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  JONATHAN INSPECTED the buttons of his brand new uniform—check—the Velcro straps on his shoes—check—his shirt being tucked in—check—and his name badge on the pocket of his shirt—check. He knocked on the door with the sign that said, “D. White” and underneath that, “Orbital Launch Station Quarantine Officer”. 
  Somewhere inside the room, a female voice said, “Come in.” 
  Jonathan pressed his hand against the metal panel on the door. The tiny light next to the panel flashed green and the door rumbled aside. He stepped into the tiny office and felt like he was pushed sideways. He almost tripped and most unceremoniously landed into the chair opposite Danna White’s desk. 
  She looked at him over the rim of her reading glasses. Her hair was cropped short, with the pepper-and-salt curls cropped close to her head. 
  “I didn’t say you could sit down.” Her severe face was lit from below by her computer screen. Her expression held not a shred of humour. 
  “Um. Sorry.” He scrambled up, trying to keep his balance, but a little voice in his head kept telling him that he was on an invisible bus rumbling down an invisible street and that, at any time, this bus might swerve, or stop. 
  That said, he’d been feeling a lot better than on the shuttle—that had been plainly awful—but still, artificial gravity didn’t have a blip on the real thing, and trying to walk inside a bike tube that was spinning at 3.5 rotations a minute was an acquired skill. 
  A skill that all those people in the Orbital Launch Station’s corridors had acquired, but he had, evidently, not. 
  And that made him the butt of jokes. 
  He clutched his pad harder, determined not to stumble or—worse—run off in search of a place to barf. That would never do, facing a woman who was his new boss and old enough to be his mother. 
  “Sit down, Mr Bartell.” 
  Jonathan sat down again in the same chair, looking at her wrinkled hands. In space, fluids tended to accumulate in the body’s extremities and she should look less old than on Earth. 
  On second thoughts, maybe she was old enough to be his grandmother. 
  “Did you sleep well and are you rested enough to start your job?” 
  “Yes.” And because yes alone was such a lonely word, he added, “Ma’am.” And then, because she was not military, he thought that was probably the wrong thing to say— 
  She laughed. “You’re very green, right?” 
  “Arrived yesterday.” 
  “So I’ve heard.” With the ghost of a smile on her face. 
  Jonathan cringed. Who had been spreading the story about him having his face buried in a barf bag for almost the entire journey? You know what happens when you barf in zero-g? 
  She turned to her computer and flicked through a couple of screens. “You’re a biologist by training?” 
  “Exobiologist.” He tried to sit in whatever felt the best definition of “straight” to him. 
  She rose and started rummaging in drawers set in the back wall of the tiny office. 
  A memory crossed his mind: it had been yesterday—or whatever passed for yesterday UTC—before boarding the shuttle. He sat in the shuttle departure hall amongst the passengers waiting to be let aboard the shuttle. Half of the passengers were military people of the shoulder-clapping, we’ll-get-the-fucking-bastards type. Friendly enough, in a threatening look-at-my-muscles sort of way. 
  He hadn’t really wanted to talk to any of them, but this buff dude in full uniform with a few decorations and polished buttons had asked him if he was going up to the station, which Jonathan said he was, and then he’d asked what Jonathan’s field of work was. 
  Upon hearing of Jonathan’s degree, Mr Shiny-buttons said, “So, we discover a few microbes on some godforsaken planet, and four years later, we got space-fucking-biologists coming out our ears. I hear some have to work in fast food joints. Space biology, huh?” 
  Pretty much a decent assessment of the truth and also a real damper on the prospect of intelligent in-flight discussion. 
  The five-hour flight was about to get boring. 
  A bit later, one of the other military guys sat next to him on the flight while waiting for take-off. 
  He asked, “I just heard you talking to Cresswell back there on the surface. Space biologist, huh? What are you going to do up at the Station?” 
  “Um. Work for the Quarantine Authority.” 
  Everyone had looked at him as if he were something stuck to the bottom of their shoe and had treated him like that for the rest of the flight. 
  Quarantine Authority was obviously the wrong answer. By the looks on their faces, it was possibly even worse than exobiology. Obviously the point of the Quarantine Authority was to stand in the military’s way, and make their jobs harder with annoying forms and regulations. 
  Pardon the sarcasm. 
  Jonathan jolted when Danna White held a data pad under his nose, a thin model. Flexible screen. “This will be yours. It contains all the netware you need to perform your job as Quarantine Officer. Read all of it through carefully. Come to me if you have any questions.” 
  He took the pad. “Is there going to be any on-the-job training?” 
  “This is the training. The job is simple. You check the forms that each ship will have completed and sent ahead. If they haven’t sent it, you get the Captain or a representative to fill it out. The pad contains the checklists of things you need to look at. Make sure all the fields are filled in for each of the crewmembers and that the captain of each ship signs off on it. I’d walk you through, but it’s insanely busy and we’ve got a lot of unhappy captains out there, because of the new regulations that came out of the Mars case. You do know about that, right?” 
  Jonathan nodded. 
  The settlement of Newton had been a case study in his last year of his degree. It consisted of a couple of dome-based or underground habitats interlinked by tunnels for vehicular transport. Population: four thousand. 
  Those who predicted Mars would harbour bacterial life had been right. Those who said that that life would be too alien to affect humans had been wrong. Requirement number one of survivability of alien life: a fluid, usually water. When microbes entered water, they multiplied. When humans drank the water, they got sick. 
  Fortunately, it had only been a gastrointestinal illness, and fortunately, the source had been found and eliminated, but not before a lengthy and costly lockdown of the base, all its people and a moratorium on visitors. 
  Danna White met his eyes. “At the Quarantine Authority, we are the first line of control against alien organisms. We’ve recently had to tighten the rules about ships entering Earth space without checks. As of now, they all have to come in here before we clear them to go into a lower orbit. If they fail the tests, we can investigate immediately. Make sure no ship leaves the station without having done the administration, made the declarations, and passed the three-point test.” 
  Jonathan flicked through his documents and found lists of checkpoints and a form with three questions. It looked pretty straightforward. All right. He could do that. 
  He was about to get up when a question came to mind. “What should I do when someone fails the test?” 
  “If they fail one question, use your judgement. If they fail more, you refer the case to me. But honestly, by the time a ship arrives here, they will already have sent us their details, so you’ll find a lot of sections of the application have already been approved. We will know where they have been. You’ll find that in the logs. The military ships provide less information, as you will appreciate, but they have assigned on-board quarantine officers who send us the forms. The smaller ships will have filed their information with the central quarantine log and our other staff will have approved it. There is not that much to the job, apart from making sure that the information is correct and logged for the right ship. Read through the files. It’s all self-evident and someone as smart as you should have no trouble following the instructions.” 
  Was that a barb? 
  “All right.” He rose and managed to negotiate the room without tripping or falling over. 
  “And Mr Bartell?” 
  “Yes?” He turned back to her, his hand on the door handle. 
  There was a grin on her face. “You can stop leaning sideways now.” 
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