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			To the head of Human Resources

			Our operatives came across this message in a routine sweep of the servers at Tierra del Fuego – where, as you know, all communications from the new Antarctic project are routed. It was in the Trash, awaiting deletion – another eight hours and we’d have lost it forever.
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			Madame Director
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			And once again the actions of Anders Nordvelt (EUE/6887/274/33M) are central to the issue. I attach the relevant entries from his log by way of an explanation. It is best, perhaps, if he be allowed to speak for himself rather than my adding interpretations and biases.
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			This is, quite literally, a hill I am not prepared to die on.
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			Ricardo Baurus
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			Chapter One

			There was no chance of life. Not with that ruin, that bloody, savage wound where a heart had been.

			At my back the child was screaming. I heard someone, one of my officers – the name wouldn’t connect – trying to reassure while another was telling the husband to be strong, that his son needed him.

			I just wished they’d shut up. That they’d all go away. That people would stop jogging me. That I could go somewhere and be sick in private.

			Hell, I wished this would all turn out to be a dream.

			“You okay, sir?” Jones asked.

			I nodded, still unable to take my eyes off the corpse.

			“We need to get all these people out of here,” Nascimento said.

			I nodded again. I felt grey, I felt green. The last time I’d seen a body like this I’d been a child and it had been my father’s attaché slumped against a wall. This was at the same time better and far, far worse.

			Murder. Premeditated, vicious (take your eyes off the wound, Nordvelt), cruel.

			I exhaled, breathed in a lungful of dirty air, tainted by blood and sweat and some strange domestic fragrance.

			At least I wasn’t a suspect in this case. That, at least, was something.

			Deep breath. Deep breath. The contamination is all in the mind. Deep breath.

			And then we go and find a murderer.

			* * *

			Four days earlier I had stared down from the roof-garden at the land-train and the new arrivals. The engine disengaged its couplings, the crack muffled by the bubble-tenting around me, before creeping forwards, away from its carriages, and halting again. The driver, looking miniscule against the house-sized engine, climbed down from his cab and, green-clad in his warmsuit, strode towards one of the stark concrete buildings.

			In the distance the fractured, bitter wastes stretched out, ice appearing blue-grey beneath that forever sky. At my back were plants from all over the world, all brought in at huge cost. I didn’t know many names; olive and grape vines, I thought, amongst flowers and trees that reached hungrily down to me.

			Yellows, lilacs, pinks, and every shade of green from deep pines, almost black, to pale, pastel-like mints. Botany was not my strength. Smells – the rich loamy smell of the soil, the faintest whispers of the flowers. My nostrils itched with unfamiliar pollens.

			It was too quiet, though. No animals, no shifting in the undergrowth. No birdsong. The bubble-tenting diminished all sounds from outside, made me feel like I was in a cocoon.

			A dozen metres down and half a kilometre away from my safe, warm vantage point in the roof-garden, a horde of engineers and support staff advanced on the train. They all went to the last half-dozen carriages that I knew contained goods, not people. There they waited, anonymous in their suits, before a heavy-hauler was linked to the rearmost carriage. Coach by coach the train was dismantled, each separate section claimed by a different department.

			The first dozen carriages hadn’t been touched. No one had rushed out to help the passengers waiting inside.

			Welcome to the new frontier.

			I started as an explosion shook the membrane around me, the noise transformed into a low grumble. I should’ve known better; the explosions were a regular feature of life in Australis. A new city was rising around me – or, rather, beneath me; new structures that were nine-tenths underground. New mountains of spoil were dragged out to be checked for any mineralogical value, for pulverisation into hardstanding, and, in the last resort, dumped into crevasses.

			“Hungering for a taste of the new blood?”

			The voice, coming so suddenly at my shoulder, made me spin round.

			“Jumpy much? Don’t worry, Nordvelt, it’s only me.”

			The woman was, like me, suited but not masked. But even if her face had been hidden I’d have known the voice. “Ms. Garcia-Lomax.” Civilian liaison and, like me, a member of the Executive Committee. “What’re you doing up here? Shouldn’t you be down there greeting the newcomers?” As I gestured down to the crawler I saw a fresh group of suited workers advancing to the line of carriages.

			“My people can handle it,” Garcia-Lomax said as she stared down from the edge of the roof. “It does them good to have a little independence, away from the probing eyes of their superiors.”

			“But you are here, watching.”

			“They don’t know that, right?”

			Finally the carriages were opening, disgorging their human cargo. One thousand two hundred new citizens. New residents of Australis. I watched; little groups formed, huddled close, intimate and, to my eyes, sullen. I saw a half-size figure running, then trip and slide before someone scooped them up. I saw a babe-in-arms being cradled; I had a momentary fancy it was a parasite leeching its host’s blood.

			Individuals wandered forwards, looking, seeking something familiar in the desolation. There was precious little to see. Just a few square kilometres of ice-covered tarmac, out of which protruded the bunker-like exteriors of a dozen buildings, flat-roofed, broad and squat.

			Someone took their mask off. A flash of pale skin, colour almost immediately blanched by the frozen air. The sun may have been bright – none brighter – but it was a long, long way away. I watched as he – I thought it was a man, couldn’t have sworn to it – bore it for just a moment before trying to get his mask back on. He struggled, panicked, as he fumbled with the catches. I saw people rush to help; someone took charge and forced the mask back in place.

			“Non-Coms,” Garcia-Lomax said.

			“What?”

			“Lot of non-Coms in this batch.”

			“Does that worry you?”

			“Me? Not me. Question should be whether it worries you. All those people with no knowledge of how the Company works, who’ll need training and integrating….” She shot me a look, which I totally failed to interpret. “Just thought you might like to know.”

			I shifted my feet, stared back at the new arrivals as they began to form into groups, little emerald comets, and the first began to trail towards the nearest building. “Everyone who comes here has to learn, whether they’re Company-educated or not—” I began.

			“Yeah, well,” said Garcia-Lomax. “I’m sure you’ll have no bother. You coming for the orientation?”

			I watched for a moment longer before following her towards the elevator.

			* * *

			Now I was sprinting down corridors, forcing innocent administrators to the walls. Jones ran quietly at my heels; Bartelli was labouring somewhere behind. We skidded round a corner into the atrium before the great theatres into which the new arrivals had been herded.

			As I panted for breath I began to hear a chant rising above my own heartbeat. Something rhythmic and repetitive. I caught sight of the mayor talking with Garcia-Lomax and a petite Japanese woman. Sergeant Nascimento was there too, all attentive. He said something and the others nodded. I felt my hands balling into fists. As I strode over, footsteps echoing in the large, half-furnished space, I made myself straighten my fingers. “Sergeant. What’s the situation?”

			“Seems there’s something of a rebellion with the new arrivals.” Nascimento didn’t look at me as he spoke. “Seems they—”

			“They interrupted me in the middle of my address,” Baurus cut in. “They were organised, Nordvelt. What are you going to do about it?”

			“Where are they? How many? Is this a hostage situation?”

			“They’re in Auditorium Two, sir,” Nascimento said. “No hostages, not as far as we can see. They’re just occupying the stage and chanting. We’ve got the rest of the new arrivals in Six.”

			“A fine welcome to the city for them,” Garcia-Lomax said. “HR got the staffing all wrong here.”

			I wasn’t sure if that was a shot at me, at Baurus, or if it was just a general complaint. I ignored her. “CCTV footage?”

			“Got it here.”

			My datapad cheeped but I didn’t check the message. “Okay. Bartelli, call in reinforcements. Nascimento, let’s see what we’re dealing with.”

			“Sir,” Jones said. I looked round at her, almost overwhelmed by the voices from all round me, my attention pulled in all directions. She was looking at her datapad. “I’m getting a report of a break-in in the science quarter—”

			“Anyone free to get out there? Nascimento – sergeant.” He was staring intently, unreadably, at Garcia-Lomax. “Where’s that footage, sergeant?”

			“Sir? Here, sir.” He passed me his datapad. It was showing a live stream from the auditorium.

			“Right,” I said. “Let’s get this cleared up.”

			“Without unnecessary force, I hope.” The Japanese woman had drifted over; I’d barely noticed. Now I looked at her, off-balance.

			“Nordvelt, this is Unity,” Baurus said. He looked almost as awkward as I felt, compelled to give an introduction in the middle of a crisis. “She’s joining us as the new United Nations representative.”

			I was still staring at her. I couldn’t help it. Torn between the need to get to work, the necessity of saying something polite and the horror that the United Nations caused in me – it short-circuited my ability to be a functioning human being. I was aware of Nascimento at my side, of Baurus, my boss, before me, of my officers behind.

			“Um,” I said.

			“Sir?” Jones prompted.

			“Right.” I was blushing, I could feel it. I made myself stare at the datapad Nascimento was still holding out for me. “Okay. Let’s get this done, then.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			“So as soon as they saw you they ran?” Gabriel asked.

			“Pretty much. They made out through the stage doors, back round to the fire exits and out into the Strip.”

			“Didn’t you have any officers out there?”

			“We didn’t have time—”

			“I hear Nascimento was the first man on the scene. Good man, Nascimento.” The words ‘he’d have done a better job’ were left palpably unsaid.

			I sighed and shifted in my chair. Around the table sat the Executive Committee – the people who ran Australis on behalf of the Company, the country-owning behemoth who had responsibility to both its shareholders and to all living things on the planet.

			Or, at least, all life without the United Nations-aligned states.

			Dr. Gabriel was the head of the medical team. I ran the security detail. I was, we all knew, terribly over-promoted.

			“So what was the protest actually about?” Holloway, a reedy beagle of a man, asked. He led the scientific department.

			“Okay, it’s like this,” Garcia-Lomax said. “Apparently some of the new arrivals didn’t come here by choice.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“I mean they claim to have been sent here against their will.”

			“But—”

			“I know, I know. But that’s what they said. They were chanting ‘send us home’, and they interrupted the mayor with accusations about the recruitment process for new migrants.”

			“We found this – several copies,” I said, waving a single sheet of paper. With a few quick taps at my datapad I sent the scanned version around the room.

			“They were actually handing out paper copies?” Holloway asked.

			“So it appears.”

			“That seems remarkably organised. When did they have the chance to do that? Did they write it in transit?”

			I shook my head. Holloway had a point – the people in the auditorium hadn’t been in the city for more than an hour. And this document…. I glanced down at A Manifesto for the Prisoners of Australis.

			“It could have been made up,” Engineer Prashad said, skimming his datapad. “There are no specifics here – it could have been drawn from Company propaganda.”

			“‘Propaganda’,” repeated Unity, a faint smile on her lips. I’d almost forgotten she was there; she sat so still, so quiet.

			Prashad frowned. “I meant the brochures the Company released about the Australis project. I mean look, he mentions it implicitly—”

			“‘He’?”

			“The writer. Look, right on the first page – ‘A place of resort for any of the world’s citizens, a paradise with none of the problems of our homelands. That is what they tell us. That is what their propaganda repeatedly assures us.’ I’m just trying to say that this document may not have been produced in the city.”

			“The writing, maybe, could have been done in transit,” Gabriel said, “but to have paper copies implies dissention already within the city. Nobody would have wasted their luggage allowance on reams of paper.”

			Garcia-Lomax cleared her throat. “Well, thanks for bringing this to our attention, Nordvelt – but so what? So we have malcontents here. Show me a city that doesn’t. You security types – always wanting something to be done, always about the action.” She smiled. “Best thing we can do is to get them settled, yeah? Make them feel like Australis is their home, that they can be happy here. Then you’ll find that this sort of thing just fades away.”

			“You don’t see a problem?” I asked. “See, near the end – ‘I hereby call for direct action. All of you who, like me, do not want to be here must cease to cooperate with our oppressors. We must resist. We must make it unprofitable for the Company to keep us here, because money is the only language they understand.’ That’s a direct threat.”

			“There’s really not much they can do, Nordvelt,” Prashad said. “We’ve so many people – even fifty years ago we wouldn’t have needed such a workforce. They go on strike? We merely switch on the excavators for a day or so.”

			“If we want to deal with these malcontents,” Garcia-Lomax said, “get our superiors to introduce a moratorium on new personnel. And give me the resources for more gardens, more social groups.”

			“No and no,” Baurus said, making us all look round. It was easy to forget he was with us; he alone wasn’t seated around the table but was standing at the far end of the room, his attention apparently on his plants – large viridian palm leaves and small spiky flowers of pinkish-red.

			For a moment I felt a pang of yearning for the spring I’d never see in Antarctica.

			“The people keep coming,” he went on. “You know the stakes – all of you. Too many people. Not enough land. They keep coming. And you already know, Sheila, I’ve approved your request for more garden supplies. You’ll get them when they come. I’m not hurrying anything.”

			“But surely this manifesto—”

			“I hate doing those damn addresses,” Baurus said sharply. “Hate them. Up there on the stage, all those people looking at you, expecting you to be confident, to be perfect. And then some hecklers accuse me of being some sort of prison warden. Of their governments colluding with human resources to send them to us.”

			“Ha,” Gabriel said. “Anything goes wrong anywhere and it’s the fault of human resources.”

			“I do not want to be dealing with this. Is that understood? Find them. Find them, Nordvelt, and handle them.”

			“I don’t suppose there’s such a thing as an author given for this thing?” Gabriel asked into the resulting silence.

			“It’s signed ‘The Exile’.” I shrugged. “I’m working on it. Unity, do you have anything to say? About the accusations of coercion, I mean.”

			“I am unaware of either accusations or actions,” she said.

			“’Course she doesn’t know anything,” Holloway said. “Don’t be an idiot, Nordvelt. The UN would have intervened if anything like that had happened. Or,” he added with a snort, “they’d have made sure it fitted with their agenda somehow, in which case they wouldn’t tell us anything. Nothing personal, Unity.” He gave what he probably thought was a winning smile.

			“But if—” I began.

			“Stop wasting our time, Nordvelt,” Baurus said. He still wasn’t looking, hadn’t stopped tending his plant. “You get on with what you can do – arrest the people who interrupted my speech. Give the job to Nascimento. I’m sure he can cope if you can’t.”

			“Arrest them and we won’t have to worry about this manifesto rubbish anymore,” Gabriel added.

			“This is hardly an issue requiring arrests, surely,” Garcia-Lomax said. “They’ve not done that much wrong. Let’s not make a racial issue, or—”

			“I know what I’m doing,” I said.

			The meeting broke up shortly after that, but I hung around as the rest of the Committee filed out, waited until I was alone with Baurus. “Sir?” I said gently as the door finally closed behind Unity.

			Baurus didn’t move. He’d gone to stare at a viewscreen map of Antarctica. His hands were lightly clasped behind his back. Thick black hair was starting to grow out of the severe haircut he’d obviously received at some point. I went closer, datapad in hand.

			“Mr. Mayor?”

			“Don’t call me that! Don’t call me that. I hate that stupid name.”

			I was taken aback. “You’d prefer to be called Mr. Director?”

			“I’d prefer to be called Ricardo.” He sighed and unbent a little, the passion draining from his face as quickly as it had arrived. Finally he turned to look at me. “What is it, Nordvelt?”

			“I was…. Sir, we need your input. In these meetings. Like it or not, you run this city. We need you.”

			“The city is just fine without me.”

			“Sir—”

			“No, Nordvelt, you listen to me. I’ve been given this job. Against my will, but I’ve been given this job and I intend to do it to the best of my ability.”

			I opened my mouth to reply, but he cut me off.

			“You see me here in this room. Only ever in this room. The rest of the time I’m in my office, doing my job.” He spoke quickly, a dark passion sweeping his words forwards. “I’m organising supplies, planning new mine-workings, arguing with Prashad, or Holloway, or Garcia-Lomax. I am doing my job. And I don’t need any lectures from you. You should have learned by now: nothing ever really happens in these meetings. I don’t need you telling me what I should or shouldn’t be doing.”

			I stood in silence, taken aback by his ferocity.

			“You think I want to be here?” he said. “You think I wanted this position? Of course not. Who on earth would want to come to this godforsaken place? No, I’m here because the Company wanted me out of the way. Because I know too much – or just enough – about what happened to you. About what the UN did.”

			“But surely this was a promotion,” I said.

			Baurus smiled bitterly. “A promotion? Ha. I’d rather have kept my old job in Brasilia, thank you very much. Now get out and do your job. And let me do mine.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			My office was simply a panelled-off section of the larger security centre. I had a desk and a compscreen but that was about it. The only personal touch I’d added was a picture of the original Australis crew – those of us who’d survived – standing in the wastes.

			It had been taken just after our rescue, when we were barely human; all of us gaunt and shallow, all of us bald. We stood in the grey light of an Antarctic dawn before the old mining base. The city was its replacement; a massive nightmare construction set a kilometre from the original site.

			The photograph never gave me happiness or comfort. I was still unsure whether I really liked the people it depicted, myself least of all. But seeing it kept me grounded, reminded me that I had survived an Antarctic winter. The nine of us in the picture had all been through something that had changed us, and that connection had given us something unique, a cruel bond.

			The night shift had been hard on us all, but it was the aftermath – the interviews, the inquiries, the endless committees whose only function seemed to be to pass us to the next – those memories were almost worse: shuttled between medicos and administrators and eventually left where I’d been in the first place. Most of us were still here, in Australis. Sworn to secrecy, buried in mid-ranking jobs. I alone had been allowed to advance my career, and I was the one who deserved it least.

			I was only here because no one knew what to do with me. That’s what it came down to.

			I’d only just sat behind my desk when there was a knock on the door. Jones entered on my invitation. She was carrying her datapad, a cup of coffee, and had a slim folder under one arm.

			“Morning, sir,” she said. “How was the meeting? I thought you might want a coffee.”

			I thanked her and took the proffered mug from her hands. I raised it and inhaled deeply, just bathing in the rich aroma. It wasn’t hard to push the damn Committee out of mind and focus on her.

			“What have you got for me, sergeant?”

			She tapped her pad and mine cheeped as a message arrived for my attention. “Here’s the report of last night’s incident. I’ve had a look at the surveillance logs. We’ve got a couple of IDs already. Here’s a paper copy,” she said as she passed over the folder. “You like a hard copy, right?”

			“That’s…very impressive, sergeant.” I set down the mug and opened the slim folder. It contained only a few pages: a typed account of events; a shot of a man standing in the auditorium, frozen mid-shout. I guessed he was Bangladeshi; we’d had a lot of immigrants from that sunken land and the skin tone was more-or-less right. Nondescript clothing. Thick black hair that looked to be heading into mullet territory.

			“There’s footage of the whole incident in the electronic folder,” Jones said, “and there’s maybe a dozen people we want to talk to. But this guy seems to be the inciter – the first to interrupt the mayor.”

			Dax Bhinde, 29. Mining technician 4th class. Company-speak for unskilled labourer.

			“There’s also this guy,” Jones went on. “Sheikh Ameli. He works in civilian support.”

			“Garcia-Lomax’s team?”

			Jones nodded. “Footage seems to show him passing that manifesto thing to the new arrivals – here.” She linked to my pad to share the precise moment she was referring to. There was Ameli giving out his scandal-sheet.

			“What do we know about him?” I asked.

			Jones shrugged. “Not much, not yet. He’s thirty-four and works as a community representative. That’s what he’s down as, at least. Seems he’s not doing a very good job.”

			“Bit embarrassing for Garcia-Lomax, isn’t it? That one of her team should be inciting rebellion here?”

			“I wouldn’t quite say it was a rebellion, sir.”

			“What about the other incident last night? The break-in in the science department?”

			“I don’t know much, sir – Bartelli’s taking the lead there. As far as I know a couple of people in warmsuits hacked a few doors and stole a few research items. Want me to check—”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll get Bartelli’s report in due course.”

			“Yes, sir. Back to Ameli…?”

			I nodded for her to continue.

			“We know where he lives and when he’ll be off-shift,” she said. “Nascimento’s sorting out surveillance, adding in new feeds as we identify more faces from the disturbance. He suggested that, as soon as we get IDs for the ten most prominent complainants, we launch coordinated raids—”

			“Coordinated raids? God, you make it sound like – like—”

			“Sir?”

			I pinched the bridge of my nose. “All these people have done is disturb the mayor’s address and distribute a little propaganda. For all we know they have cause to be unhappy. Do we really want to come down so heavily on them? They didn’t even try and hide their identities. I mean, they’re non-Coms, most of them – they’ve just been thrown into a whole new world.”

			“Sir? I thought the mayor wanted—”

			“He wanted us to do something. Yes, I know. So we’ll go and talk to this – what was the name again?”

			“Sheikh Ameli, sir. I think Nascimento wanted to bring him in himself.”

			“Damn Nascimento. I’m doing this. You and me, Jones.”

			* * *

			Ameli’s apartment was one of the latest to be occupied. I strode through corridors that smelled of disinfectant and hot adhesive. As we walked, Jones at my shoulder, my anxieties returned. I’d been boxed into a confrontation, pressured by Baurus and the Committee and by my sergeant’s quick organisation. I didn’t want to be doing this. I’d have preferred a thorough investigation, to simply get the facts straight and hopefully finding some common ground before rushing in.

			It was my fault. I let myself be pushed around and then mistook action for competence.

			Was it too late to call Nascimento and ask him to take this after all? I grimaced when I imagined the look he’d give me.

			Neither Ameli nor Bhinde had seemed concerned about surveillance, that we might track them down. They were non-Coms – they may not have been aware of how many cameras there were in the Company world. I fought down the idea that they might have been laying a trap. That was ridiculous paranoia.

			We got to the right block and took the stairs down to the correct floor. Every corridor was the same but for the numbering on the walls; the Company-approved artists hadn’t made their marks here yet. I checked again the address we’d been given. According to his shift pattern Ameli should have gotten home an hour ago.

			I glanced at Jones again; she met my eyes and nodded.

			Ameli’s door opened. My mind flashed back to the idea of a trap.

			We were at the side of the corridor. I could have pulled Jones against the wall, tried to get out of sight. Instead I thought I heard Jones gasp as I stepped forwards and found myself toe-to-toe with a tall man wearing black-framed glasses. A short woman in a light headscarf was at his side. Behind her I could see only into the vestibule of Ameli’s apartment; the door to the main room was closed.

			“Security,” I said. “Step out here, please.”

			“What is this?” the tall man said. “What right have you—”

			“Australis Security,” I said over him. “Your name, please, sir?” My voice cracked slightly. I tried to keep my expression steady. The situation had already got out of control.

			The woman snapped something in a language I didn’t understand.

			“She’s asking if this is an arrest,” the man said.

			The door beyond the vestibule opened and there was Ameli. “What’s going on here?” he asked.

			The woman said something to him and he scowled, taking another step forwards. “What is my friend charged with?”

			“We’re not here to arrest him. It’s you we want to talk to.”

			“Am I to be arrested?”

			Be assertive, I told myself. Be confident. You’re in charge here. “We just want to talk.”

			He nodded slowly, a smile that was both sly and bitter spreading across his face. “Allow me to say goodbye to my friends.” He took another pace forwards, forcing me back. He spoke to the couple in what I presumed was Bengali and they replied in kind; a little disagreement, frequent glances in my direction.

			Behind him I saw someone else trying to shuffle out of the apartment. I recognised the thick hair straight away. “Dax Bhinde,” I said. “No, you stay here. We want to talk to you too.”

			He glanced at Ameli then pulled back, muttering. A few more seconds, a few more words, and the tall man barged past me, his partner – wife? – striding in his wake. I tried not to show that I didn’t know how to do this, wasn’t sure how much authority I had, whether I should be asking or telling them what to do.

			Ameli looked up at me and gave a crooked smile. “You’d better come in then. Don’t want to give the neighbours the wrong impression.” He turned abruptly, forcing Bhinde to shuffle backwards. “You’ll take off your shoes, if you please.”

			I hesitated for a moment, then sat on the bench in the vestibule and concentrated on my laces. When Jones and I were clad only in socks we went through.

			Bhinde sat on the settee. Ameli stood at the end of the room, before a thick red, black and gold tapestry that was either complex geometry or stylised calligraphy or both. The men glared at me. I felt uncomfortable and ill-prepared, my feet splayed awkwardly on the Company-standard carpet.

			For a moment there was silence, everyone waiting for the other. Jones was by my shoulder. Time seemed heavy, freighted. Bhinde cleared his throat.

			“You were handing out your manifesto last night,” I said to Ameli.

			“My manifesto? Not mine,” he said. He was a small man, barely taller than Jones, and he had a way of cocking his head like a sparrow.

			“Who wrote it, then?”

			He shrugged. “The manifesto’s for everyone.”

			“You admit you were handing it out?” Jones asked.

			“The paper came into my possession,” Ameli said as he stared at a point over my shoulder. “I read it and found I agreed with some of the main points. All of them, in fact.” He smiled his crooked smile. “I thought others might like to share the writer’s experiences so yes, I helped distribute it.”

			“And you, Mr. Bhinde. You disrupted the mayor’s speech. Why did you do that?”

			His eyes flickered to Ameli before he answered. “I…I’m new here. I was forced to come. I read the manifesto and I realised I’m not alone. And that this isn’t right.”

			“We want to go home, Mr. – sorry, what was your name?” Ameli asked.

			“Nordvelt. Head of security.”

			“Head of security? You honour us, Mr. Nordvelt.” He gave a sarcastic little bow. “Some of us were sold. Forced to come here against our will. We merely want the chance to return to our old lives.”

			“We want compensation for our losses too,” Bhinde said.

			“You’re lying,” Jones said. “No one was forced to come here. The Company has established procedures for the free movements of people. You might have chosen the wrong transit agent but coercion is outlawed, overseen by the UN.”

			Bhinde scoffed. “The UN is nothing. You know nothing. Transit agent? I’ve never even seen such a person!”

			“You are wrong,” Ameli said to Jones, the sardonic smile gone from his lips. “I was sold. My friend here was sold. The author of the manifesto was sold. We are not alone.”

			“As Jones said,” I began, “we were under the impression that everyone chose to move here. I’d understood that everyone—”

			“You thought wrong,” Bhinde snapped. “Aren’t you listening? We were given no choice!”

			Ameli said something to him in Bengali. Bhinde replied in the same language before he turned again to me. “At first they tried to buy us off. They offered bribes, and when we refused….”

			“My friend forgets himself in his anger,” Ameli said with a look that forced Bhinde to mutter under his breath. “As you can see, this is…important to us. We want to go home. We want to be with our families. We want our freedom.”

			I opened my mouth, then hesitated. “Your manifesto was the first indication I had that something was…not right with the selection process.”

			Bhinde couldn’t restrain a sarcastic bark of laughter.

			“I’ve spoken to Unity, the UN representative. She’s going to investigate—”

			“And she’ll find nothing,” Ameli said. “The United Nations are nothing.”

			I didn’t argue. “I’ll speak to the mayor. I will see if it is possible to get you back to your homes – if that really is what you want.”

			Their expressions told me what they thought was the likely outcome of that.

			“I don’t mind you printing what you like,” I continued, “but you can’t go disrupting life here, things like Baurus’s address—”

			“Fat Company pig,” Bhinde muttered.

			“Whether or not you want to be here, Australis is important. Australis matters. You know as well as I do how the pressure is growing in the cities. The problems of resources, of food, of all the rest of it. The Company has to expand. To develop into places like Antarctica. The Company needs this place. We need this place. We need it to work—”

			“The Company needs it to work so it can take its profit,” Ameli said.

			“The Company is trying to save civilisation,” Jones said. “The Company is trying to save the human race from chaos and a descent into primalism. Do you want a repeat of the Resource Wars? Is that what you want?”

			“Get us home, then,” Ameli responded, his voice a little weak against Jones’s fervour. “Get us home, then you can do whatever you like.”

			“I’ll talk to Baurus again,” I said. “In the meantime I’d like your word that there’ll be no more disruptions. No more manifestos, no more trouble.”

			“You can’t stop us protesting,” Bhinde said.

			“I’d arrest you right now if I thought it’d be good for the city.”

			“You couldn’t arrest us. On what charge?”

			“Breach of contract.”

			“What contract?” Ameli asked. “The ones we were forced to sign as we boarded the transports? You mean that boilerplate terms-of-employment document?”

			“You didn’t bother to read it?” Jones asked, a mix of disbelief and contempt in her tone.

			“It wasn’t comprehensible – we’re not lawyers, you know.”

			“No one went through it with you?” I asked. Jones and I shared a look. “Mr. Ameli, Mr. Bhinde, in the Company all crimes come down to breach of contract. You have signed – no, I know you claim—”

			“Claim!”

			“—claim that you were coerced, that it wasn’t made clear. We’ll have to look into that. But according to the official record you signed that document agreeing to abide by local regulations. Breaching these regulations leads to penalties – fines, imprisonment, up to a period of indentured servitude.”

			“I heard you’re slavers now,” Ameli said. “Slavers!”

			“If you think this place is bad,” Jones said, “I know the Company has worse places for you.”

			“This place is nothing but a prison,” Ameli said. “I told you, Dax,” he said to Bhinde. “Nothing but one big penal colony.”

			“And you’re right in it,” she said. “It’s up to you, gentlemen. You can help make it better or we can lock you up. Which would you prefer?”

			“Sir,” I said, “I’m not going to arrest you. But please do consider if this really is the road you want to go down.”

			“Fifty years ago we’d have pulled you in for breach of the peace,” Jones said. “The words have changed but the offence is the same. Police, security – what difference does it make?”

			Bhinde sneered. “The police had integrity. You’re just corporate lackeys.”

			“You had a lot of contact with the police, did you, Mr. Bhinde?”

			He surged to his feet. I stepped forwards, between him and Jones, at the same time as Ameli; we almost collided in a space suddenly too small. Ameli’s breath was tea-sweet. We made eye contact briefly, even as he pushed a hand into Bhinde’s chest.

			“You have delivered your message,” Ameli said into the resultant silence. “We will take it under advisement.”

			I nodded. Jones and I went to get our shoes on.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			I stood on the roof and felt sickness rise in my stomach. The stink of burnt plastic mixed with the bitter honey of scorched plant-sap and reached down my throat. The most beautiful place in the city; just yesterday I’d stood here, looked out as the long evening sun turned even the mine-works into a golden fountain. I’d been warm, I’d felt safe and…and at home. Now goosebumps were rising on my arms and Antarctica looked like the murderous wasteland it truly was, the squat, brutal buildings just another form of alienation.

			The expensive bubble-tent sheeting around the roof had been ripped open. The vegetation had been fried. Trees, grasses, flowers, all carefully sculpted and selected, all reduced to ash. Smoke still eddied towards the rents, dragged and stretched to nothing by the pull of the Antarctic winds. The vandals had done what they came for: they’d left only dirt.

			I could have prevented this. I’d had it in my hands and I’d let it slip and shatter. Sergeant Nascimento had been right. I should’ve taken Ameli and his friends and locked them up, and now I wasn’t sure if it was guilt or anger that nauseated me most. It had been only half an hour ago I’d faced him in my office.

			“You told him what?” Nascimento had said as he leaned forwards to place his knuckles on my desk.

			“We had no grounds to arrest either of them.”

			“But their contracts—”

			“Really? Is that what we’re going to do? What we’re going to be? Any bit of dissent, any rebellion, and we’ll yell breach of contract and lock you up? Shall we give them a sentence of indentured servitude and send them to the recycling plants while we’re at it?”

			Nascimento straightened, deep eyes digging into me. “The mayor wanted them dealt with.”

			“I spoke to them. I dealt with it.” He kept on staring. “Look, it wasn’t as if I could have arrested him anyway. There were four of them, and just me and Jones.”

			He snorted. “You could always have called for backup, you know. And didn’t you even think to check surveillance before you went? Hell, you could have called up the feed when you were in the elevator!”

			I flushed and stood, leant forwards so we were nose-to-nose. “You do not talk to me like that. I am your boss.”

			He curled his lip. “For now. Best be sure that no one’s watching your performance.”

			“What?” I asked, wrong-footed.

			He turned on his heel and marched out.

			And that was when my datapad cheeped its priority tone and the dispatcher told me of the attack on the garden.

			Of course I shouldn’t prejudge. I couldn’t be sure Ameli and Bhinde and their friends were responsible. But sometimes you just know. Soon I’d have to explain to my superiors that I’d had the chance to prevent this and I’d let it slide.

			“What’ve you got, Jackson?” I asked as I strode down the garden path towards her, looking, always looking, for some evidence of the culprits. There was a big gap from knowing who’d done it to being able to prove it.

			Jackson fell into step beside me. “The call came in at eleven forty-six,” she said. “We know that at least six separate fires were started – makes it unlikely that this was the work of a lone vandal, I’d say. We’re just waiting for the go-ahead from the fire teams before we do a proper search.”

			A smoke tendril tapped my lungs and I coughed. “Have you had time to check the security logs?”

			“Not yet. We might have got something but the cameras out here were all smashed. The ones in the elevator are a better bet.”

			I shook my head at her lack of imagination. The only way up, technically, was the lift, but I was willing to bet the saboteurs had found another way.

			I came up on Alexandros, a methodical, overcautious officer. He was watching an evidence-scanner as it recorded one of the tears in the bubble-tent. “Anything to report?” I asked.

			He glanced round and did a double-take when he realised it was me. He fumbled a salute. “Sir?”

			“Do you know what made the tear?”

			“No, sir, not yet. Any heat signature decays so fast….” He gave a weak shrug.

			“Okay. Make sure that you get the edges of the roof scanned thoroughly too.”

			“Sir? I mean yes, sir. Of course.”

			I moved away around the perimeter. Jackson trailed after.

			“Why did you want the edge of the roof scanned, sir?” she asked.

			I didn’t answer. It was only when we got to the third cut in the tent that I found what I’d been expecting. “There. Those marks.”

			Jackson stepped forwards. “Little chips inside the rim. What of them?”

			“This is where they got in, Jackson. These are the anchor points for a grapnel, or a rope ladder. Hurled up from the ground – don’t get too close. Get an evidence-scanner before you go any further. And get the ground below scanned too. We’re going to need all the scraps that we can get.”

			Eventually I felt that the hunt for evidence was far enough along to allow the repair crews up onto the roof. I was chilled through by this point; I sent a message reminding my officers to keep moving and take regular breaks. Then I stood by the elevator and waited as team after team emerged with their esoteric equipment. I was taking one last look around, making sure my people were being vaguely sensible, when a familiar voice brought me back to myself.

			“Anders. I should’ve known you’d be here.”

			I turned to see a short Chinese woman, face lined with years of smiles. She was clad in the green of a warmsuit but was unmasked. Her breath drifted in the cold air. She wasn’t smiling now. “Maggie. How are you?”

			Maggie Ling shrugged and took a look around at the scorched roof. “Not too bad.” She seemed to have shrunk since I last saw her – inches that she couldn’t afford to lose. She’d lost that aura of smarts and humour, her face shallow, almost as if she’d just escaped near-starvation. And that wasn’t right: she’d had nearly two years of proper food. It had been that long since a saboteur had all but destroyed the mining base that was the precursor to the city and had left us – the nine survivors – clinging on to life and to sanity.

			“They did a number on this place, didn’t they?” she said. “All that work, gone.”

			“What are you doing here? I thought you were working in the greenhouses.” I could see them from my vantage point, a vast extent of blue-tinted solar panels like liquid sunlight. They did their best to feed Australis, although we were still reliant on imports for everything but the very basics.

			Maggie gave a bitter smile. “This is my penance.”

			“Penance?”

			“Punishment for…what happened before the city was planned.”

			Maggie had been the hydroponicist and food researcher in the old Australis base; my colleague and my friend. I hadn’t always agreed with her – she’d been breaking regulations for months before I arrived – but we always had respect.

			“But I thought you’d been given permission to continue your research,” I said. “I thought Holloway being appointed above you was your punishment.”

			“I don’t get on with Holloway,” she said.

			“So you’re…?”

			“He gave me this park to tend. As if I’m a common gardener.” She sniffed.

			“So this was all your work?” Why hadn’t I known? I should have known. My heart, already heavy, sunk deeper within my body.

			“And now even that is destroyed.” She took a deep breath and exhaled with a sigh.

			“How long will it take to repair? Re-grow, I mean.”

			She scuffed a foot through a scatter of ash. Half-burnt leaves turned, drifting on that faint breeze out towards the wastes. She shook her head. “I don’t know, Anders, I just don’t know. It depends what we’ve got in stock. The plants, I mean. We’ll be waiting months to get the diversity we had before, shipping in replacements from across the world, getting them together at O’Higgins before there’s a crawler…. And that’s if Baurus approves the cost in the first place.”

			“He will,” I said. “He’ll approve it. Garcia-Lomax knows the importance of this sort of thing. All the leisure facilities here. We’ll make sure you get what you need.”

			She didn’t seem to hear me. She was still shuffling her feet in the ash. She sighed again and looked up at me. “Well, I’d best get on. We must meet soon, Anders. Have a glass of wine.” She wandered away as if lost, frowning at the blackened earth as she went. I watched her for a few moments. An assistant walked up to her and, reluctantly it seemed, she began to give instructions, sketching plans in the air.

			It occurred to me that I was missing a trick. I strode back up to her. “Maggie, sorry but can I ask you a question?”

			“Of course. Teresa, we’ll make a start on the soil. At least all this ash makes good fertiliser. I’ll be with you in a minute.”

			“Yes, Professor Ling,” her assistant said and, with a curious look at me and a scowl at Maggie’s back, left us alone.

			“What is it, Anders?”

			“How easy would it be to cut through the tent?”

			“They came in from the street?”

			I wished Maggie had some inclination towards security work. She was very, very quick. “Looks that way,” I said.

			“Can I see?”

			I led her over to the nearest slit cut in the plastic wall. After a nod from me she reached out to finger the cuts, pulling the flexible plastic a little towards her. “This isn’t where they came in,” she said, confident now we were discussing practical matters. “This cut was made from the inside. You can just see that a hot tool was used. The fabric has melted a little, and it’s flowing outwards.”

			“No, I think they came in from over there. You say a hot tool was used. Can you be more specific? Would it be something commonly available?”

			“I wouldn’t think so. Not something everyone would have in their homes, at least. I think you’ll be looking for an ice-cutter, or something along those lines. I’d start looking either in stores or maybe up at the mine. It’s not exactly a rare item here, but it’s really only used in the industries.”

			I thanked her sincerely, promised her that we’d meet for drinks soon. I walked a few paces before pausing and turning back. “Maggie?”

			“Anders?”

			“Birdsong.”

			“What?”

			“Birdsong. You need to add birdsong when the work’s done.”

			She smiled.
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