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			Private and Confidential

			RE: Australis Incident

			Madam Director

			You will be wondering why an operations executive is contacting you directly rather than going through official channels. You may already be wondering what disciplinary action to take against me. I have thought long and hard about this, and believe me when I say that I would not be risking my career – my entire future – if I did not think that this was necessary. All I ask is that you suspend judgment until you have read this letter.

			The staff at Tierra del Fuego became aware of problems at Australis when our regular contacts ceased shortly after the night shift began. As O’Higgins Base, our Antarctic port, was frozen, and because all Antarctic flying is suspended over winter, no action was taken until the following spring. Dr. Gabriel (EUG/4454/555/13M), Technician Istevez (SAB2023/499/24M) and I myself were then dispatched to investigate. Our official report is on the system, should you care to examine it. It is enough to say that the situation at Australis is stable, though I fear we will struggle to keep the lights on this year. The Company will also have lost many millions in profit.

			Of immediate concern is the disturbing story we’ve managed to piece together surrounding the events of the long night. All survivors were given SP-117 by Dr. Gabriel as per standard procedure; all then were interviewed individually and their statements recorded verbatim. The events they describe would be hard to credit had the witnesses not corroborated each other from their differing viewpoints. These accounts – in addition to the forensic and analytic reports – have been retained on a secure server should you wish to examine them. 

			I have deliberately downplayed the significance of these reports so as to discourage curiosity. I have ordered Dr. Gabriel to say nothing; I have checked his record and do not consider him a security risk, but you might wish him reassigned. He and Technician Istevez have remained at Australis for the time being, to help stabilize the situation.

			The transcript I am attaching – that of Anders Nordvelt (EUE/6887/274/33M) – is fully representative, and I urge you to read it. I cannot – dare not – enlarge on Nordvelt’s narrative in this message, save to say that it suggests that the problems encountered in Antarctica may threaten other Company operations. Indeed, it might not be going too far to say that they may affect the very future of the Company.

			I think once you have read the transcript you will understand the reasons for my direct approach. Had I employed the usual chain of communication, my life would now be in serious danger.

			I await your instructions.

			Ricardo Baurus

			Operations Executive

			SAB6974/243/21M

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			We stood on the pack ice, struggling to keep our feet in a wind that drove the snow right into our faces. I shielded my eyes and watched Fischer and Weng crouching down by the still, suited figure to make certain of what we all knew. The professional part of me sought clues, evidence, footprints. It was hopeless. Our torches illuminated only the smothering blizzard. I tried to find shelter in the lee of the building but the gale seemed to be coming from all around.

			Fischer straightened and looked at me, her feet crunching on the freshly fallen snow. Even through her mask I could sense the anguish. Or maybe that was just my imagination, my own terrors reflected back at me.

			We had good cause for fear. This assignment was rapidly becoming a nightmare.

			Just a few days into the night shift and we had a death on our hands.

			* * *

			Should I go from there, or should I begin with my arrival?

			* * *

			There was no room in the driver’s compartment so I rode with the light goods. A small, hard seat and a small, cheap viewscreen were my comforts. I spent hours pacing the small, gray space, watching progress on the screen map. I tried to read, scrolling idly down the lists of titles on my datapad. I flicked from article to article, but nothing could hold my attention. I settled for switching the screen to show the outside world. It was just…gray. All gray and white and brown. Shapeless mounds drawn in nothing colors, and that was all I could see for miles and miles and miles in every direction.

			My home. For at least the next six months this forgotten land was to be my home. I was to be the thirteenth man, a late replacement for the old security officer. I didn’t know why he had left: the Psych should have anticipated any problems.

			Only twelve other people within a thousand miles. Well, I’d always felt alone, even when surrounded by thousands. Maybe that was why I’d been appointed.

			The smelting plant was the first I saw of the complex. I watched as the giant factory slowly grew in the crawler viewscreen. I had studied the plans of the base, of course, but it was another thing entirely to watch that monster slowly becoming more solid, more gigantic, as we approached. The buildings clustered around its base were to be my home; just those few small structures and, around them, Antarctica’s endless wastes.

			“Ten minutes, Mr. Nordvelt,” the driver called over the intercom. “Best get suited up.”

			I was, I think, more practiced than he knew. I had my Antarctic gear on and ready in half that time. My training had been thorough. I stood sweating in the airlock as I waited for the vehicle to come to a halt.

			* * *

			I emerged into a rough courtyard and paused to let my eyes adjust. Ahead of me a horseshoe ridge rose to meet a quicksilver crack of sun; gloomy lumps of industry stood within the rough shadow-bowl this formed. The yard itself was floodlit, heavy lamps set on top of adjacent buildings, themselves little more than brutally practical concrete boxes. Beyond them, the great banks of solar panels that topped the greenhouse shone liquid blue. Further structures were just pinpricks of light against the black hillside.

			Behind me the crawler was already uncoupling the cargo carriages that made up the land train. Ahead, a fresh row of laden trucks stood ready to be hauled back to O’Higgins Port for shipping to Tierra del Fuego. I had taken the last boat in; this precious cargo of raw materials – coal, oil and iron – would be on the last boat out before the port  closed for the winter.

			The distances hit me like they’d never done on my long journey here.

			“Mr. Nordvelt, I presume.”

			The sudden greeting startled me. I hadn’t really been paying much attention to the green-coated figures that had been emerging to greet the crawler as its massive engine growled. They barely looked human in their face masks and body-hugging warmsuits – more like lizards than people. I must have looked the same to them, but I guess they were used to it.

			One of these figures had detached himself from the main group and had come to stand at my side. He held out a gloved hand to me when I turned. “I’m Anton,” he said as we shook. His voice was clear, the earpieces working their magic in my hood. No chance of lip-reading, though. I could barely see his chin move beneath the mask.

			“Commander de Villiers?”

			“If you like,” he said with a dismissive wave. He started to lead me away from the vehicle, towards the largest of the nearby buildings. Above it loomed the smelting plant and the hill it was dug into. “Don’t have much call for rank at Australis. We’re far enough from Company eyes. We know why we’re here.” He broke off to pull open the door – not locked, I couldn’t help but notice – and lead me inside. “We all know our jobs – and who we are.” He laughed, loud and rough in my ear.

			We passed straight into the vestibule; not quite an airlock but similar in practice. It was more like a large cloakroom. I stood to the side, backing against a row of lockers as de Villiers shut the door behind us. He removed his gloves and started to unclip his mask. I followed his example, the air cool – but not cold, not freezing as I’d imagined it would be.

			“That’s your locker,” de Villiers said with a nod. “Still has McCarthy’s name on it, but you’ll get used to that. His name’ll be on most of the things you get here.” He laughed again, I’m not sure why. Now his face mask came away and I saw him properly for the first time.

			His face came as a relief to me, even with his too-perfect grin and sandy, devilish beard. The journey, the environment – it was like I’d arrived on some foreign planet., The warmsuits and the rest of the winter weather made monsters of us all. He gestured me out of the way to get at one of the lockers behind me, stowed his gear in there as it came off to reveal a relaxed, weathered yellow shirt. It seemed that I couldn’t escape the fashion for bright colors, not even here.

			I unzipped my suit-front, found McCarthy’s locker and pulled at the door. It opened, to my mild surprise: was there no security code, no bioreader? But de Villiers hadn’t bothered with one either. I pushed the thought aside, saved it for later, as I set my bag down and began to strip myself of my Antarctic clothing.

			“So that’s what you look like,” said de Villiers, with a little twist of a smile. “Come on, let’s get inside and have a chat. Bring your bag.”

			He led me through the inner door and into the base proper. As soon as I was through I felt the warmth roll over me. It felt almost like the savannahs – a dry heat, and I welcomed it. Maybe it was psychological; the warmsuit had kept the chill from me outside, after all, but still I felt the Antarctic wastes melt away from me.

			De Villiers strode casually ahead. “You know the layout of the place?” he asked as we passed doors to the sides of the metal-walled corridor.

			“I’ve studied the plans. There’s only the workshop and storage on the ground floor, yes?”

			He nodded. We’d reached a door at the end of the hall and de Villiers shouldered it open, turning as he did to raise an eyebrow at me. “You know we’re self-sufficient, powered and heated by those solar panels on the greenhouse and by a small oil-lake half a mile away?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good. We can skip all that, then.”

			I followed him through to a stairwell; it only went downwards. Three floors, I knew – staff quarters. Barracks, headquarters, leisure rooms. Gymnasium. All underground to save heat and power.

			“First floor: meeting room, kitchen and refectory, infirmary, recreation room, network room – through which all computer functions are routed, although our relay station, with the actual satellite equipment, is in the comms building half a mile from here,” de Villiers said as we descended. “Oh, Greigor – what’re you doing here? I thought you were out with Maggie.”

			A tall, well-built young man had emerged just as we reached the door that led from the stairwell into the first underground level. We all stopped, startled – an uncomfortable meeting.

			“Mm? Oh, yes,” Greigor said, his eyes wide. He struck me as implausibly, unfairly handsome. He stared at me openly until suddenly snapping back to face the commander. “I just…jus’ going now.” His voice was a smooth baritone with a little South American lilt, his shirt a deep crimson, patterned with darker patches – flowers, I realized.

			De Villiers frowned. “This is Anders. Anders, Greigor Miziara. He works – or he should do – in the greenhouse. The hydroponics.”

			We muttered greetings and shook hands. His grip was too firm. He kept his deep brown eyes on mine and, though he said the right things, his smile was that of a wild dog eyeing up a rival.

			“Right,” de Villiers said. “Get on, Greig. We’ll see you at dinner.” He stared at Greigor’s back until he’d disappeared round the bend in the stairs. “Okay. Where were we?”

			We descended in silence, footsteps echoing around us.

			“Second floor. Crew quarters.”

			According to the plans, there was nothing but the laundry and the generator below us. Instead de Villiers led me through another door and into another corridor. Still he couldn’t help but tell me things I knew already. “My rooms – my office and quarters – are the other way, the corresponding suite.” We reached a corner and followed it round to the left. He stopped in front of the first door. The plaque read McCarthy, G., and then below, Security. “And here’s yours.” He favored me with a grin, the encounter with Greigor apparently forgotten. “The rest of the team follow on from yours and mine, and the doctor has her rooms at the far end, by the emergency exit.” He tapped a code into the lock – 1-2-3-4 – and ushered me inside. “This is your office. Your bed is through there. Guess you’ll want some time to yourself, but don’t take too long. I’ll meet you in the rec room in an hour.”

			I turned to see him leaning against the frame of my outer door. I was going to thank him, or agree, or say something, but he beat me to it.

			“You know you’re going to have the most boring six months of your life, huh? Hope you like people, like reading, because God knows you’ll have bugger all else to do.” He treated me to another of his queer little smiles, but his tone was cold, almost bitter. His eyes froze in the striplights of the office. “Security chief? What a joke. You’re thirty-two, right? You look like you’re barely out of school. I’ve read all the Company has on you…”

			He paused, and unsaid words rang across the corridor.

			“Damn, I want to know who you slept with to get placed here.” De Villiers grinned again, teeth white. “I mean, you’re— no offence, kid, but you hardly compare with the rest of us on experience. Come through the Company system, right? Never seen how the real world works. Guess we’ll all be like you someday.” He stared at me, scrutinizing me closely. “Still, maybe that doesn’t matter. I don’t know what they told you back in Tierra, but you’re only here because we have to have someone, you know that? You’ll walk out of here, your wallet three times as thick and your pick of jobs to walk into. And what’ll you have to do for that? Nothing. There’s no crime here, none at all. No crime, no drugs, no alcohol, only thirteen people, including you. But because it says in some Company rulebook that we must have a commander, a doctor and a chief of security, here you are.” He paused. “Welcome to Australis, Mr. Nordvelt. Good to have you aboard.” He shut the door on me, and I was alone.

			* * *

			My office was small and spartan, not a single spot of humanity. To call it functional would be an understatement. It felt like a cell. I stood with my back to the door and looked. A bare metal chair for visitors, a desk with compscreen, a chair for me and, in the corner, a filing cabinet. God knew what I’d need that for; nothing gets written down anymore, or at least nothing that needs to be kept. On the right-hand wall was another door, marked Private.

			I dropped my bag to the floor and went to the other side of the desk. On the compscreen the Company logo floated silently. I was tempted to scan my biometrics and get straight to work, but – well, why rush? Instead, I went to the internal door and stared at the key panel. The commander hadn’t given me the code. I tried the handle, but it wouldn’t shift. I shrugged, tried 1-2-3-4 and it opened. De Villiers had obviously meant it when he said they hadn’t much use for security here.

			The room beyond was almost as colorless as the office. Fractionally smaller than I was used to in my old home, in the blocks – except now I wasn’t sharing with three other men. To my left was a wardrobe. I looked inside and saw one of McCarthy’s blue-gray uniforms still hanging. There was a gray armchair facing a viewscreen, a metal table with another compscreen and two chairs, and a metal-framed bed. I ran an idle hand over smooth beige blankets, took in the white pillowcases. There were two metal shelves on one of the walls, and a cupboard for clothes. I wandered into the small kitchen area – just a workspace, a combi-maker and a cupboard – and opened the cupboard to find two cups. Almost as if they’d allow one guest, but no more. As if they expected every member of crew to make a friend – but only one.

			There was another door in the far corner: the washroom. Toilet, shower and sink.

			This was my home.

			I dragged my bag inside, shut the door. First thing I had to do was change the code – just for my peace of mind, to give myself some sense of privacy. But even then I couldn’t quite accept that this space was mine; not since I was five had I had a room of my own. I kept looking for a second bedroom, feeling for the air currents, for signs that someone had been here. Of course I’d known it’d be like this, but the emptiness still sent the hairs on the back of my neck quivering. I’d no idea how I was going to stay sane with only twelve other people for a thousand miles.

			But the Psych said I would. So I would.

			I sat in the armchair and I became aware of a low vibration. It was everywhere; it had always been there, I’d just not noticed it until now. I looked up. It was the smelting plant, I knew – or maybe it was the refinery, or the recycling plant, or the mineworks. It was industry. And it would be here as long as – longer than – I’d be.

			Best get used to it.

			I pulled my bag towards me and opened it up. Everything I owned was in there, in that small holdall. I felt inside, lifted out the neatly folded plain gray shirts and put them on the floor. Below were my few personal items: The letter from my first love; the picture she’d drawn for me, so long ago now; the rosewood-inlaid puzzle box I’d had for…for as long as I could remember. And the memcard: outdated technology with outdated memories. My fingers brushed across the silk-smooth face of a photograph. I didn’t need to draw it out to know what it was: the only picture of my parents I had. I don’t know why I kept it. The memories were always…complicated. Love, hate and anger. Mostly anger.

			Textbook case…. Has trouble forming relationships…. Low self esteem…. I bit back memories of old Psychs. That wasn’t me anymore.

			At the bottom of my holdall was my book. The one truly precious object I owned. A real, paper-and-ink hardback in its tatty, torn dust-jacket. I pulled it out, ran my fingers over the sleeve. The Adventures of Sherlock Holmes. Second edition. 1893. I knew all the words intimately, knew every stain, every faded comma.

			Why would the Company send me here? There must be a reason. Maybe it was to balance of the rest of the crew with a loner, an invisible one. 

			I withdrew my hand from the holdall, realized I’d taken the memcard with it. I turned it through my fingers and welcomed the cold, the isolation – I swam in it. After all, I’d chosen this; I’d applied for the job, wanted the promotion, wanted to see another side to the world. And then it’d been too late for second thoughts.

			I surged to my feet, a flash of impatient anger (…subject to mood swings, but capable of keeping control…) burning away my insecurity. I strode to the compscreen and slid the memcard into its slot before scanning my fingerprints on the reader. The Company logo flared on the screen and faded, and I had access to the base files. 

			I clenched my teeth. Sod de Villiers. Sod him and his condescension. I was here to do a job, and I was going to do it properly. I set myself to reading about evacuation procedures once more.

			* * *

			I stood in the doorway of the rec room and waited awkwardly as the occupants looked me over. There were four people in there, four people who had been working together for nearly six months, who knew each other, and to all of them I was a stranger.

			The room was at least twice as big as my quarters and felt almost comfortable; two large settees seemed to demarcate one area, and beyond them a large wooden table filled another. On the wall, a large viewscreen hung next to a map of the continent. The screen pulsed with random patterns that vaguely kept time with some orchestral work, the volume quiet enough for conversation. 

			“It’s Anders, right?” A woman stood, crow’s feet deepening as she smiled. “Don’t just stand there,” she said. “Come and sit down.” She had auburn hair that was running to gray. It clashed with her shapeless burgundy jacket.

			“I—” I started to move towards her but, off-balance, brushed some papers from the pinboard that was stuck on the wall by the door. A handful of loose sheets fell, and I stumbled in my haste to gather them together.

			“Here, let me give you a hand,” the woman said, and I heard her advancing across the carpet.

			My face burning, I caught a glimpse of poker and chess league information before she was with me, and the damage, such as it was, was quickly repaired.

			“Sorry,” I mumbled.

			“Stupid, old-fashioned thing,” she said with a wave of a hand. “Anton likes it, but really it just gets in the way. Here, come on. I’m Julia Fischer. And you’re Anders.” She eased me into the seating area. “This is Mikhail, and Fergie. That’s Weng over there.”

			I tried my best to recover my poise, to make myself smile and look attentive. The blond one, Mikhail, wore a T-shirt bearing the logo of the West Coast Warriors, whoever they were. At least he was smiling like he meant it. The other, Fergie, just scowled at me.

			The fourth person, an Asian girl with fierce eyes, was seated at the table, chessboard in front of her. She’d given me the briefest of glances as I entered, and was now staring back at her game. I had hoped to try and work out who was who from the personnel files I’d been reading, but now I found I’d forgotten every single word.

			“So good to see new blood here,” Fischer went on. “McCarthy was such a bore. Tell us about yourself, Anders.” She leaned towards me, just on the edge of my personal space. She had sat herself beside me, and from the corner of my eye she seemed somehow angular, predatory.

			I shrugged away the feeling and groped for the words I could never stop practicing in my head. “Well, I’m from Sweden originally, from a small town you’ve probably never heard of,” I said with false brightness. “But I’ve lived most of my life in England—”

			Fischer cut me off. “Not that. We know all that.”

			“You might,” the man she’d called Fergie grumbled from his seat. He had a distinct Scottish accent, low and rumbling. “Not all of us have access to the medical files, you know.”

			Fischer ignored his input. “Tell us about you, Anders. What makes you tick?”

			“Give the man a break, Julia,” the other man, Mikhail, said. He had sharp, high cheekbones, blue eyes. His accent was American. He gave me a quick smile before turning back to Fischer. “The man’s only just met us. Let him catch his breath.” And then to me: “You’re lookin’ at my shirt? Are you a Warriors man? Best team in the world, no doubt.” He grinned.

			This was not going as I’d planned. I glanced around for help, then shrugged awkwardly. “I’m not really up on sports, I’m sorry.”

			His smile flickered. “I play for my local team,” he mumbled. “Or I will do, when the shift’s done.”

			“Your name – I thought you’d be—”

			“Russian? Yeah, I get that all the time. My parents are Finnish, but I was born and brought up in California.”

			“Doesn’t stop us from calling him a commie, though,” Fergie said.

			“Hey, I’m not the one dissing the Company all the time—”

			“So what are you into, Anders?” Fischer cut into what was, to judge by Fergie’s rolling eyes, an old argument. “What’s your passion? Music? Poetry? Sex?” She smiled lasciviously, showing me her teeth.

			She was too close; I could feel her breath on my neck. I edged away along the seat. “I don’t know what to say,” I faltered. “Books – old books, I mean.… Old films, too.” I shook my head.

			“If you like old things, the doctor’s gonna love you,” Mikhail said.

			“Do please shut up, Mikhail,” Fischer said without looking away from me.

			I shifted, uncomfortable in this conversation. “Really, I’m just here to do my job.”

			Fergie laughed. “Yeah, and what a job you’ve got. Got to keep us from attacking each other, from sabotaging the plant, from, from – I don’t know, from eatin’ the yellow snow. What made you want to come here anyway? Middle o’ bloody nothing.”

			“Well, you know,” I said with an apologetic shrug, “it was a promotion, right? I mean, they’re offering good money to come here…” I trailed off as I didn’t get the understanding nods I’d expected.

			“Do you have a partner? Are you gay?” Fischer asked from nothing.

			I blinked. “No. No.”

			Then her smile really did reach her eyes, but before she could say anything else, de Villiers burst into the room.

			The man was beaming, his presence as large as a Norse god. It seemed as if I saw him for the first time; he was big, yes, but no bigger than Mikhail, no broader than Fergie. But he radiated energy and dominated the space.

			“Well met, my friends,” he boomed. “Making yourself at home, Anders? You have no drink. Micky, get him a – what will it be, Anders? Coffee, tea, water? – get him a coffee, and one for me whilst you’re at it.”

			Mikhail got up in silence. His face was a mask. Just a few moments ago he had been open, fully engaged. Now he was sealed, no emotions showing. Fergie was the same. The Scotsman may not have been particularly friendly before, but better that than this blankness. And Fischer—

			The doctor had stiffened too, making no attempt to conceal her distaste for the commander. She glared at him, hatred in her eyes. The look was gone in a second, but it had been there.

			It was as if everyone had thrown on their masks. A game I’d become very good at playing over the years.

			Fischer was already on her feet and made a point of looking at the clock. “I must get on,” she said. “Nice to meet you, Anders, we’ll catch up later.”

			“As will we, my little chickadee,” de Villiers said with a grin as she swept past him towards the exit. “What shall we say? After dinner, in my room?”

			Fischer paused momentarily in her stride, her face frozen. For a moment I thought she was going to slap him, or maybe just ignore his fake flirtation, but then she gave an almost infinitesimal nod, and left.

			I frowned. I had no idea what I had just witnessed. I just had a sense of – of wrongness about the situation. I opened my mouth, then closed it again. What could I say?

			The smell of coffee had been slowly percolating around me, and I looked at Mikhail. He was standing in front of a combi-maker, waiting. In the silence, disturbed only by the background noises of water heating and the music from the viewscreen, he glanced at me, saw my expression. He shook his head briefly. Say nothing. Make nothing of it. Then he turned back to the maker and started to pour the drinks.

			The commander couldn’t have been unaware of the response to his arrival. But he gave no sign, no indication that he saw any problem. He kept smiling as he sauntered further into the room. “Hey, Weng,” he said to the Asian woman. “Is this today’s chess challenge? Let’s have a look.” De Villiers stepped up to the table, first to her shoulder and then to the other side of the board. “God, do we have to listen to this rubbish?”

			It took me a moment to realize that he was referring to the music. To me it had become an inaudible part of the background.

			“Put something decent on, Fergie, there’s a good chap,” he said.

			“Anders?” Mikhail said softly, and I turned so he could pass me a cup of hot coffee. I smiled my thanks, and he nodded back, bending to my ear. “Don’t worry about…about the doctor and the commander,” he said. “They’re always like this – they have a…fractious relationship.” He straightened before I could reply and took another mug over to the commander.

			I turned back to watch Weng and de Villiers as Mikhail returned to his seat, and angry guitars kicked from the speakers. I hated this new sound instantly, but I didn’t let that show on my face.

			De Villiers sipped at his drink and sighed theatrically. “Okay, Weng, I can force mate in three. You do any better?”

			The girl looked up at him, but her hair covered her face and I couldn’t see her expression.

			“This is a toughie. Want a hint?” De Villiers idly moved a piece – then another, and a third. “There you go. Easy when you know how, ain’t it? You should give Anders a game. Maybe you’ll have a chance against him.” The commander took another sip of coffee and turned back to us on the settees. Weng stared at his back, and this time I did see the anger, the rage, in her face.

			“We’ll have to get you in the leagues, Anders,” de Villiers said. “You play, I take it?”

			“I’m not very good.”

			“Now that’s exactly what I wanted to hear.”

			“I think I should go back to my room.” I stood. I no longer wanted to be here, in this atmosphere.

			“Don’t go, Anders!” the commander cried heartily, as if all this were a joke to him. “Stay here, get to know us – let us get to know you.”

			“Later, maybe. It’s been a long day.”

			“Well, dinner’ll be in an hour or so, when the rest of the crew get back. Join us then and meet everyone.”

			I nodded and left.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			De Villiers, A. Commander of Operations, Australis mineral exploitation base

			Married, three children

			In Company employ 34 years

			…

			I scanned the data carefully, but without access to his personal logs I had no explanation for the way the other members of the crew had reacted to him. There were no personal reports, no hints of how former crewmates had found him to work with.

			Seven years’ command of mining operations in Ghana

			Four years’ command of mining operations in Turkey

			One year deputy command of mining operations in South Africa

			…

			His work history was impressive; his suitability for Australis command undeniable. But these were all professional records. I had no access to his Psych reports, and the only mention of his life beyond work was that he was married with children. I could have dug deeper – as chief of security, I had some access to personal files. But de Villiers outranked me and it would have been a gross intrusion. Besides, what was I looking for? All I had was the barest of first impressions, and the responses of people I didn’t know. Not nearly enough.

			Company Overseer, Debringas Mine, South Africa

			Assistant Overseer, Debringas Mine, South Africa

			…

			Maybe that was just how he was – infuriating, condescending, far too large for his surroundings. Maybe he was putting it on for my benefit to make sure I knew he was the boss. Maybe. I drummed my fingers on the table, frowning both at the screen and at myself.

			I logged out of the base computer system and switched off the machine. It was time to go and show myself to the rest of the crew.

			* * *

			I got to the refectory early. The table was set for the forthcoming meal so I knew I was in the right place, but there was no one else present. I hesitated at the doorway, unsure whether to sit or stand or leave. Then I heard singing from the kitchen – a man’s soft tenor. The door between the two rooms looked at me invitingly, and after a moment’s hesitation I went through.

			The kitchen was larger than any I’d been in before, though that wasn’t saying much. I guess that for a group catering situation it was tiny: a bank of hobs and an oven and a grill, with work surfaces and cupboards all around the walls. A double door at the rear was swinging, allowing that voice to reach me in waves.

			Something was roasting in the oven, and two huge pans were simmering on the hob. The smells were rich and earthy, with hints of garlic and spices. It immediately put me in mind of the Middle East, of hot open places far away from the frozen poles.

			The singing suddenly grew louder as the doors at the far end of the room swung open and a man stepped through. He was tall, with neatly cropped black hair and a tidy beard, his skin a deep tan. Dressed in chef’s whites, he started as he saw me, the melody caught in his throat. He was carrying a packet in his right hand – more spices, I thought. Or salt, or sugar.

			A smile acted as an apology. “Hi,” I said. “Am I allowed to be here?” I cursed myself for the stupidity of the question as soon as the words were out.

			“Y-yes,” the man stuttered. “Yes, of course.” He recovered himself a little and crossed to the hob, setting the packet down before giving the pans a stir. As he lifted the lids, smells erupted: a mix of vegetables steaming together in one of the vats, and something I couldn’t place in the other. Some sort of cereal, perhaps: rice, or pasta. I began to feel hungry. Real, properly cooked food was a luxury. I’d had my share, for sure, but I was not a rich man. It was all insects and soy protein, save for the occasional holiday treat.

			“You must be Mr. Nordvelt,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at me. “Excuse me for not shaking hands. I’m a little busy here.” His voice had an Arabic lilt and his smile contained an apology.

			I nodded to his back. “And you’re Mr. Ben Ali?” Surely he must be the man listed as the chef.

			“Abidene. Or Abi. I’ll be another ten minutes, I think. Would you prefer to wait in the other room? We can talk better there – when I’m not so distracted.”

			I returned to the dining room and walked straight into a conversation that stopped as soon as I was seen. It was Fergie, talking to a Chinese woman – not Weng, as I’d thought momentarily, but an older lady. She was tiny, the top of her head barely reaching the Scotsman’s chin.

			“Anders,” Fergie said a little louder than necessary. “What were you doin’ in the kitchen? This is Maggie, by the way, from hydroponics. Maggie, this is Anders—”

			“—McCarthy’s replacement, of course. Good to meet you.”

			She’d recovered quicker than Fergie. I wasn’t supposed to see the look that passed from him to her, but I did. Secrets. Secrets and lies, I thought as I shook Maggie’s hand. Her skin was dry and smooth in the way that fine sandpaper feels smooth.

			“Don’t let me interrupt,” I said, and couldn’t resist asking what they’d been talking about.

			“Oh, nothin’, nothin’, just the state of our work,” Fergie said, again blinking first. “That sort of thing….”

			“I do a lot of experimental work, you see,” Maggie said smoothly. “As well as trying to keep us fed, I’m playing with modified crop strains to see what grows out here. Not outside, obviously – although that’s always the dream – but under glass.”

			Beside me I felt Fergie relax. I must have been successfully distracted.

			“Maggie’s our gardener,” he said. “We’re not self-sufficient here yet – not by some way – but that’s the aim.”

			I decided not to fight it. I let myself be diverted as Maggie told me more of her work. And despite my reserve, I found myself being charmed. She showed me McCarthy’s old seat – my seat – and, head propped on my hand, I listened as she told me of her ambition to make the Antarctic green. To feed the world by erecting glasshouses across the continent, with soil replaced by water and powered by the long summer sun.

			“So will you be dormant in winter? No winter harvest?” I asked.

			She hesitated. “Well, that’s where being sited near all that oil comes in handy. That fuels us for the winter,” she said with a grin.

			The door to the corridor opened and Fischer walked in, accompanied by a beautiful black woman. She couldn’t hide her looks, although it seemed as if she’d tried. She was wearing oil-smeared overalls, black hair cropped close. She wore no makeup, no jewelry, solid boots on her feet. But she was perfect nonetheless.

			Her name was Max, and she was the maintenance engineer.

			I didn’t get to talk to her that night – merely the briefest introduction. Her seat was somewhere in the middle, next to Greigor, and I was concentrating too hard on being polite and diplomatic. The table must’ve been organized by rank, and I was at one end sitting across from Fischer. De Villiers was at the head, of course – I was on his left side. And to my left was Keegan, a fair-haired Englishman introduced to me as the base’s meteorologist. Abidene sat at the far end of the table, nearest the kitchen.

			The food was good, a mix of Mediterranean pulses and vegetables and synthetic meat direct from Company vats. It was served with a rough wine, acidic and overflavored. I was surprised: I’d thought they’d have something better than that. Maybe the batch hadn’t been kept properly. Must’ve been alcohol-free. Real wine was too expensive for most people these days, and the Company would never have paid to have a batch of the good stuff shipped out to a working base like this. Besides, de Villiers had said that there was no alcohol to be found on Australis.

			As soon as he swept into the room and assumed his position to my right, de Villiers had started to monopolize the conversation. He’d started with a few overloud questions about how I was fitting in, whether everything was to my satisfaction – not caring whether I had an answer or not – before gliding straight into a dirty joke shared with Keegan. He addressed a few remarks to Weng, who was seated next to Fischer. She ignored him, attention focused on her food. Greigor too kept trying to talk to her; the young man seemed almost obsessive in making sure she had water to drink, had salt and pepper and whatever else she might need. Weng did not so much as glance at him. Eventually he gave up and turned his attention to Max on his other side. At least he got conversation there. I just tried not to stare at her.

			Fischer ate in silence, a faraway look in her eyes as she methodically worked through her plate. She seemed completely different from the self-possessed woman I’d met earlier – she kept slumping in her seat, then shaking herself together for a moment. I was about to ask her if she was all right when de Villiers cleared his throat and got to his feet.

			“Ladies and gentlemen, a moment please.”

			I looked at the faces around the table. Polite impatience. Disdain. And Fischer was ignoring him completely, just mopping up the remnants of her meal.

			“I’d just like to say a word to welcome Anders to the team here at Australis. I’m sure he’ll fit in very well here – the Psych wouldn’t make the same mistake twice.” He laughed and a few of my fellows smiled.

			Abidene was scowling at the end of the table. He got to his feet and started clearing the plates away. If de Villiers thought that rude, he gave no indication.

			“I know you’ll all do your best to help the lad settle in, that you’ll bend over backwards to accommodate him.” He grinned and flashed me a quick wink, although I couldn’t see any real warmth behind the gesture.

			I hated this. I was never one for attention, just wanted to do my job in as quiet a manner as possible, to learn quickly, to fit in. I took a deep breath. Time. That was all I needed, just a little time to get to know people and all would be well. I mean, how hard could it be? There were only twelve other people here; it wasn’t like the thousands I’d been surrounded by in the blocks.

			I made myself smile and mumbled my thanks to Abidene as he silently removed my plate.

			“We all know,” the commander went on, “how important this base – this project – is to the world. We provide the resources to keep the wheels of civilization turning after the collapse of nation states—”

			He shot a quick look at Maggie, mischief in his eye. I looked to her in time to see an expression of disgust being carefully wiped from her face.

			“We look for new ways to feed the hungry,” de Villiers continued. “We’re the pioneers. You should be proud to be a part of this, Anders. We don’t want any disruptions.”

			His sudden focus took me by surprise, but he swept on before I could work out what he meant.

			“Now, as you all know, tomorrow brings the equinox. The end of summer and the start of the long night. The year’s only sunset! When is it forecast for, Keegan?”

			“Tomorrow, Cap’n? Sixteen forty-seven.”

			“I’m expecting us all to drive up to the ridge to toast the sun – a little bit of old-fashioned pagan fun. Show Anders what sort of people we are, right? So make sure everything goes smoothly in the morning, okay?” he said with a laugh. “I don’t want any problems holding us up. Now – Abi! Another bottle of wine.”

			* * *

			I lay in my bed, hands behind my head. The taste of wine lingered in my mouth; it really must have been a bad bottle. I felt okay though, just tired.

			What was wrong with Fischer? She’d been so strange. In the afternoon she’d been sharp, even abrasive – never to be ignored. But during the meal she’d seemed…absent. And then, when the food was finished, a tuck of the head from de Villiers and she’d followed him meekly from the room.

			No one else had seemed to notice, or at least they hadn’t considered it worthy of comment. Most of them had gone straight to the rec room, or to their own quarters, as soon as they’d finished their food. I’d been delayed by introductions to a miner called Dmitri and Theo, an oilman. Handshakes and hellos, the awkwardness endless. I’d found myself mesmerized by a small crucifix that kept bouncing on a leather cord round Theo’s neck. Everyone seemed nice enough, though; they seemed to understand my shyness. The woman, Max, she’d disappeared before I’d got more than a smile, and Greigor after her. Fergie and Maggie had slipped out too.

			I wondered what they might have been talking about, that they’d shut up as soon as they saw me. Nothing work-related, surely. I couldn’t help but imagine they were talking about me.

			And then de Villiers: he just had to seize the spotlight. His little speech… The way he’d looked at me, that little glare when he’d said he didn’t want any disruptions. Almost as if he had reason to distrust me.

			Or was I just being paranoid?

			I turned over and tried not to think about it.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			My whole body ached next morning. My mind was awake, but my body didn’t want to comply. I showered, glad not to have the water rationed, and worked some of the kinks out of me. It was late – later than I was used to – and I felt the need to work, to justify my existence here.

			So I dressed in my basic gray fatigues – the gaudy colors that marked austerity fashion just sat wrong on me – and went into my office. I turned on the computer. At home in the blocks, my inbox would have been full of alerts: problems for me to investigate, to allay, to dismiss. When you get hundreds of people squeezed into a small area, crime is almost inevitable.

			There was nothing. In Australis, people solved their own problems.

			It seemed that de Villiers was right: I was going to have a very quiet time here.

			And maybe that was why I was looking for things to be wrong, why I was so puzzled by Fischer, by Maggie and Fergie. Because I wanted a mystery to solve, and because I couldn’t bear the thought of being superfluous, of being useless.

			For want of anything better to do, I tried to access McCarthy’s old reports. Reading them would make me feel that I was at least trying to work.

			Except I had no access. Something was wrong. It was asking for a password, but my bioscan should’ve granted me immediate clearance. I shook my head. I’d already seen how little the crew cared for security; a backup system would surely be redundant.

			I tried my Company ID: nothing. Frustrated, I stared at the screen.

			At least I could use the basic, common programs: examine the layout of the base, check the mail servers and the CCTV records. I just couldn’t get any deeper. I glanced at my book, my puzzle box, on the desk beside the screen. I considered accessing the music from my memcard, but that would have calmed me, and right then I wanted to be angry. Damn the incompetence.

			I contemplated the screen in front of me for as long as I could bear before I went in search of de Villiers.

			* * *

			The corridors were quiet, the artificial light making a mockery of time. I glanced at my watch: half past ten. I’d spent a week at the southern tip of Chile to try and get accustomed to new circadian rhythms, but I had precious little knowledge of how Australis itself operated, or of how the crew considered time when all was darkness outside.

			I took deep breaths as I walked. There was no point going in all gung-ho. It was probably just a mistake, just needed a word and it’d be sorted. It never occurred to me that de Villiers might not actually be in his quarters.

			I frowned at the blank door. All I wanted to do was work, to find my purpose – and I couldn’t do a thing, not one useful thing. I slammed my fist into the cool metal, echoes spilling down the corridor.

			“You know, I’m impressed. It usually takes longer than this to get riled by the commander.”

			I spun round; I hadn’t heard Fischer approaching. She eyed me strangely as I mumbled an apology. She stood straight and proud and, though she was a good two inches shorter, gave me the impression of looking down on me. There was a faint scent of something sweet about her. 

			She smiled, her eyes becoming sharp. “Anton will be up at the mine. What did you want him for? Anything I can do for you?”

			“…No. No, nothing, just – I just had some problems with my compscreen.”

			“If you want technical help, you’d be best to talk to the janitor.”

			“The janitor?”

			“Max. That’s what she calls herself.” Fischer half-smiled. “But she’ll be up at the mine as well. Sorry. She and Anton are usually up there, tinkering, tinkering.”

			“Tinkering with what?”

			“Trying to make things run better. Anton cares about digging more than he does for any human.”

			“But – he seems personable, though.”

			Fischer raised an eyebrow, smiling with something more like genuine humor. “Trying to gauge my reaction, Anders?”

			I shrugged and brought a smile to my own lips.

			She laughed at my tacit acknowledgement. “Anton and I have an understanding,” she said. “I don’t particularly care for the man, but he has his uses. Mostly in that he keeps out of my business.”

			“You seem very relaxed about it.” I was, I realised, actually enjoying this conversation. I could keep up with this aspect of Fischer’s personality. My earlier frustration had dissipated.

			“About what, in particular? Talking about my colleagues? You’re going to be here for at least six months. We all are. If you haven’t got a handle on the politics of twelve people by the end of the shift, then you really aren’t worth… Well, let’s just say that I wish you well. I don’t know you, Anders, but I’ll tell you this. We’re all one big family here on Australis. Not necessarily a happy family, but working this close with the same people, day in, day out, builds a certain…loyalty. If you’re here to break that up, then you’re not going to be popular.”
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