the interregnum working with the geo-chem crew, helping set up drilling rigs to take deep cores that, the layers
         prised apart and fed into neutron density counters and isotope separators, yielded some history of the planet.
      

      
      In every core from every site was a layer of volcanic ash, compressed into a thin dark line, marking the millennium-long pangs
         which had followed the spinning of the once tide-locked globe and the bombardment with ice asteroids which had created the
         shallow seas. Near the shore, striated fossiliferous sediment above the ash provided a reasonably accurate dating guide (and
         incidentally clocked the lengthening days: in ten million years or so the world would be tide-locked again). The best guess
         was that the planoforming had occurred roughly a million years ago.
      

      
      And only a little way into the fossil record was a discontinuous hair-thin layer of minute chondrules and fused impure metal
         flakes, indicating a secondary bombardment with nickel-iron asteroids. There was a hypothesis that the secondary strikes had
         been intended to enrich the metal content of the impoverished crust – some of the plant and animal species in the holds had
         relatively high concentrations of metals in their tissues – but it didn’t explain why the enrichment had followed rather than
         preceded the establishment of a beachhead of life on the planet.
      

      
      Dorthy was not particularly interested in these problematical findings, but the physical labour brought a blessed surcease
         of thought. Each evening, exhausted, she sank gratefully into deep untroubled sleep. Arcady Kilczer let her use the bay in the medical centre, away from the close, claustrophobic common dormitories.
         Dorthy was still suffering from flashes of enhanced empathy, but Kilczer couldn’t do anything about it. Although he deepscanned
         her implant, it was beyond his power even to find out if it was functioning properly. ‘What is it, anyway?’ he asked, puzzling
         over the image, shades of red from dusky rose to deepest purple, on the screen.
      

      
      ‘It’s derived from a fluke, a parasite of the blood system,’ Dorthy told him. ‘Shistosoma japonicum.’

      
      ‘On Earth you have such things still? I understand that it is a strange world. Well, your implant is dribbling a rich pharmacopoeia,
         but I can’t tell if it is doing it properly. Serotonin, acetylcholo-nine … and what is this peak, I wonder.’ He thumbed the
         wiggling line of a printout.
      

      
      ‘Some kind of noradrenalin derivative. I don’t know much about it. I’m an astronomer, not a biochemist.’

      
      Kilczer smoothed back black hair. ‘All I can say is that it is not dying. Let us hope that this is just a residual effect.
         Your attacks, they are increasing in frequency?’
      

      
      ‘Two or three a day, no more, no less. I try and sleep a lot.’

      
      ‘That I notice. Also, people are beginning to say that you are too remote, Dr Yoshida. That and the fact that you will go
         out to the hold is causing some resentment among the other scientists.’
      

      
      ‘I don’t give a damn what anyone thinks! All I want is off this planet. I didn’t ask to come here. And when I was brought
         here, against my will, my implant was screwed up and no one can fix it, and I’m left sitting on my hands waiting for this
         Duncan Andrews character. Look, it hurts if I have an attack when there are a lot of people around. You wouldn’t understand that, but it does. So let me alone, huh?’
         Her forehead burned with anger; her eyes pricked with tears. She took a deep breath, another.
      

      
      Kilczer said mildly, ‘I know I do nothing. For this I am sorry. I have asked orbital command’s chief medical officer for advice,
         but she knows as much about it as I, which is nothing, really. Your implant is copyrighted, and we can hardly trek all the
         way back to Earth to pay our consultation fee to get the gene dis. I could give you a tranquilliser, but a tranquilliser set
         this off in the first place.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be hard on you, but it’s frustrating, you know?’ Dorthy smiled unsteadily. I’m used to having my Talent under control. More or less.’
      

      
      ‘Duncan Andrews will be here soon. You will do your job then.’

      
      ‘And suppose when I’ve done all I can, they don’t let me back upstairs? What then?’

      
      Arcady Kilczer shrugged. What can I say? Doubt even Colonel Chung knows whole story.’

      
      Dorthy remembered that glimpse, the pit of shadowy fear behind the colonel’s neatly ordered consciousness.

      
      Kilczer suggested, ‘Perhaps Duncan Andrews can put in a word for you. He has influence.’

      
      ‘Perhaps,’ Dorthy said, not believing it at all. By now she’d heard too much about Andrews, his vigorous infighting with the
         hydra-headed Navy administration, his fabulous wealth and concomitant longevity (one rumour had it that he was more than a
         century old, older than the Federation). The scientists didn’t resent him, out there at the hold. Instead, they venerated him for having made the whole scientific arm of the expedition possible,
         made him seem to be an unlikely combination of Einstein and Beowulf. Dorthy knew too much about human fallibility to believe
         even half of what she’d heard, but despite herself she began to lay some hope that he would sympathize with her plight and
         contrive to call down a shuttle as reward for her corvée. In the meantime, she minimised her external irritation by avoiding
         people as much as possible, and calmed her internal fears by hard work and long runs across the tumbled landscape outside
         the camp.
      

      
      She went to bed early and fell asleep almost at once, exhausted by the work at the drilling site; yet without chemical aids,
         which Kilczer refused to prescribe while her implant was recovering, she woke early to the constant red light of the sun,
         still rising by imperceptible degrees above the crumpled eastern horizon. The camp, fixed to the diurnal rhythms of Earth,
         was quiet, deserted. Dorthy had cut down a pair of coveralls to leave her arms and legs mostly bare, and she ran in these,
         sandals ploughing dry dusty grit, slapping across shelves of rock, muscles stiff at first then loosening, their sheathed pull
         liquid and easy in the slightly lower gravity. Despite the apparent size of the sun, this long morning was cold, and in the
         chill dry air her sweat evaporated quickly so that she never grew hot as she ran, following part of the rim of a huge crater that lay several kilometres south and east of the camp, skirting huge half-buried boulders,
         impact ejecta like the boulders around the camp, ancient sandstone laid down in some vanished primeval ocean when the planet
         had yet to lose its natural rotation, leaping from ridge to ridge where strata had been thrust up and turned over. Part of
         the planoforming seemed to have involved bombardment with ice asteroids: this crater was a remainder of that period, a secondary
         strike from the vast impact that had created the basin of the sea. A million years, imagine. She shied away from the thought
         of the burning intelligence – a million years ago there had been no humans, only rare, scattered groups of habilines moving
         outward from the drought-ridden African plains: in a million years what would there be? – and ran on until cold air began
         to work knives deep in her lungs, gentled to a jog on her way back to the camp and hot coffee before work and the grateful
         surrender of self. She hardly spoke to the rest of the drill crew, suborned navy ratings, but they easily accepted her presence,
         more so than most of the scientists. Kilczer was right; they were beginning to resent her.
      

      
      Two days after her recovery, orbital command sent down a cargo shell. Most of the people in the camp made their way to the
         shore of the sea to watch its descent: the white parachute cluster suddenly blossoming high in the dark, star-pricked sky
         to ragged applause and foot stamping. The drill crew covertly passed around a flask of liquor someone had illegally distilled
         from the thin ration beer; Dorthy took a swig when her turn came, knowing enough etiquette not to wipe the flask’s neck, the
         raw yeasty stuff burning her gums, making her choke. A woman slapped her back; someone else told her that her palate needed
         to be educated, this was a fine vintage, almost a week old. Dorthy discovered she didn’t mind this gentle banter. More applause
         staggered around her and she turned to see the parachute gently collapsing far out across the scummed water. The huge ring
         of the lifting body roared overhead, circling wide as it headed towards the floating shell. As Dorthy tramped back to work
         with the rest of the crew, she passed close to a group of the scientists. Muhamid Hussan caught her eye, then turned and said
         something to the tall, stooped meteorologist beside him. A touch of Hussan’s contempt came to Dorthy, but she discovered that
         she didn’t mind that either, and hurried on to fall in step with her companions, the liquor a warm glow in her throat, her belly. If not for
         her implant she would have drunk to maintain that glow. Instead, she worked as hard and as well as she could, which was how
         she had earned the respect of the rest of the crew. And slept. And ran. Sometimes she felt that she could have run forever,
         away from the camp, from people, from her responsibilities, running easily through the constant red light, trailing dust like
         a comet-tail across the dead, dry land.
      

      
      Then, the fifth day into her routine, as she began the long circle out from the camp towards the crater, she saw that the
         huge disc of the sun, lifted by half its diameter above the horizon now, was glowering through a shifting tawny haze. A thin
         breeze clawed the scape of sand and rocks, and the air seemed colder, fresher; as she ran, Dorthy slapped her arms across
         her chest to get her circulation going. The breeze rose, gusting. When she had climbed the ridge of the crater’s rim, wind
         whipped around her. Stinging sand grains peppered her bare arms and legs; she had to squint against the stronger squalls.
      

      
      Kilometres away, the far reaches of the crater were hidden by roiling orange and brown clouds that seemed to lift higher even
         as she watched, the sun a bloody smear within their shroud. Sandstorm. She turned back, and when she reached camp found that
         ratings were stringing ropes from cargo shell to cargo shell. The air was laden with fine dust; the glotubes had each gained
         a grainy halo. Dorthy changed and went to the commons for her breakfast. The planetology team leader was already there, gulping
         down coffee in between taking huge bites out of a spiced roll (crumbs clung to his unkempt beard), and he told her that a
         blow was coming on, they had to secure the equipment.
      

      
      By the time Dorthy reached the drilling site, the wind was keening, whipping ropes of sand across rock. Now the whole eastern
         sky was a high dark cliff rising out of rolling cloud, its fluted shifting face stretching up and up, thinning as it rose,
         to merge with the general overcast. The sun was hidden within it; everywhere hung a shadowless chthonic twilight.
      

      
      Dorthy helped half a dozen others lower the drilling rig, a task that took over an hour because the wind kept warping in 	unpredictable directions, threatening at times to topple the whole structure. After the proton drill itself had been covered,
         they had to abandon the rest and make a run for it. Once Dorthy fell and fetched up against a boulder, scraping a cheek badly
         and getting a mouthful of grit. She staggered up, spitting, and ran on after the others, buffeted by wind. In a way it was
         exhilarating. The wind was a vast impersonal force, capricious and utterly powerful, and she was but a mote within it, her
         fate insignificant.
      

      
      The network of rope guides had been completed by the time Dorthy and the rest of the drill crew reached the camp; the glotubes
         shone weakly through the murk. Dorthy showered, rinsing an amazing amount of grit from her hair, and crossed to the commons
         to get something to eat. The sky had closed up: a dull bronze ceiling. Unstable columns of dust whirled and collapsed about
         the cargo shells.
      

      
      The wind mounted and mounted. Every time someone came into the commons, a gust of sand and dust blew high across the crowded
         room. At last the wind was a constant howl, no one stirred. Dorthy sipped green tea and watched for perhaps the tenth time
         a rerun of a newscast, for once happy to be submerged in the crowded commons, a bubble within the storm. Sunken. Safe. On
         the trivia stage, the diagram of the J-shaped attack profile of a singleship was replaced by shots of a pitted siding of rock,
         a tumbling chiaroscuro of shadow and red highlights that suddenly blew apart with soundless violence. Something flew at the
         camera and with a flash the view changed to show from a more prudent distance an expanding, fading fireball. An announcer
         listed estimates of enemy casualties and suppositions of the asteroid’s function: it had blown itself apart as the singleship
         approached, by now a familiar tactic. So far not one of the enemy had been captured – not so much as a drop of blood (if the
         enemy had blood) had been found on the fragments of wreckage retrieved at hideous cost. Almost as an afterthought, the voice
         added that three singleships had been taken out in the action and flick the trivia stage now showed views of Rio de Janeiro, crowds swaying along wide sunny avenues beneath arching palm trees.
         Sovereignty Day, a week before Dorthy had left the Solar System, finally caught up in the war.
      

      
      For a long time BD twenty had meant little to Dorthy; for most of the people of the worlds of the Federation it was a remote irrelevant affair, safely quarantined by interstellar distance.
         It had begun quietly enough with the loss of an unmanned probe. These often disappeared, and before it had ceased transmitting
         it had established that the star it was approaching had no planetary system, only a broad belt of asteroids that might have
         been a failed attempt at a couple of Earth-sized worlds. The data lay undisturbed for twenty years, until a graduate student,
         searching for a thesis subject, ran a preliminary check on some of the other telemetry sent by the probe, and found that the
         asteroid belt was combed through with pinpoint neutrino sources, many of them moving counter to the general orbital motion.
         Only nuclear interactions generate neutrinos: stars are excellent sources; so, too, are fusion and fission power-plants. A
         manned expedition was sent out. And limped back a month later, half its members dead, the ship’s hull riddled, the life-system
         devastated. There was something hostile around Bonner Durchmeisterung +20° 2465.
      

      
      Dorthy had been in the midst of preparing for the practical part of her thesis research, but like everyone else in the fastness
         of Fra Mauro Observatory she followed the reports, listened to the rehashing of opinions in the bars and cafés, sometimes
         even chimed in with her own ideas. Many people were bitterly puzzled that the first truly intelligent aliens to be found should
         be so immediately, unremittingly hostile, but the astronomers shrugged it off. The Universe was at best a marginal place for
         life.
      

      
      To Dorthy it was a confirmation of what her childhood experiences had taught her, that things are not what you make them (that
         old legacy of lost American optimism which had once dominated half the Earth), no, things are simply what they are, neither
         good nor bad. The potential for evil is not in our stars, but in ourselves. Possession of her Talent had taught her, too,
         that any discovery, any seeming advantage, is at best a two-edged gift.
      

      
      She was devising the instrumentation for her experiments when a second expedition was repulsed at BD twenty. It seemed that
         it was to be war. Cargo bodies were fitted with phase graffles, survey ships were armed, liners were sequestered from the
         Guild. There was even talk about building battleships. But no one was too alarmed. The aliens (which by now everyone was calling
         the enemy) didn’t appear to possess knowledge of the phase graffle, were limited to sublight speeds. For them, travel from star to star would take
         years, not a few weeks. It was unlikely that the conflict would spread beyond their own system.
      

      
      In the middle of all this, Dorthy left on her solo expedition, a long, slow swing through the Oort cloud to study hydrogen
         condensation beyond the influence of the solar wind. For the first week, as she passed one landmark orbit after another, she
         scanned all the news beamed to her in daily, five-second maser squeals, but things began to slide when she started work. Messages
         from Earth piled up in the files for days before she found time to clear them, and she lost interest in the newscasts. The
         first she knew of the discovery of a planoformed world circling yet another insignificant red dwarf was when a priority message
         dragged her from her experiments. She had been selected to join the exploration team. Selected? She’d been shanghied, press-ganged,
         kidnapped! Three days after the message reached her, a cargo vessel matched orbits with her singleship, swallowed it whole,
         and took her, reluctant Jonah, back to Earth.
      

      
      It was because of her Talent, of course. It was a bitter irony that because she had refused to use it after leaving the Kamali-Silver
         Institute, she had lacked the political clout with which the other mature Talents had avoided the draft. In her lowest moments
         Dorthy thought of her Talent as a separate entity, a parasite riding her for its own purposes. Well, now look where it had
         got itself. A shanty camp set in a miasmic wasteland, and the certain prospect of danger. She remembered the burning glimpse
         and shivered, sipped her tea: cold.
      

      
      She fetched more, and sat half listening to the drone of the trivia, to the idle chatter of the half-dozen scientists at the
         other end of the long table who clustered around a triple-layered chessboard (a fashion spreading across the Federation from
         Novaya Zyemlya). The tall meteorologist was saying wearily, ‘No, I don’t know how long it will last. Go look at the satellite pictures and make your own guess – it can’t be worse …’ He fell silent, because
         almost everyone in the commons had fallen silent, too. The bland voice of the trivia announcer echoed emptily in the sudden
         hush.
      

      
      Dorthy turned and saw that a burly, red-haired man, the centre of the thinning haze of sand and dust, was shoving the door
         closed. As he stalked through the maze of tables, voices resumed the threads of conversation. One or two of the Navy personnel held
         their hands up, palms out, and the man touched each in turn, cracked a white grin when someone said something to him; Dorthy
         couldn’t hear his reply, but two of the ratings at the table got up and hurried out, pulling up facemasks as more sand blew
         through the briefly open door.
      

      
      The red-haired man pushed on through the crowded room, towards the treachers.

      
      Now the trivia was showing the presidential address, a tiny figure against the huge backdrop of the flag of the Re-United
         Nations, the various globes of the nine worlds arched above, amplified words clattering over the packed heads in the Quadrado de Cinco Outubro, the great buildings on either side white and sharp against the vivid blue sky of Earth.
      

      
      ‘The same old bullshit,’ a voice remarked close to Dorthy’s ear. When she looked up, the red-haired man grinned.

      
      At the other end of the table, the scientists around the chessboard were staring at him.

      
      ‘You’ll be Dr Yoshida,’ the man said, and pulled out a chair and sat opposite her, setting his glass carelessly on the scarred
         plastic tabletop. Amber liquid splashed: foam ran down the sides. I’m Duncan Andrews. You’ll have heard of me, no doubt.’
      

      
      ‘Nothing but.’ The feeling behind the words was a tight ball of astonishment.

      
      He laughed. Don’t believe any of it.’ Sand was caked in his cropped red hair, in the lines that scored his freckled forehead.
         He leaned forward. His eyelashes were pale, almost invisible; the pupils of his eyes were a transparent blue, that of the
         left marred by a fleck of brown. How are you now? Recovered?’
      

      
      ‘Thank you.’ An urge to tell him all swept over her, almost sexual in its intensity. Her sides tingled; sweat started in the
         hollow at the back of her neck. She asked, How did you get here?’
      

      
      He raised an eyebrow. ‘Flew.’

      
      ‘In this storm?’

      
      ‘Yeah, I know. I thought I could run under it, but it moved faster than my estimate. Flying by radar the last hour, thinking
         that at any moment the vents of the jets would clog. But here I am. Well, what d’you think of P’thrsn?’
      

      
      ‘I—’ She looked away from Andrew’s blue gaze, saw Arcady Kilczer making his way across the crowded room. What she wanted to
         say clashed at the root of her tongue with reflex banality. She stuttered, It, it isn’t w-what I thought it would be like.
         I’d like to see more.’
      

      
      ‘You will, as soon as this blows itself out.’

      
      She began, ‘I want to tell—’ as Arcady Kilczer said, ‘I do not need to make introductions, I am correct? What possessed you
         to fly in this weather, Andrews?’
      

      
      Andrews turned his easy smile on Kilczer. ‘It wasn’t like this when I started, or I wouldn’t have tried. Tell me, is McCarthy
         around? I brought a little present for the biology team.’
      

      
      ‘That is so?’ Kilczer’s hand went up to his chin. ‘Good. Good! Where—’

      
      ‘The Navy’ll be unloading it for you.’

      
      ‘I had – I mean, they will not realise perhaps how important. I think I find McCarthy, yes?’ Kilczer started away, turned
         back and said, ‘And thank you!’ before hurrying on.
      

      
      Andrews drained half the beer from his glass, made a face. ‘Damned artificial piss, a pity we are not allowed anything stronger.
         Well, Dr Yoshida, I hope your Talent survived the ride down.’
      

      
      ‘More or less.’

      
      He raised an eyebrow.

      
      ‘I get flashes when it breaks through despite my implant. When I was coming down from orbit, the tranquilliser did something
         to it. I saw, I mean, through my Talent I sensed all the minds in the camp, and more, out beyond the horizon, something—’
         She started, because he’d clamped his hand around her wrist. His touch was cool and dry.
      

      
      He said, ‘Wait a moment, now. Start from the beginning. A tranquilliser did something to your Talent?’

      
      Dorthy’s throat and cheeks warmed in confusion. Andrews let go of her wrist and picked up his glass of beer, but didn’t drink,
         watching her over its rim. Dorthy explained, I have an implant living in my hepatic portal vein that secretes various agents
         to inhibit my Talent. Once training and treatment have opened the Talent, you see, its operation is quite involuntary; to have it all the time would be like never being able to close your eyes, never
         being able to sleep. In fact, the damage caused by an uncontrolled Talent is a lot like that caused by chronic sleeplessness,
         or loss of REM sleep as caused by alcohol addiction, for example. Hallucinations, fits, lesions in the medulla oblongata,
         eventually death. So I have the implant to keep my Talent in check, and when I need to use it I take a counteragent that knocks
         out the production of the implant for a while. You know the tranquilliser they give you, for the descent?’
      

      
      ‘Certainly.’ That wide white easy smile. ‘I could have used a double dose.’

      
      ‘It was a reaction between that and my implant which activated my Talent. I sensed something, way out beyond the camp, something—’
         She faltered before memory of that light.
      

      
      ‘This was one thing? Or many?’

      
      ‘I don’t know. It was like a hundred minds compressed into a single, incredible intelligence, but I suppose … I’m sorry. It
         wasn’t like anything I’ve ever come across.’
      

      
      ‘And would it be too much to ask if you know where this incredible intelligence is located?’

      
      For all his easy smile, she sensed his hungry need for this knowledge. I don’t know,’ she told him. ‘To the east, I suppose.
         Colonel Chung showed me that it could have been any one of half a dozen holds.’
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