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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




Introduction


Many well-known stories are about some past trauma that has to be decoded and understood. Any of Agatha Christie’s murder-mysteries, for instance, fall into this category, along with Hamlet or Oedipus Rex. So does Ammonite (1993). The trauma here is a viral plague that affected the planet Jeep, killing all of the men and many of the women. Now, some years afterwards, there may be an opportunity to unpick what happened and how. All these stories raise other questions: how fully will the mystery be resolved? How much will the person investigating them become enmeshed in the world they’re looking into? And will there be a price for knowledge?


Ammonite was Nicola Griffith’s first novel, and it won the James Tiptree Award for its examination of gender. Subsequent books such as Slow River (1995) and The Blue Place (1998) share the same concerns, as well as some of Ammonite’s sense of the world as a venue to be explored and discovered. It was clear from the start that Griffith was thoroughly versed in the SF predecessors to a work like Ammonite, and the book can be seen as a response to two earlier writers in particular.


The first is Joanna Russ, especially stories such as ‘When it Changed’ (1972) set on the women-only world of Whileaway. Indeed, at times, Jeep seems to answer at novel-length the question of what Whileaway’s society would be like. Griffith shares with Russ a very practical toughness about the costs of living on a remote world with a scattered population. The second is Ursula Le Guin, especially her famous novel The Left Hand of Darkness (1969). There, an Earth emissary comes to the chilly world of Gethen where he encounters a race who are capable of being either male or female during their ‘kemmer’. For Le Guin’s protagonist, as for Griffith’s, the question is how long an observer can remain dispassionate and uninvolved.


Le Guin’s work is saturated in anthropological thought; Griffith’s main protagonist Marghe is an anthropologist, very thoroughly trained to understand other cultures. There are a lot of questions for her to answer here. What are the full effects of the virus? How does reproduction take place on Jeep? What other capabilities – for instance, transmission of knowledge – might the virus impart? Marghe also has a set of issues around the status of her mission. A military ship hovering over the planet is one external threat. So too are the motivations of those who sent her. Are they only interested in Jeep because of its potential to be asset-stripped for natural resources?


For a lot of the book, it looks as if Griffith is presenting us with a set of opposing pairs: Jeep vs. the rest of the world, natives vs. outsiders, the cold of the natural world vs. the warmth that societies can create. But as things go on, it becomes clear that these binaries may be part of the problem. Is Marghe, for instance, just an observer? Or is she becoming a participant in the action? Is it possible for her to be both?


One of Griffith’s other distinctive strengths is her attention to physicality: to the fact of possessing a body, of using it, of knowing its strengths and weaknesses. The sibling to this is Griffith’s repeated insistence on the reality of the world. Cold and hunger are very present dangers here, as are the other creatures of Jeep. There are a few set-pieces that push these ideas to the foreground, such as the appalling journey Marghe undertakes partway through the book that leaves her nearly dead. But they’re always present, and help to argue against any simplistic view of the society Griffith is depicting. This certainly isn’t a simplistic Utopia or dystopia.


The ammonite that gives the book its title is a neat emblem for much that it contains. A natural structure, iterated over many years, becomes a thing in itself, more than just the sum of its iterations. So too with the culture of Jeep – or, I suppose, any culture. But of course, creatures live within ammonites, and make them their homes. The word ‘home’ crops up a lot at crucial points in the book, and in a sense that’s its subject. Marghe has to decide where her home is, at least partly by seeing how the women of Jeep have made it their home. There aren’t any easy choices in Ammonite, but there aren’t many elsewhere, either.


Graham Sleight




Chapter One


Marghe’s suit was still open at neck and wrist, and the helmet rested in the crook of her left arm. An ID flash was sealed to her shoulder: Marguerite Angelica Taishan, SEC. The suit was wrinkled and smelled of just-unrolled plastic, and she felt heavy and awkward, even in the two-thirds gravity of orbital station Estrade.


She stood by the airlock at the inside end of A section. The door was already open. Waiting. She rested the fingertips of her right hand on the smooth ceramic of the raised hatch frame; it was cool, shocking after two days of the close human heat of A section.


The sill of the airlock reached her knees; easy enough to step over. No great barrier. The lock chamber itself was two strides across. The far door was still closed, sealed to another sill, like this one. Four steps from here to B section. Four steps. She had recontracted with SEC, endured six months of retraining on Earth, travelled eighteen months aboard the Terragin, spent the last two days on the Estrade bumping elbows with the three-member crew, all to take those four steps.


‘Well, Nyo and Sigrid say good luck, but they’ll be out there for hours yet, fixing the satellite.’ Sara Hiam unclipped her headset. The slight, small woman with the atrophied muscles and club-cut dark blonde hair was matter-of-fact, using her doctor persona. In the two days since she had come aboard Estrade, Marghe had learned that Hiam had several distinct facets to her personality, facets she rotated to face any given situation. It was a survival tactic, one way Hiam – and Sigrid and Nyo – had managed to spend five years up here without going mad. Marghe knew there was a great deal of the doctor she had not seen; she wondered what the real Sara Hiam was like.


‘Life support is up and running in section D,’ Hiam said. ‘Are you ready?’


Adrenalin, faster than conscious thought, flooded through Marghe and she had to discipline her breathing, decreasing her pulse and respiration rate, slowing blood flow and reducing the sudden over-oxygenation of her long muscles. Her face pinked as the capillaries under her skin reopened; her muscles stopped fluttering. It was a routine learned long ago.


‘I’m ready.’


‘Very well.’ Hiam’s voice was suddenly more measured, formal. ‘I’m obliged to remind you that the vaccine FN-17 now offered is still considered experimental. I also remind you that once you have taken it and once you step beyond this airlock, you will under no circumstances be allowed back into section A. Nor, whether or not you proceed as planned to Grenchstom’s Planet, will you be allowed to enter any other uncontaminated Company installation until you have undergone extensive decontamination procedures.’ She sounded as though she was reading from a screen prompt. ‘These procedures consist of –’


‘I know what they consist of,’ Marghe said. She pulled on gauntlets, closed her wrist seals. Was it her imagination or did the air coming from the lock smell different?


‘This is a taped record, Marghe. Let me finish. These procedures consist of: isolation; the removal of all subject’s blood, marrow, lymph and intestinal flora and fauna and its replacement with normal healthy tissues; re-immunization of subject with all bacterial and viral agents commonly found in earth-normal human population; prior to return to home planet, further isolation at a location to be decided upon to determine the efficacy of said re-immunization. Do you understand these procedures?’


‘Yes.’ The lock was small but, unlike the rest of what she had seen so far of Estrade, blessedly uncluttered.


‘Further I remind you that although FN-17 is a development of the Durallium Company, the Company in no way holds itself responsible for any adverse effects that may result from its use. Nor though you are to be offered the utmost co-operation aboard Estrade and on Grenchstom’s Planet, are you to be considered an employee of said Company liable to the financial restitution available to indentured personnel. Is this clear?’


‘Yes.’ She closed her neck seal, hefted her helmet. ‘That’s everything?’


‘Yes.’


‘Will you help me with this?’ She should have put the helmet on first; the gauntlets made her clumsy.


When the helmet and shoulder ring clicked together, the suit air hissed on. It tasted hard and flat, not like the warm, rebreathed air of the orbital station. She tongued on the broadcast communications. ‘Can you hear me?’


‘I hear you.’ Hiam checked a workstation screen. ‘You’re reading well enough.’ She looked up. ‘You?’


‘Loud and clear.’ Through the audio pickups Hiam sounded even more remote and doctor-like. And then the only sound was her own breathing and the faint hiss of the forced air. Blue and purple readouts flickered in the lower left of her vision. Everything worked perfectly. There was nothing else to wait for.


Marghe stepped over the sill. Her boots clumped and echoed in the bare chamber. Her breath sounded loud. She touched the amber light on the control panel; the door slid shut. Hiam, arms folded, was visible through the small observation window.


Marghe studied the variety of lights, then tapped out a command sequence. A display flared red: VACUUM. Her helmet pickups were full of a hard hissing, and readouts flickered then steadied, showing zero pressure, zero oxygen. When she moved, she felt vibration through her boots but heard nothing.


The wall display changed: AIRLOCK SYSTEMS ROUTED TO ESTRADE MAIN CONTROL PRIOR TO DECONTAMINATION PROCEDURES. TO PROCEED, INPUT SEQUENCE. Another last-minute reminder: once she started on this, there was no turning back. Marghe tapped out the memorized sequence. RAISE ARMS, RAISE CHIN, STAND WITH FEET APART. Marghe did. BLANK VISOR FOR FIFTEEN SECONDS. COMMENCING. Even through her darkened visor and closed eyes, she sensed the flare as the chamber was flooded with radiation.


EXTERIOR DECONTAMINATION COMPLETE. LOCK GOVERNANCE RETURNED TO INTERIOR CONTROL.


Marghe cleared her visor, opened her eyes, blinked away the dancing green spots. Hiam was still there, watching. Then, suddenly, she was gone.


Marghe watched the blank window for a moment. She took a deep breath and turned to the second door, the second panel with its red light. She reached out to input the sequence that would open it, that would enable her to take that last step over the sill that marked the boundary between what was understood and controlled, and what was dangerous.


‘Marghe, wait.’


Marghe whirled, forgetting the two-thirds gravity. Hiam was back at the observation window, headset at one ear. Marghe had to breathe slowly, in and out, before she could speak. ‘What?’


‘Turn on your suit comm.’


Marghe tongued the channel on. ‘What’s wrong? What have –’


‘Nothing.’ Over the closed channel, Hiam’s voice was quiet, intimate. No longer the doctor. ‘This is off the record.’


‘I don’t –’


‘Just listen. All those things I said before, about isolation, about spending time somewhere unspecified before going home … that’s not what really happens.’


Marghe listened to her heart kicking under her ribs. She breathed, Seeking calm. Never refuse information, her mother had taught her, when she was just six years old, you never know what you might need. But her mother was dead. She managed a Go on gesture.


‘If you leave the airlock, if you take the vaccine, you’ll never go home. Not ever. I had a … a good friend. On the planet. Was one of the initial batch taken off Jeep for study. She promised to be in touch. I think someone else wrote her mail.’


‘How could you tell?’


‘It felt all wrong.’


‘If she’d been ill –’


‘No. Just listen. It seemed fine at first. I assumed she just wasn’t feeling good. Decon’s not pleasant. Anyway, I didn’t pay close attention. But once when I wrote back I put in a private joke we’d shared for a long time. A very long time. When I got her response, I knew. It wasn’t her.’


Marghe said nothing. She wished she had just taken that last step, not listened to Hiam. This new Hiam. The real one?


Hiam watched Marghe intently, then laughed, a short, hard bark. ‘You don’t believe me.’


‘I’m wondering why you didn’t tell me this before. Why you let me get this far.’


Hiam stepped right up to the glass, close enough for Marghe to see the pleats of her irises. ‘Because I couldn’t decide whether to trust you. But, Marghe … this is real, and somebody has to know. I can’t prove any of it, but that doesn’t mean it’s not happening. You seemed … I just thought …’ She laughed again. ‘I should have saved my breath.’


Marghe did not know what to say. ‘You and Sigrid and Nyo have all been up here a long time. I know that must –’


‘Don’t patronize me,’ Hiam said wearily. ‘If you don’t want to believe me, then that’s your privilege, but don’t patronize me.’


Marghe shook her head. ‘I’m sorry.’


Silence.


To go down to Grenchstom’s Planet, GP, Jeep, would be the culmination of years of study that started when she was just a child, first with her mother, then her father; at universities; as assistant SEC rep on Gallipoli, then Beaver. This was the reason she had swallowed her pride and set aside her misgivings about Company, why she had recontracted with SEC after they had betrayed her, why she had travelled vast distances, literally and metaphorically: to come to Jeep and study over a million people who had been out of contact with humanity for two or three hundred years. There would never be another chance like this, never.


‘Sara, I have to do this.’


Hiam turned away abruptly. ‘Then you’d better go ahead and do it.’


Marghe looked at Hiam’s thin back, hesitated. I’m sorry,’ she said again, then tongued off the comm channel and turned slowly to face the flaring red panel. Red for danger.


The known dangers she had prepared for, as far as humanly possible. The vaccine would be waiting for her in D section. As for the unknown dangers … Well, they were unknown. Nothing she could do about them.


She stretched out her hand, clumsy in the gauntlet, and tapped out the sequence slowly and carefully. The red panel blinked off and the lights around the door flared green.


The door slid open.


B section was silent and dark. Ice glimmered in the dim sodium glow of the emergency floor lights. Marghe stepped over the sill. The door closed behind her. It was done.


The lights ran like runway flares down a narrow corridor between stripped, bare beds, each with its entertainment hookup coiled neatly at the head. Marghe’s boots glowed orange as she walked. Her breathing was loud. She felt utterly alone.


She was the first person who had walked here for five years; five years since the glittering dumb-bell shape that was Estrade had been hurriedly converted from an orbital monitoring and communications station to a research and decontamination facility. Five years since the station crew had taken refuge in section A, leaving sections D and C for the decontamination of occasional Jeep personnel. Section B, and the long corridor beyond, the shaft of the dumbbell, was the crew’s insurance, their buffer zone, with movement allowed one way only: to the dirty sections.


Marghe watched her boots rise and fall through the orange glow; there was no dust.


The lights at the airlock blinked a reassuring green. The door opened, the wall display told her to blank her visor and hold out her arms; she keyed in the sequence on the next door, stepped through.


The corridor seemed a mile long. The familiar orange running lights gleamed on unsheathed metal and exposed wiring. Gravity decreased rapidly as she approached the centre of the shaft; her suit automatically activated the electromagnets in her boots and she had to slide her feet instead of striding.


There was another airlock at the centre of the corridor. She went through the dictated procedure, familiar now. The micro gravity and her sensitivity to the strong magnetic field under her feet made her dizzy. She closed her eyes, took three fast breaths, triggering a meditative state; monitored for a moment her heartbeat and electrical activity.


She went on: more corridor, another lock. C section.


In C section there were beds, like B section, but each had a hood waiting to be lowered over an occupant to suck out her blood and lymph, ready to push physical and electrical fingers deep into her intestines and kill and remove the swarm of bacteria and yeasts, eager to sear away the first layers of skin and lave red raw tissues with colourless fluids until new skin grew back. Tombs for the living. She hated them. They had not been able to save her mother.


She walked faster; she wanted to be out of C section.


In the lock. Hurry. Eyes shut and arms out. Faster. Key sequence. Now.


Nothing. The panel still flashed red.


Marghe stared at it. If she could not get through into D section, she was trapped. The lock systems would not permit her to retrace her steps without a record of her having undergone either isolation in D or fluid replacement in C.


Think.


Perhaps she had input the wrong number sequence. She had been in a rush. Yes. Precisely, accurately, she tapped in the code a second time.


No change.


She tongued on the comm channel. ‘Hiam, can you hear me?’


Her helmet speaker clicked. ‘I can hear. Go ahead.’


‘I’m still in lock four.’


‘So my readouts say.’


‘It won’t accept the sequence.’


‘You’re sure you got it right?’


‘Seven-eight-three-six-nine.’ Silence. ‘It’s the right one, isn’t it?’


‘Yes.’ Another silence. Marghe imagined the tck-tck of Hiam’s nails on the keyboard. ‘How much air do you have?’


‘About eighty minutes.’


‘There should be an emergency suit. In the locker to your left.’


Marghe opened the left locker, then the right. They were both empty. ‘Nothing. And all the emergency blow patches have gone.’


‘I forgot. We had to clear everything, just in case someone infected tried to blow her way out. Let me think.’


Marghe stood in the dim light and breathed precious air. Eighty minutes. She did not want to die here, alone, surrounded by nothing but dead machinery and empty space.


The audio relay clicked back on.


‘Nyo’s back from her repair stint,’ Hiam said. ‘She knows more about the systems than I do, she’s working on it right now. She – hold on.’ Marghe thought she heard a muttered conference. ‘Sigrid says Nyo’s on the track of some software glitch.’


‘How long will it take?’


‘Hold on.’ More muted discussion. ‘No guesses. But Nyo’s working fast.’


Minutes dragged by. Marghe concentrated on increasing her blood flow to tensed muscles, washing away fatigue acids and stress toxins. She checked to make sure her boot electros were off. She had seventy-one minutes of air left.


‘Marghe, listen, I’ve been talking to Sigrid, and we agree. We’ve decided that if Nyo can’t rewrite in time, then we’ll EVA out from here, open up the exterior hatch of that lock and bring you back here.’


‘You’d risk contamination –’


‘Yes.’


Hiam was serious, Marghe realized, in spite of what she believed about Company and the fate of contaminated employees. ‘Sara, I …’ She floundered. ‘Thank you.’


Hiam laughed, only this time it was not that awful bark, but longer, lighter, more friendly. ‘Don’t thank me yet.’ She clicked off, and once again Marghe was surrounded by the sound of her own breath. Her breathing was strong and even: there were people on her side.


Click. ‘This is Nyo. Try seven-eight-four-six-nine. We’ll monitor.’


A four instead of a three. A difference of one digit. Marghe input the sequence: seven, pause, eight, pause, four, pause … The door lights flicked from red to green.


‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘Thank you.’


D section was dark. She had not expected that. She switched over to suit broadcast. ‘Lights.’ Brilliant white light sliced on, making her blink.


Section D was square, only four beds. Two mobile hoods like slick cauls by the far bulkhead. Several workstations. Not dissimilar to crew quarters. Her visor frosted over. She scrubbed at it clumsily, scanned her readouts: external temperature 24 degrees Celsius; air composition and pressure at normal levels; no apparent toxins. Just to make sure, she sat down at the nearest workstation.


‘On.’ The grey screen went black, ready. ‘Readouts of internal atmospheric composition of this sector.’ Figures blinked obligingly; they agreed with her own readings. She still felt nervous. ‘Confirm lock and hull integrity.’ The screen flashed CONFIRMED. ‘Off.’ The screen went back to dead grey.


Awkwardly, she took off her left gauntlet. The right was easier. The slick plastic of her helmet was still cold; she twisted it anti-clockwise. Cool, clean, untouched-smelling air spilled in under the opened seal. Marghe lifted off the helmet and breathed deep. She was safe, for now.


Marghe pulled hair still damp from the shower free of the collar of her crisp new cliptogether. She commed Hiam.


‘I’m ready for the FN-17 now.’


‘In the food slot.’ Marghe padded over to the slot. Two softgels and a glass of water. ‘Double dose for the first day,’ Hiam said, ‘then one tomorrow, one the next day. After that, one every ten days. There’s a possibility of fever the first forty-eight hours, nothing dangerous.’


Marghe squeezed the gels gently between finger and thumb and held them up to the light; they were watery pink. The glass of water was the same temperature as her hand. She swallowed them both at once, put the empty glass back in the slot.


Marghe heard Hiam sigh. ‘You think I’d back out at the last minute?’


‘You never know.’


Marghe lay down on the bed farthest from the hoods, face still turned to the screen. ‘I want some privacy for a little while.’


‘I’ll have to keep the bio telemetry.’


Marghe nodded. ‘But no visual, no audio. Just for a while.’


‘Fine.’ The speaker clicked off.


The click, like that of the comm channel in her helmet, was deliberate, meant to reassure the subject that she was not being monitored. Either could be simulated if the observer deemed it desirable; Marghe chose to believe that this was not one of those times.


It could take up to two minutes for an object to travel down the oesophagus to the stomach. She imagined the softgels dropping gently through the pyloric sphincter, the acids in her stomach breaching the gelatin of their shells, the watery pink liquid spilling FN-17. Enzymes breaking it down, carrying it into her blood stream, into her cells. An experimental biofactured vaccine against Jeep. Jeep the virus, named after the planet.


For more than two years she had tried to imagine how it would feel to swallow the vaccine. She put her hands behind her head, stared at the ceiling.


‘You’re running away,’ her father had said, pacing his study in Portugal, wandering out of line-of-sight of the screen visual pickup.


‘I’m not,’ Marghe had said. It was spring, and the scent of grass and the sound of ewes lambing on the Welsh hillside carried through the open windows of her cottage. ‘This is the most fabulous opportunity for an anthropologist since … since the nineteenth century.’


‘And why do you suppose the joint Settlement and Education Councils are offering it to you? Because you’re the best qualified person?’


‘I’m not as naive as that.’


‘Then think, Marghe, think! You resigned from SEC once. They haven’t changed. Just as corrupt as ever. Last time you got beaten up and hospitalized. What will happen this time? There’s more at stake. And this, this running away because of Acquila’s death won’t help anyone.’


‘I can do this job. I understand the risks. And Mother’s death has nothing to do with it.’


‘Doesn’t it?’ Suddenly, he leaned forward, close to the screen pickups. He looked concerned. Marghe was reminded of the time when she was four and fell down the crumbling steps of the remains of the Portuguese cathedral in Macau, and her father, John, appeared as if from nowhere and scooped her into his arms. Daddy will take care of everything. But he hadn’t. Two years later he had gone to the Hammami region of Mauritania, to study the changing social structures, he said. And her mother had gone up to the moon, to teach social anthropology at the new university. All the young Marghe had had of her parents for the next two years were three battered books that lit up with their names on the fronts and their holos on the back when she thumbed them on, and a telescope through which she had watched the moon on every clear night.


She shook her head impatiently. ‘Mother’s dead, and I’m sick of teaching at Aberystwyth. I’m good, too good to be stuck here.’


‘You should never have accepted that post in the first place.’


It was an old argument. The fact was she had not had much choice. SEC was the main career path for linguists and anthropologists these days; after her promising start on Gallipoli, She had gone to Beaver, the Durallium Company’s mining planet, where her worldview and her face had been forcibly rearranged, and that path had no longer been open to her. Or so she thought.


She changed tack. ‘Look, if you could go anywhere in the world to study people, where would you choose? Jeep. This is the chance of a lifetime, anybody’s lifetime.’


‘The last SEC rep died.’


‘Courtivron and the others didn’t have the vaccine. I do.’


‘And maybe the vaccine will kill you.’


‘Maybe it will. But John, don’t you see? I don’t care. The chance they’re offering me far outweighs the risk. Acquila went to the moon, you went to Hammami during those awful wars … I’m going to Jeep.’


‘But they’re using you!’


‘Of course they are. And I’ll be using them. A fair exchange.’


‘You’ll be risking your life; they risk nothing. You’ll be alone, powerless. Your SEC position as independent observer will be as much protection as an ice suit in hell. SEC’s been in bed with Company for years.’


‘Don’t lecture me on corruption and power politics. I know better than most what they mean.’ She took a deep breath, started again, more calmly. ‘Anyway, I won’t be alone. Two of Courtivron’s team are still alive. And I’ll only be there six months. Besides, what if I am Company’s guinea pig? So what if SEC doesn’t give a damn about my report? The important thing to me is that I get six months on a closed world to research a unique culture.’


Her father sighed. ‘I’d probably have made the same choice at your age.’ And Marghe had noticed for the first time how old and frail he seemed.


Marghe contemplated the smooth white ceiling of D section … And the vaccine itself might kill you, her father had said.


She got off the bed, suddenly restless. Exercise, that was what she needed. She pushed two of the beds back against the wall and a workstation and stood quietly, hands by her sides in the space she had created, centring herself. She raised her hands slowly to waist level, then across, in the first move of a tai chi form. She knew several different styles, fighting and meditative, but Yang style, with its even and measured movements, its grace, was her favourite for moods like this.


When she finished, her restlessness was gone.


‘Lights, low.’ They dimmed and the place looked more friendly. She crossed to her screen.


D section’s information storage was held separately from Estrade’s main files, and was a disorganized patchwork of technical, anecdotal and speculative notes added to by each decontaminee. Files ended mid-sentence and had large chunks missing. Marghe began to scroll through material with which she was already familiar, looking for the files that had been uploaded from Port Central during the eighteen months she had been aboard the Terragin.


Grenchstom’s Planet, GP, Jeep, had been rediscovered five years ago by a routine Company probe. Preliminary satellite surveys showed a small indigenous human ‘population living in various communities scattered over the planet, origin uncertain, though likely to stem from the same colonizing spurt that had seeded Gallipoli. Remote atmosphere testing indicated that this could be a lucrative planet for Company’s various leasing operations –


Marghe scrolled on.


Company landed its usual survey and engineering teams to lay out communications and construct the working base, Port Central. Accompanying them were a contingent of Company Security – Mirrors – and, to comply with the law, SEC representative Maurice Courtivron and his small team, entrusted with the welfare of Jeep’s natives –


Marghe did not know Courtivron but he must have been good. Jeep was a Company planet; they owned and ran every line of communication, every item brought to or manufactured there: the food, the clothes, the shelter. When Company started setting off the burns that ruined the natives’ land, he had done his best to do his job, managing – admittedly, according to the rumours, with the unlikely help of a Mirror – to bring the plight of the indigenous population to the people of Earth, sidestepping SEC corruption and forcing the Councils to bow to public opinion and set in motion the famous Jink and Oriyest v. Company case.


It was at that time that two discoveries were made: that Jeep’s natives were one hundred per cent female, and that there was a virus loose.


The two were connected, of course. The incidence of infection of Company personnel was one hundred per cent. Eighty per cent of Company’s female personnel recovered; all of the men, including Courtivron, died. The planet was closed: no one on, very few off.


The virus had killed the two physicians before they could unravel the world’s reproductive secret. Something else Marghe hoped to get information on.


She scrolled through the main directory. One of the names she had been looking for, Eagan, caught her eye. She punched up Eagan’s directory. It had nine sub-directories. She called up the first. More than forty separate files. She sighed. Three days was not going to be time enough to review over a year’s worth of reports from Winnie Kimura and Janet Eagan, the surviving members of Courtivron’s SEC team. Her assistants.


Marghe blinked and realized she had been sleeping. D section was thick with silence. She wanted to cough, or clear her throat, just to hear something, make herself feel less alone. She swung herself off the bed and padded over to the terminal. She was too tired to work; she commed Sara Hiam.


‘Quiet getting to you?’


Marghe looked around at the creamy white walls, the carefully cheerful pastels of overhead lockers, metal bed legs, the plain flooring. ‘Everything’s getting to me. Tell me how things are going your end.’


‘Sigrid and Nyo are still debating whether the solar microwave satellite is out of sync because of a decaying orbit or faulty switching. They do agree that they can fix it. Again.’


Port Central drew all its power from the microwave relay. There were several generators planetside in case the relay failed, but machinery was one thing and having the personnel to operate it another. Port Central was down to one-third of its original staff complement.


‘Any other news?’


‘The gig might be a day late. We relayed to Port Central the news that there are some big weather systems heading their way. We suggested that they might want to delay. Also, they’re bringing someone up.’


‘Who?’


‘You won’t like it. Janet Eagan.’


‘But I need her down there! Can’t –’ Marghe shut up. Technically, she had the authority to order Eagan to remain on Jeep but an unwilling assistant could be worse than none at all. ‘Do you know why?’


‘Winnie is missing.’


‘Missing?’


‘Dead, Janet thinks –’


Dead. Sweet god.


‘– and Janet, quote, has more than done her duty and refuses to stay a day more when she’s pretty damn sure she won’t find out anything useful and where the locals are as liable to kill her as answer her questions, unquote. I’m sorry.’


Marghe felt sick. She would be alone down there, unsupported, faced on ill sides by hostile Company personnel. It was going to be Beaver all over again, but worse, much worse. And it was too late to back out. She had swallowed that softgel, she was here in the dirty section, section D. She was committed. She gripped the worktable, whether to hold herself upright or stop herself from smashing something she did not know.


‘I’m sorry,’ Hiam said again.


‘I needed them,’ Marghe whispered. Alone with all those Company technicians. And Mirrors. Dear god.


Hiam tilted her head to one side and was suddenly all brisk physician again. ‘Now, I need to know how you’re feeling. Have you noticed any adverse effects yet from the FN-17? My readings indicate elevated blood pressure and a slight rise in temperature.’


‘I’m angry.’ And scared.


‘I’ve taken that into account.’


Marghe closed her eyes, monitored her respiration rate, heartbeat, blood flow, oxygen levels. ‘There is some impairment, yes.’ She felt a little dizzy. ‘What can I expect?’


‘The usual features of fever: dizziness, nausea, headache. I’ve seen worse. Drink plenty of water, and rest. I’ll cut visual monitoring if you like, but I’d prefer to keep audio.’


‘You said there was no danger.’


‘FN-17 by itself isn’t going to do you any lasting damage but fevers are always unpredictable. It’s just a precaution.’


‘How long will it last?’


‘Hard to say. Twenty-four, maybe forty-eight hours.’


She would be well enough, then, when Eagan arrived. ‘Thanks.’


Sara nodded and switched off. Marghe called up the language program she had worked on aboard Terragin. The root language spoken on Jeep derived from twenty-first-century Earth English, with some evidence of a secondary tongue based on Spanish. SEC and Company had given her access to their data bases and she had selected a dozen of what she considered might be the most important dialects. She studied them intently, finding peculiarities that she could trace but not explain. Several words had their root in the Zapotec spoken only by the inhabitants of the Isthmus of Tehuantepec, Mexico, generations ago. And there were phrase constructions only to be found in Basque, or Welsh. One dialect had a seven per cent incidence of ancient Greek. During the tedious voyage aboard Terragin she had amused herself thinking up improbable hypotheses to fit the available data.


She put aside the question of origins for another time. The population of Jeep was small, estimated at under one million, and its people lived in small groups, each with its own richly varied dialect. She had three days to familiarize herself with as many as possible.


After four hours her head was aching too badly to continue. She turned everything off and silence swallowed her. The light hurt her eyes. She drank some water and lay down.


‘Lights, off.’ The dark and quiet made her dizzy. ‘Lights, low.’ She staggered back to her screen, commed Hiam. ‘My head hurts.’


Hiam glanced offscreen, nodded to herself. ‘Your fever’s high, but nothing to worry about.’ She gave Marghe a crooked grin. ‘You look drunk.’


‘I feel it.’


‘Take a painkiller for the headache.’


Marghe went to the food slot, swallowed the painkillers, lay down again.


What had happened to Winnie Kimura? Perhaps Eagan knew more than she was saying. Eagan would know a lot that was not in any report. She needed Eagan with her on Jeep, not up here. Six months, alone.


Silence lay like a weight on her chest, pushing her down.


Her dreams were confused. She was back on the Terragin, studying a language map. A word kept appearing, superimposed over her careful roots: CURSED. She tried everything she could think of to wipe the screen clean, nothing worked. Then the walls and ceilings were whispering in Hiam’s voice: Remember the cursed.


When she woke up, she felt hollow and light, her head full of hot wires trying to push their way out through her eyes. She lay still. The cursed. The cursed … What did the dream remind her of? The Terragin … working … overhearing one of the crew: Supplies for the cursed.


She sat up carefully, pushed herself off the bed and almost fell onto the chair before her terminal.


‘Sara.’ Silence. ‘Sara?’


The screen flickered into colour. Sara was flushed. ‘Yes?’


Marghe blinked. Bad time. ‘Sorry.’ But she could not bring herself to switch off. ‘There’s something I wanted to talk to you about … A dream. The cursed. Supplies for the cursed.’


‘Ah, yes. Our keeper. Our armageddon.’


Marghe shook her head, confused.


‘The Kurst.’ Hiam spelled it for her. ‘Company’s military cruiser hanging out there, watching us, watching Jeep.’


None of this made sense to Marghe. ‘What?’


‘Officially it doesn’t exist, but SEC knows about it. We know about it. Commander Danner down on the ground knows about it. I don’t think she’s thought it all through, but at least she knows it’s there.’


Marghe wished Hiam would go more slowly. ‘I don’t understand any of this.’


‘No? Wait a minute.’ Hiam leaned offscreen, reappeared holding a glass and a small bottle. She poured herself a shot. Drank it down. ‘Illegal, this. But I’m sure Company won’t mind.’ She poured herself another. ‘The Kurst appeared a while after Estrade was converted. Four years ago, maybe. It’s Company’s insurance.’


Marghe knew she must look confused. Her head hurt.


‘Look at it this way, here’s a planet riddled with a virus that kills all men and lots of women, almost as if it was designed as a weapon.’


‘Was it?’


Hiam brushed the question aside. ‘What’s important is that it could be used as one. Don’t you see? Nobody understands it, no one can control it. Except maybe those women down there. If you were a military person would you take a chance on letting civilian technicians, even Mirrors, wander onto a world if they could come out carrying a weapon our hypothetical soldier doesn’t understand and can’t combat?’


Marghe had not thought of it that way. ‘But everyone goes through decontamination.’


Hiam poured another drink. ‘Let me tell you something. We know nothing about that virus. Nothing. We don’t know its vectors, its strength, or longevity … nothing. If you were to go through all those unpleasant procedures I detailed for you before you left the clean area, no one could guarantee you would be free of it. Now, given that that’s the case, would you let someone off here and take them home? Imagine if the virus got loose out there!’


That one was easy. ‘Death, everywhere. For everyone. Eventually.’


‘Not necessarily. The women down there seem to have found a way.’ She frowned, drained her glass. ‘But nobody knows how.’


‘So what happens to those people who get taken off here, for the long-term quarantine?’


‘I don’t know. I don’t want to know.’


Marghe was tired. ‘Well, everything will be all right if the vaccine works.’ She wished her head would stop hurting.


‘All right for whom?’


‘I don’t –’


‘A vaccine is a counter-weapon. It’s control. Imagine: mass vaccination of the women down there. If they need the virus to reproduce, then they’ll die.’


‘You don’t know that they do.’ Not even Company would deal in genocide, would they? Hiam was paranoid, crazy. ‘You’re drunk.’


‘Yes, I’m drunk. But not stupid. Look me in the face and tell me SEC would stand up to Company on this.’


Marghe imagined her father, and what his opinion would be. Probably he would say nothing, just get up, search his bookshelves, pull down an old volume on the Trail of Tears and other, more systematic attempts at genocide, and hand it to her without comment.


Hiam was nodding. ‘You see now. None of us are safe. Estrade is probably wired for destruct. And the gigs. All because no one out there really knows who or what’s safe and what’s, contaminated. One whiff of this thing getting out of control and phht, we’re all reduced to our component atoms. That’s why we have no contact with the Kurst: stops the crew getting to know us, sympathizing. It’s harder to murder people you know.’ Hiam stared at nothing. ‘Every time I wake up, I wonder: is this going to be my last day?’


Marghe did not know what to do with this information. She did not want to think about it. Her head hurt. She felt as though someone had been beating her with a thick stick.


‘Why do I ache so much?’ she whispered to herself.


Hiam heard. ‘First-stage immune response,’ she said cheerfully. She seemed glad to change the subject. ‘The activation of your T-cells is starting a process which ends up with your hypothalamus turning up the thermostat.’ She nodded at Marghe’s shaking hands. ‘The shivering is just one way to generate heat. Don’t worry, the painkiller you took includes an anti-pyretic. Your fever will ease along with the ache.’


Marghe frowned. This did not fit something Hiam had said before. Something about low-level response. She tried to ignore the thumping of her head and sort out her information. SEC rules meant that Hiam was not allowed to culture the virus, or bioengineer it, so the vaccine was not made of killed virus. What she had done instead was identify the short string of amino acids, peptides, that folded up to form the actual antigen of the viral protein, map out the amino acid sequence and then biofacture a combination of different peptides, matching different regions of the viral protein, in the hope that one or more of the synthetic peptides would fold up to mimic an antigenic site present on the viral protein. She had linked those to inert carrier proteins to help stimulate the immune system. But Hiam had not been able to fine tune the peptides, and the immune response was supposed to be low level.


‘You said that it would be a low-level response. That’s why I have to take it so often.’


‘The response to the peptides is low level –’


Marghe would hate to see an acute response.


‘– what’s happening now is partly due to the adjuvants I added to the FN-17.’ Marghe looked blank. ‘The combination of chemicals which enhance the immune response and help maintain a slow and steady release of antigen.’


Marghe struggled against dizziness. Adjuvant. Chemicals. ‘They’re toxic?’


Hiam nodded. ‘Cumulatively so. Which is why six months is the absolute limit for the vaccine.’


Toxic. ‘Why didn’t you tell me this before?’


‘I didn’t think there was any need.’


Doctor knows best. Marghe felt angry and uncertain; she did not know whether or not to believe Hiam. About the vaccine, about the Kurst. She did not want to talk any more. ‘Feel sick. Bye.’ She felt for the comm switch, could not find it, pushed the off switch instead. The screen died and the whole room went black.


She squeezed her way through the sticky blackness to her bed. Behind her eyelids gaudy colours swam and burst. She dozed.


In her dreams her head still hurt, but it was Hiam who was going down to Jeep to test the vaccine. That seemed logical; a doctor would be the best person. Then Hiam was in D section, saying, ‘But how does it all work? And why aren’t the daughters identical copies of their mothers?’ She got angry when Marghe could not tell her. A tree grew from the floor of D section, a tree heavy with apples, mangoes, cantaloupes. She reached for a grape the size of her fist, realized it was poisoned just as she woke to a voice calling her from the ceiling.


‘… up, Marghe. Wake up.’


She tried to say something but her throat was too dry.


‘Good,’ Hiam said. ‘I want you to get off the bed. Come on, that’s it. Good. Now get a drink of water. A whole glass. Drink it all. Slowly, Marghe, slowly.’ The room swooped. ‘Fill the glass up again. Take it to the bed. Sit down. Good. Sip it slowly.’


Marghe did; the warm water tasted metallic.


‘Your reaction was more severe than I’d anticipated. I was beginning to wonder if I’d have to put a hood on you.’


Marghe looked over at the medical hood. ‘I’m glad you didn’t.’ Speaking made her breathless and hurt her throat.


‘I still might have to if you get any more dehydrated.’


Marghe sipped until her glass was empty.


‘If you feel up to it, go to the slot and eat what you find there.’


An apple. Marghe stared at it, confused. Had Hiam been inside her dream? She picked it up. It was cool. She felt deathly tired, too tired for subterfuge. ‘Are you trying to poison me?’


‘Oh, Marghe. No, I’m not poisoning you. Try and eat the apple.’


She woke up thirsty but clear-headed. ‘How long this time?’ she asked the ceiling.


‘Almost seventeen hours.’


She sat up cautiously. She still felt a little dizzy, but that could be lack of food. The food slot hissed. It contained a glass of water and one watery pink softgel.


She opened her mouth to protest, then closed it. It was her choice, nobody had forced her to come here. The slot closed automatically when she lifted out the glass. After a moment, it slid open again. She opened it. A small portion of fish, still steaming, with a bean sprout salad, and another glass of water.


When she finished, she was tired again. She lay down, trying to remember if those conversations with Hiam about genocide had been real, or delirium. Marghe fell asleep trying to remember what exactly Hiam had said.


The lights around the door to the outer access lock flared warning red, then dulled. The door hissed open. Janet Eagan was small, naked, and coughing so hard she did not have the breath to greet Marghe.


Marghe brought her a glass of water and pulled a sheet from her bed. While Eagan drank the water, Marghe draped the sheet around her shoulders. They were bony, pale except for freckles. Her hands and face and legs were weathered. The coughing eased.


‘Better?’


Eagan nodded. ‘For now. Thanks.’


‘I’m Marguerite Taishan. Marghe.’


Eagan did not offer to shake hands.


Marghe gave her a cliptogether. While they ate, Marghe found herself watching Eagan’s hands. They were brown and hard, calloused across the palms. She had not seen hands like that since watching a carpenter at a demonstration of old-style skills. Eagan noticed and laid them on the table palm up.


‘Rope calluses,’ she said. ‘For a while I crewed a ship working the coast around the southern tip of the continent. I learned a lot.’


‘I’d like to hear it.’


‘Most of it’s on disc at Port Central. I couldn’t bring it with me.’


‘Is there anything I should know before I leave?’


Eagan laughed harshly. ‘Yes. It’s not like anything you can possibly imagine. If I had it to do again, I’d never set foot outside Port Central, just invite the occasional native in to tell me her story. If you have any sense, that’s what you’ll do. I’m glad to be out of it.’


Marghe said nothing. Eagan shrugged and picked up her fork. They ate in silence.


Marghe got up to get their dessert. She hesitated. ‘I’ve heard some rumours. I can’t vouch for their validity, but once you’ve heard them, you might want to give up on the decontamination and return to Jeep with me.’


‘No.’


‘Listen anyway.’ Marghe realized she sounded like Hiam. Was she beginning to believe it? ‘The rumour is that the people who are taken off Estrade are never heard from again.’


‘I’ll take my chances.’


‘Take some time to think about it.’


‘I don’t need to think about it.’


‘Eagan, I need you down there. I need what you know.’


‘It’s all on disc.’


‘I don’t want just what’s on disc. I want your private thoughts, your theories, the ones that are too crazy to be put on record.’


Eagan looked at her for a long time. Marghe saw the lines around her eyes. Formed by months of squinting at light reflecting on the water? ‘You’re assuming I have some theories. I don’t. Winnie had theories. She’s missing.’


‘Tell me what you know.’


‘She decided to go to the plateau of Tehuantepec.’


‘Tehuantepec?’ Marghe frowned.


‘The same. Though the name is about as appropriate as “Greenland” was. It’s cold up there, nothing like the climate of the Gulf of Mexico.’


Marghe went over to her terminal, punched up a large-scale satellite map of the planet. Jeep was encased in huge spiral banks of water vapour. The whole world glowed like milk and mother-of-pearl, like a lustrous shell set in a midnight ocean.


A few keystrokes removed the clouds. Marghe rotated the naked world. ‘Come and show me.’


Eagan pointed to Port Central, on the second largest continent, then tapped a raised area several hundred miles to the north. ‘Here. Winnie believed she had found clues in their folklore as to the origins of these people. She was heading for a place on the plateau called Ollfoss.’


‘Enlarge.’ The screen displayed a more detailed map. Much of the plateau was forested and contour lines showed it at an elevation of almost three thousand feet. ‘Can you show me the location?’


‘I’m not a geographer. But I’ll give you some friendly advice. Don’t go. Winnie headed that way, and she never came back.’


Marghe stared at the screen. ‘How long has she been missing?’


‘Fourteen months.’


‘She was wearing a wristcom?’


‘Of course. But most places out there they’re useless: few relays, and weather interferes with everything.’


‘What about the Search, Locate and Identify Code?’


‘A SLIC’s only any good if there are enough satellites out there to scan for it. And if the Mirrors are willing to come and get you.’


Marghe absorbed all that. ‘Do you have any ideas what might have happened?’


‘Anything could have happened.’


‘You said that one of the reasons you wanted off was because the natives would just as soon kill you as say hello. Or words to that effect.’


For the first time, Eagan looked uncomfortable. ‘That’s not strictly true. I exaggerated, to rationalize my need to get off the damn world. They’re just … ordinary people.’


‘But –’


‘No.’ Eagan cut her off abruptly. ‘Winnie did not have to be murdered to die. The planet itself will do that if you give it a chance. Listen to me. Do you have any idea how many different ways a person could get herself killed? For all I know, Winnie could have fallen off her horse and broken her neck the second day out. Or she could have choked on a piece of meat. Or got pneumonia. Or been attacked by something.’ Tears, moving slowly in the low gravity, spread a wet line down each cheek. ‘Or maybe she just forgot to tie her horse up tightly one night and it ran off, leaving her stranded miles from anywhere. Maybe she ran out of food and starved to death. I don’t know, I don’t know.’ She brushed jerkily at her cheeks. ‘All I know is that she went away and didn’t come back.’


‘She went on her own?’


‘Yes,’ Eagan said, ‘I let her go out on her own. I told her she was crazy to try. So I let her go on her own, and now she’s dead. And if you go, you’ll die too.’




Chapter Two


The gig taxied to a halt. Marghe stretched to relieve the adrenalin flutter of muscles and waited for the light over her seat to show green. She stood up and fastened her disc pouch around her waist, patted the thigh pocket of her cliptogether for the vial of FN-17. Systems whined as they powered down; from outside she heard the scrape and trundle of a ramp being manoeuvred into place. The doors cracked open and leaked in light like pale grapefruit squeezings, making the artificial illumination in the gig seem suddenly thick and dim.


Jeep light.


Wind swept dark tatters across a sky rippling with luminous cloud from horizon to horizon like a well-muscled torso, bringing with it the smell of dust and grass and a sweetness she could not identify. The gig stood on an apron of concrete roughened and rubber-streaked by countless landings. In the distance low buildings huddled against the wind. She walked down the ramp.


The concrete was hard under her soft boots. She eased her weight from one foot to another, testing her balance, feeling her muscles adjust to the difference in gravity. She sniffed, trying to equate the spicy sweet smell on the wind to something she knew: nutmeg, sun on beetle wings, the wild smell of heather.


A woman was approaching. Marghe squinted against the bright concrete light and shaded her eyes. A Mirror. For a moment the spicy breeze of Jeep became the thin air of Beaver; fear and anger flooded her system. She breathed slowly, deliberately. This was Jeep. Jeep.


The Mirror was not wearing the mirror-visored helmet that had given Company Security their name, but the rest of her slick, impact-resistant armour was parade ground tidy.


‘Marguerite Angelica Taishan?’ Marghe nodded and the Mirror made a formal semi-bow. ‘I’m Officer Kahn. Acting Commander Danner assigned me to show you your quarters.’ She paused and Marghe managed a nod.


‘It’s a bit of a walk. If the gravity bothers you, I could summon a sled.’


‘Walking is fine.’


She followed the Mirror, stepping over a thick cable that snaked away from the gig and down an access hole. She had nothing to carry. It made her feel vulnerable and alone.


They walked for almost twenty minutes across concrete then scrubby yellow grass before they reached the living mods. Many of them had their regulation doors carved and painted in different designs. One had been framed with handmade bricks. She had never seen that before in a Company outpost.


Officer Kahn led her along a hard dirt path to the door of an untouched unit. ‘It needs keying,’ she said.


Marghe obediently put her palm on the lock and recited her name and status. The door panel blinked an acknowledge, then invited her to punch in a code for additional personal security.


Inside, the air was clean and filtered. The mod followed standard Company layout: desk and chair, bed, soft floor, bathroom niche, com port, light panels but no heat or air controls: filtered air at a constant seventy degrees was piped in. She pulled off her disc pouch and dropped it on the desk by the com port. She was unpacked.


‘Commander Danner thought you might wish to take a few hours to rest and refresh yourself, perhaps look around Port Central.’ The Mirror took a wristcom from a pocket on her belt and held it out to Marghe. ‘The memory already has the Commander’s call code, and a few others you might need today. She asks that you contact her when you’re ready to meet.’


Marghe fastened it around her left wrist.


‘Is there anything else I can do for you?’


‘No. Thank you.’


Officer Kahn half turned to the door then turned back. She cleared her throat. ‘Look, it’s always rough coming down alone. I get off duty in five or six hours. Why don’t you come along to recreation then? I’ll introduce you to some people.’


‘I’m not interested,’ Marghe said harshly.


The muscles around Kahn’s eyes tightened. ‘As you wish.’ She punched the door panel harder than necessary. The door hissed open and she ducked out into the wind.


Marghe sat down on the bed. She had not handled that very well. But the last time she had seen a Mirror he had been standing by, arms folded, smiling instead of stopping three miners beat her unconscious.


The comm port was standard Company issue. She called up a schematic of Port Central and scanned the data.


Hannah Danner nodded dismissal to Officer Kahn and waited for her to close the office door behind her before re-opening the folder stamped FOR ATTN OF CMDR, SECURITY PERSONNEL, ONLY: MARGUERITE ANGELICA TAISHAN.


She pulled out the eight-by-ten facsimile. The colour balance was wrong, giving the complexion an orangy tint. She looked at the strong face, the broad jaw, and wondered what colour Taishan’s eyes really were. The picture showed them a muddy yellow. It had been taken at her recontract interview two years ago. People changed a great deal in two years.


She looked over at the picture of herself in full armour that occupied the corner of the desk. It had been taken on the day she got her promotion to Lieutenant and learned that she was being posted to Jeep. Her visor was pushed up and she was grinning. A younger, smooth-faced version of herself. A self who believed there was no problem too hard to solve, nothing that was not covered by the rule book. Sometimes she found it hard to believe only five years separated the face she saw every morning in the mirror and the face in this picture.


Irritated suddenly by the idealism in that face she leaned across the desk and thumbed the picture blank.


Marguerite Angelica Taishan was not an idealist. Once, perhaps, but no longer. She read the list of injuries Taishan had sustained in the attack on Beaver, then read the charges she had levelled at Company. Taishan had a point. It had been a careful beating and, reading between the lines, an officer could have prevented it before serious damage was done. According to Taishan’s deposition, the representative had disregarded threats designed to intimidate and had submitted an unfavourable report regarding Company’s operation on BV-4, recommending that the planet should not be opened for long-term settlement by Company miners and their families.


Danner turned a page.


SEC had not backed their representative; they had approved long-term settlement. Taishan had fought, taking the issue as high as she could before being given an official warning. Danner frowned. That warning seemed to have knocked the stuffing from Taishan; she had stopped complaining and accepted another post. But just two days before departure she had resigned abruptly.


Danner looked at the closed face in the picture again. How did it feel to have one’s trained opinion judged worthless? What did it do to one’s self-esteem? She hoped she would never find out.


Taishan had become Professor of ET Anthropology at Aberystwyth. The dossier was thorough. It listed her publications: articles on subjects ranging from the evolution of Welsh to the deterioration of kinship allegiance among the population of Gallipoli since reintegration. There were two book-length works; for one, Uneasy Alliance – SEC as Independent Arbiter?, Danner did not have to read the abstract to guess the subject matter. Also listed were her extra-curricular activities (tai chi, chi kung, various biofeedback disciplines), her credit rating (mid-range) and biographical details of her last lover (no leverage possibilities noted). A note indicated that although her father was a hardline anti-government activist, Taishan had had little contact with him since the death of her mother several months before recontract. A psychological report made several guesses as to why that might be, but Danner did not put much faith in such things. The important thing about the psych sheet was the fact that they could not come up with enough objections to outweigh Taishan’s qualifications for the job of SEC rep on this kind of world: her ability to spend large periods of time alone; an innate belief in herself; a prodigious linguistic talent; superb physical fitness. She was a flawed SEC tool, yes, but the best they had.


Danner had never heard of a SEC employee getting a second chance. There again, she did not know of many people who would volunteer to risk their lives for something as abstract as knowledge.


She turned to the section at the back of the report, ‘Miscellaneous’. After reading one paragraph, she closed the dossier. She had no need to know Taishan’s sexual preferences or her personal hygiene habits.


Her screen chimed and displayed the face of Officer Vincio, her admin assistant.


‘Representative Taishan is here and wishes to see you at your earliest convenience, ma’am.’


‘Give me two minutes.’ She slid the dossier into a drawer. She had time to push her desk against one wall and pull two chairs into a more informal setting around a low table before Vincio rapped on her door and ushered in a tallish, stocky woman with thick dark hair.


Danner took her hands in greeting. They were smooth and cool. Her eyes were brown, with a hint of green, but that might have been the light. She chose the chair nearest the door, but seemed relaxed enough.


‘You’re well rested?’ Danner asked politely.


‘Estrade keeps Port Central time.’


‘Of course.’


The representative wore the plainest clothes available in Company issue: soft trousers in a dark green weave and a loose-fitting brown padded shirt. No adornment. Danner suspected confidence rather than self-effacement; it took something to go in search of and requisition stores without help within – she looked at her wrist – two hours of landing on a planet.


‘Is your time limited?’


Marghe’s tone seemed neutral enough. Danner decided to accept the question at face value. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Or rather, yes, in a general sense, but this afternoon I’m at your disposal.’


Her words seemed to run off Marghe’s smooth exterior and Danner felt as though she were facing a mirrored glass ball. She did not have time to waste fencing.


She stood up, opened her desk drawer, withdrew the dossier. ‘This is your file. Here.’ She held it out. Marghe hesitated, then took it. ‘It makes interesting reading, but after just five minutes with you, I feel the psychologists have made some fundamental mistakes.’ Marghe turned it over in her hands without opening it. ‘They think you’ve come here for the same reason that you don’t visit your father: so that you don’t have to face the reality of your mother’s death. The way they see it, while you’re off Earth, you can believe that everything’s the same back there as it was before.’


‘As you say, they’ve made a fundamental mistake.’ The file remained unopened in her lap.


Vincio tapped on the door. Danner and Marghe were silent as she brought in a tray of refreshments, put it down on the table between them, and left.


Danner poured steaming saffron liquid into a white porcelain cup and handed it to Marghe. Its scent was delicate, aromatic. ‘Dap. A local tea. It’s a mild stimulant, weaker than caffeine. It’s a common barter commodity, with, I’m told, a standard value, rather like a currency.’


Marghe traced the smooth rim of her cup with a fingertip.


‘The pottery was made by one of our cable technicians.’ She sipped at her own cup, rolled the aftertaste around her mouth. ‘It reminds me of dried apricots, though everyone finds something different in it.’


Marghe took a small sip. ‘It tastes like comfrey.’ She moved the still unopened dossier from her lap to the table.


‘I want you to keep that,’ Danner said. ‘I have no use for it.’ She got up and retrieved another folder from her desk drawer. ‘I’d also like you to have this, though on a temporary basis. It’s another security dossier.’ She held it out. ‘The subject is myself.’


‘I don’t understand.’


‘I want you to read it, as I’ve read yours, so that we at least have a basis for communication. I want –’ She stood abruptly, crossed to her desk, and keyed her screen to a slowly turning representation of Jeep. ‘Come here. Look. A whole planet. I’m supposed to oversee the safety of every single human being on this planet, and at the same time lay cables, set up communication relays, initiate geographical surveys. Hard enough. What makes it infinitely harder is the fact that I’m operating on one-third staffing levels – under a hundred Mirrors and fewer than three hundred technicians to do the work of over a thousand. More than half my equipment is missing or not functioning properly. Add to that the fact that the social structure here is even more out of whack than usual because every single member of my staff is female, then add to that a virus that might mean none of us ever leaves this place again.’


Danner looked at the representative, fresh off the gig. Do you understand? she wanted to say. Do you have any idea what we’re up against? ‘What all this adds up to is simple. Uncertainty. That might not sound too bad, but what it means is that the rules don’t work here. It means that nothing has to be the way you expect it to be.’


Marghe poured herself more dap. To buy time, Danner thought. ‘I can’t just forget everything that’s happened in the past, everything I know.’


‘I’m not asking you to forget. I’m asking you to put aside your wariness, just for a while. I know what happened to you on Beaver, but this is Jeep. I don’t want to hurt you in any way, just the opposite. I need you to be willing to try. I need you on my side.’ Danner had no idea if she was getting through. ‘Please, read the dossier. I don’t know how else to prove my faith.’


Marghe had one hand in her pocket. Danner saw the weave of the representative’s trousers move as she clenched and unclenched her fist.


‘Don’t decide anything for now. Just take the dossier with you and think about it this evening.’ She opened another drawer in her desk. Discs glittered. ‘You’ll need these. Janet Eagan left them for you. Read them, call me in the morning.’


Marghe walked alongside the ceramic and wire perimeter of Port Central, trying to think. Somewhere behind the clouds that at this time of year almost always covered Jeep’s sky, the sun was setting, turning the grey over the living mods into a swirl of pearl and tangerine. The evening breeze faltered, then changed direction, hissing through the grass around her ankles. The grass stretched to the horizon, broken only by the occasional low bush with black, hard-looking stems and pale trails of seed fluff. There were no trees. The location had been chosen for its open aspect: easily defended.


That was typical of the way a Mirror’s mind worked. Attack. Defend. Advantage. Disadvantage. Always looking for the edge, looking for a lever.


Three years ago she had walked like this for hours over the hills in Wales, seeking to forget the way her mother had tried to smile as she coughed and coughed and finally stopped breathing. Some new kind of viral pneumonia, they said. She had been sick only three days.


Walking like this when she was unused to the gravity was not helping at all. It had not helped much then, either. She walked slowly back to her mod.


It was easy to override the door controls. She sat with her legs sticking out onto the grass and her back warmed by the air streaming from her mod. A woman stepped from a mod farther down the row and raised a hand in casual greeting. Her hair was still wet from a shower and she wore what looked like a homemade skirt. Marghe waved back, glad they were too far away to speak. The woman walked past the mod with the handmade brick doorway and followed the path around a curve out of Marghe’s sight.


Marghe reached down and pulled up a blade of grass. It was a flattened hollow tube. Cautiously, she put the broken end in her mouth. It did not taste like grass. She chewed on it anyway.


Danner’s dossier had not been at all what she had expected. This was no by-the-book career officer. Most startling had been the revelation that it had been the young Danner, on Jeep on her first tour of duty as a lieutenant, who was the mysterious Mirror of rumour – the one who had helped SEC rep Courtivron circumvent SEC/Company corruption and bring the Jink and Oriyest v. Company case to court.


Who are you, Danner? Can I trust you?


She wondered how much Danner knew about the Kurst, and what advice Sara Hiam might give in this situation.


She sat outside until it was dark. The heaving cloud blurred two moons to a soft silver glow; the third moon was too small to be visible through the overcast. The night was cool and silent; no insects. Two searchlights speared the grass outside the perimeter; the grass looked black. She wondered what the indigenous population thought of Port Central, and when she would get to see her first native.


Her muscles ached, from the walking, from the gravity. She went inside where it was warm, and went to bed.


She dreamed that a native spoke to her but she could not understand and she stood by helplessly while the native rotted and died of some disease. She buried the pathetic thing, then found a Mirror kneeling by the grave. She knew it was Danner, but when the Mirror flipped up her visor, underneath there was no face.


Danner agreed to see her before lunch the next day. Marghe dressed slowly and checked her pockets twice for the FN-17 before she left the mod.


The cloud cover was heavy and multilayered, shades of slate blue and silver, pearl and charcoal, like a sketch washed with watercolour. The air was cool and spicy. She wondered how long it would take her to adjust to the smell, learn to filter it out of her awareness, just as the filters scrubbed it from the air in her mod. A long time, she hoped.


Again, Danner served dap in handmade china. Marghe sipped at the hot tea. ‘On Earth I was promised full support from Company personnel in the field. However, I now understand that you’re seriously understaffed and under-equipped. What can you offer me?’


Danner leaned back in her chair. ‘Why don’t you tell me your plans.’


‘If there are clues to be found about the origins of these people, their common background, I need to find them. It might help with tracing the origins of this virus. It might also lead to some clues about how these women reproduce. Everything in Eagan’s notes points northward. To Ollfoss.’
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