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Chapter One – Appointment
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A chain is only as strong as its weakest link.  Irene recognized that this, like most clichés, was true. And she was it. She was the weakest link in the team on Venus.

She sat at the MUVE window in the dining hall and watched the storm rage outside. It was a world of coiling, spiralling, rolling masses of sickly yellow clouds which swept across the ground and went swirling past in the gale, for all the world like boiling soup flung about by a gyrating centrifuge. Even when you were looking out through the thick plasglass of the MUVE window it was difficult to see anything of the landscape through this murky soup. Tonight was a wild night on Venus. Irene switched the MUVE enhancement on and off to see what difference it made, and watched as it reoptimized.

She could feel the oven heat of the planet radiating through the glass and contemplated reclosing the heatshield. But if you were going to brave the extreme pressures, temperatures and winds of Venus, you wanted to see the real thing occasionally, not just relayed video. This Venus Investigation Base Enclave was more like a bathysphere at the bottom of the ocean than a space station or moon base – and like the bathysphere it could rise to a lower pressure altitude if needed.

Irene realized now that she should not have come. Already, after only two weeks on the planet, she had to face the truth of the matter. It was obviously a mistake for her to have applied for the Venus posting. She could see that now. Probably an unwise career choice, but on a personal level it could definitely turn out to be even worse. She stared at the maelstrom which boiled and seethed outside their dome, and pondered whether she could even now withdraw from the project. Inwardly she sighed. No, she recognized, she could not. She was committed to the work she had undertaken here. Committed, for the next six months. Trapped, in fact, by her commitment.

Jennifer came and sat beside her. “Wild night,” she said, stating the obvious.

Irene nodded but said nothing.

“Angus warned us to expect it. His accuracy rate is improving lately.”

Irene smiled at that. Only one thing was certain about the weather on Venus: it would be unbearably hot. Its other features were hard to predict with their present equipment and knowledge. Some team members were not above drawing attention to Angus’s more conspicuously inaccurate predictions – the story was told that one wag had, before Irene’s arrival, set a computer up for random pattern generation, taught it some weather terms, and from this obtained a better result in predicting the weather over seven days than Angus had achieved with his sophisticated equipment.

Irene and Jennifer sat for a few minutes in silence. The noise of the storm’s fury did not penetrate the insulation of the dome. Then Jennifer said quietly, “Want to talk about the problem?”

Irene shook her head, looking down. There was nothing to be gained by talking.

Jennifer looked at her intensely. “You once told me that honesty was important to you. Do you remember?”

Irene turned towards her and met her eyes. “Yes,” she said softly, “I remember saying that.”

“Then how about now?”

Slowly Irene nodded. “All right. I ought to talk to you about it. Ever since I came here – in fact, even on the ship ...”

A man ran to them across the dining hall to Jennifer, saying, “It just came in over the radio. The VOST got caught in this storm. It has crashed into the rocks halfway to VIBE 2.”

Jennifer jumped to her feet and said to him, “Ritchie, notify Andrew to bring the emergency kit and meet me at the airlock. Tell Jack, Chris, Angus and Kurt to come with us. You stay at the radio – no, put Frankie on the radio, and you come too.” She turned to Irene: “Get Sick Bay ready for casualties. Painkillers, burn treatment, you’ll know what we need. But see us through the airlock first. And then check the blood groups of everyone on the VOST, and be ready with blood matches from team members, in case we need transfusions.”

Ritchie had left them. Jennifer swept off to get into her insulsuit. Irene went to the airlock, checked the controls, and parpressurised the three-stage locks. Then she shifted from foot to foot as she waited impatiently for the rescue team to come. The VOST, or Venus Orbital Surface Transport, had been on a routine flight to the second dome, three kilometres away. It should have reached there some time before the storm struck. Their only other VOST was being serviced in the engineering hangar because its pressure generator, which controlled its buoyancy and vertical height, was functioning erratically. This crash left them without surface transport, so that the rescue party would have to walk to the crash site through the storm in their heavy multilayer insulsuits. Irene shuddered at the thought.

The inner layers were for heat-exchange and temperature control, but still it didn’t manage the heat of exertion very well, particularly at the joints which were less well insulated to start with. And walking three clicks would be a really challenge – particularly as you were effectively carrying a refrigerator on your back.  The jointed insulast outer layer literally weighed a ton, although that was partly to stop them floating off in the 90+ atmosphere pressure. The instruction manual had a cross-sectional diagram that showed that the dozens of layers in between were a maze of capillaries that successively reduced both pressure and temperature. Still it was a lot of inertia  to overcome, leaning forward to cut through the thick windy superfluid atmosphere.

Jennifer was the first at the airlock, holding the portable direction finder which had already been locked on to the distress beacon signal from the crashed VOST. The others arrived within moments, Andrew Hu carrying his emergency kit, and looking deeply troubled.

When they had all entered the airlock, Irene pumped the air back into storage and equalized pressure with the external CO₂ atmosphere before opening the outer hatch. Then the small group struggled out into the swirling soup. They all had strong foglights strapped to their chests, but these were quite inadequate to penetrate the gloom, and they were soon lost to Irene’s sight.

Irene went to Sick Bay, which was little more than medical equipment and two beds in a corner of the largest laboratory, and made what preparations she could for the return of the rescue party. Then from medical records she found the blood groups of those who were listed as being aboard the VOST, and alerted several team members in the dome to be on standby in case a transfusion was necessary. In this heat, blood storage was impractical.

Irene checked with Frankie for the latest news on her radio – the rescue party was still only two-thirds of the way to the crashed VOST – and then she took up her station at the airlock, to wait. She would have a wait of at least an hour and a half, she realized, before the party could struggle back with the survivors. The timing would depend on the nature of the crash, of course. If it had been too severe, there would be no survivors. But fortunately, they usually travelled at low speed and the VOST had a high-pressure hull capable of the deepest valleys of Venus. If the VIBE was like a bathysphere, the VOST was like a stubby-winged submarine zeppelin boring through the superfluid CO₂ atmosphere of Venus. 

After the routine radio check, Irene let her mind range over the series of events that had brought her to this situation.

It all began when Commander Roger Slade was unexpectedly despatched on an assignment to Gannymede, off Jupiter. This was part of the agreement under which he was allowed to spend most of his time on his research project: from time to time they needed him for an assignment, and then he had to drop everything and go.

Then no sooner had Roger left Earth than Ian Broadley, the university auditor, had come to Irene to tell her that there was some problem with the use of the grant money, and the Grants Administration Committee was suspending funding for Roger’s project until the matter had been investigated and they could talk to Commander Slade in person. So Irene suddenly found herself with nothing to do, and no income to do it with. At first, she contemplated pressing ahead on her own with the work that she and Roger had been engaged in, even though she was now receiving no income from it. But then she recognized she had to face the fact that she needed to find herself a job, at least until his return and this grants problem was sorted out. She pondered about checking with her old hospital in South Kent, to see whether there was a short-term opening for her there, but for several reasons this held little appeal.

So instead, she switched her computer into the jobmarket databank on Network Information Access, and began exploring the employment openings for which she could apply. Perhaps she might even be able to return to the moon, to the kind of work her parents had been engaged in.

As she began scanning through the jobmarket databank, one of the first items she came across caught her attention. Medical laboratory assistant on Venus. Six-month posting. Highly paid. Primarily concerned with looking after the health of the team located on Venus as part of a small biomedical research group, but also with opportunity for engaging in direct research on Venus environment and investigating Venusian sulphur-cycle microbiota. Requirements: B.Sc. degree in appropriate field, practical experience in laboratory work and (preferably) also in field research; and ability to tolerate living in environmental conditions less favourable than those on Earth.

Irene pressed the key for more and thoughtfully watched the short job description clip which came up on her screen. This did not gloss over the difficulties – it showed the two cramped living centres of the Venus Investigation team, the thick, soupy atmosphere, the heat, the difficulties and dangers of such a hot high-pressure environment, the isolation from human society other than that of fellow team members. It also presented the challenge of sharing in the early investigations of a new and very different planet.

An interlude on Venus could be an interesting way of filling six months, Irene decided, surprised that such a short term would even be possible.

She applied, and was invited to an interview at the office of the Department of Space Exploration in Barden on September 16, 2057. After a short wait on her own in a reception room, a door opened, and a man walked out and passed by without comment. Then a head came round the corner of the doorpost. “Irene Pennington? You’re next. Come right on in, sit down and relax. Now, then. I’m Jennifer Dayce. You think you might be interested in Venus?”

Irene nodded. She found herself seated opposite a tall woman of indeterminate age, but probably early forties. She had a sharp, almost severe, face, without makeup but with sparkling eyes, conveying the impression of quiet efficiency and competence. Irene could recognize her own application for Venus lying on the desk between them.

“Well, then, tell me about yourself – your background, your training and experience, your qualifications for Venus, and why you’d contemplate going there.”

“It’s all there, in my application.”

“Yes, I know it is, and I’ve read it. But I want to hear you tell it. Often if comes across a bit differently when it gets told in person.” Jennifer Dayce settled back in her chair with every indication she was planning to enjoy what Irene said. For a personnel officer, she seemed very informal and relaxed. In fact, thought Irene, she looked as it her next move would be to take off her shoes and put her feet up on the desk.

Irene felt reserved, ill at ease, unsure of herself. She was going to find this interview anything but enjoyable. She started to describe the details of her scientific training, but she was interrupted and asked to begin with her life on the moon. So she told how her parents, Melanie and Jason, had been technicians in the Moonbase and that was where she had been born and brought up, an only child. She described what her schooling was like in the moon school – almost equivalent to private tuition, there were so few other children there. Then at the age of fifteen, one day while she was in school, she was orphaned in five minutes in the spectacular laboratory blowout in which twenty-three people died.

“I remember hearing about that – and I’m sorry to hear you lost your parents in it. What did they find caused it?”

Irene found that the question opened up painful memories. And it was quite irrelevant to an interview about a position on Venus. Nonetheless, she forced herself to face her memories and answer it.

“There was an open finding at the enquiry. Nothing could be proven. But unofficially, we all knew that the explosion was due to one person’s carelessness – apparently he was a visitor from Earth who wasn’t used to taking the extreme care that you
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