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It was very regrettable, and extremely unfortunate for their working together, but Irene hated Roy Brodin on sight. Well, to be absolutely precise, she withheld judgement, by dint of the exercise of great charity, for a period of almost four whole hours after their first meeting. Then she could no longer conceal from herself the way she felt about him. He represented everything that was undesirable in Space Administration, combined with everything that she found detestable in a man.

He did not meet her at the Spaceport. Nothing actually wrong with that, of course. He was the Space Administrator (Moonbase), and was doubtless extremely busy with his duties, especially in the present circumstances. He sent the Assistant Space Administrator, Lieutenant-Commander Philip Parakesh, to meet her and escort her to her quarters. This was perfectly proper. She had no real grounds for thinking that the Space Administrator himself would greet her on arrival. She should not have been surprised because he did not.

Philip Parakesh was a charming man. A Pakistani, she judged, or possibly an Indian. A little short of stature, perhaps, with pleasant crinkles about the eyes, short black hair and – his most prominent feature – a large black moustache. He made sure that her progress through the usual formalities of her arrival went smoothly, led the way to the two-room suite in East Block which she would be occupying while she was on the moon, and took care to help her settle into her quarters.

He provided her with a current map of Moonbase, briefed her on all the facilities of the base, and then attempted, tactfully, to brief her on the Administrator.

“I will personally escort you to Commander Brodin’s office later on,  Doctor. But please refresh yourself and rest first, if you wish.”

“Thank you, I will do that. But I will only need half an hour. I would like to see the Administrator as soon as possible, and start work.”

“Commander Brodin does not expect you to hurry. It is usual for new arrivals to have a recreational period before commencing work, so that they are not inconvenienced by rocket fatigue.”

“Thank you again, but the present circumstances are not usual, and I assure you that I will be ready in half an hour.”

Parakesh clearly examined and rejected a number of alternative words before he produced his eventual selection: “Doctor, you will find that Commander Brodin appreciates the benefit to be gained from utilizing the experience of others. Where this experience has pointed to guidelines which can be helpful in a particular situation, he prefers to follow those guidelines. This means that everyone knows where they stand. This gives a clear basis for us all in our working environment.”

Which being interpreted, Irene thought to herself, means that Brodin is a real stickler for observing protocol and all the regulations, and woe betide the underling who steps out of line.

“I understand. But I expect the Commander will wish to brief me on the problem with a minimum of delay.”

“Ah, Commander Brodin has another meeting scheduled for later this afternoon. The regular meeting of the Moonbase Safety Committee. Commander Brodin gives a very high priority to questions of safety on the moon – the Committee is in the middle of an upgrade program of all emergency equipment. He will not be free to see you before the meeting – he is at present preparing for it. I believe he has in mind to see you tomorrow morning.”

“But he knew I was arriving today?”

“Of course.”

“What time is this other meeting?”

“It’s at 1730 hours.”

She checked her wristchron. “That is more than three hours away. Very well. I would like to see him in half an hour, an hour at most if he is busy right now. Would you kindly arrange it.”

Parakesh was very hesitant. “I really do not think that that would be possible.”

Irene was becoming quite irritated with Parakesh’s polite but unco-operative responses. Very well: she would speak to Brodin herself to arrange their meeting. “Commander Parakesh, what is his telephone extension? I would like to speak to Commander Brodin direct.”

Parakesh was still affable, still pleasant, still charming; but he said firmly, “But Doctor, this is not the procedure. I am responsible ...”

“Where is the telephone?” Irene was having difficulty in controlling her irritation. She too retained her affable demeanour; but she was equally firm.

“There is one over here.” Parakesh indicated the telephone on a small table over against the far wall of her sitting room. His attitude now was, I have done my best – now the two of them can settle it between them. He entered Brodin’s number into the telephone and handed the curved receiver to Irene.

“Commander Brodin? Dr Slade here, in my quarters. Commander Parakesh has met me and told me something about the problem here. I would like to arrange to see you for my briefing as soon as possible; I understand the situation here is urgent. ... Yes, Commander Parakesh has told me of your scheduled meeting, and I would like to see you before then. ... I would prefer not to have to wait that long. I will come to your office in an hour – perhaps you will be able to spare me a few minutes of your time then.” She hung up.

So that was how things were. The brief conversation had told Irene, as clearly as if Brodin had put it into words, that he did not wish to have her here on the moon, that he did not see how her involvement would be of any real assistance, that he did not want her interfering with his regular routine or taking up his valuable time, and that Commander Parakesh had been assigned to keep her happy and occupied until she could be safely shipped back to Earth. She set her jaw firmly. We shall see about that, she decided.

A little less than an hour later, Parakesh returned to lead her through the maze of underground corridors to the Administration Centre. She followed him down the familiar but almost forgotten underground corridors of Moonbase.

She had been born and raised on the moon. It was a bittersweet experience to have been seconded back here now, in this crisis, by the Space Administration. It was not an assignment she would have chosen for herself. It was open-ended: on the face of it, she was here until the matter was resolved. But Sam Quoyle was even now on his way home from an expedition somewhere out in space – he would be arriving back in just three weeks or so, this time on a permanent posting to Earth.

And she was on the moon. This was where, at the age of fifteen, she had been orphaned in the laboratory explosion which killed her parents and twenty-one other people. This was where she had stayed on, in the home of family friends, to complete her schooling before going down to the Earth to take her degree in science from Pereke University. This was where in so many ways she had become what she still was. But she had left the moon half a lifetime ago; and much had happened in those fourteen years.

The Administration Centre was new to her, having been constructed some eight years ago. It was well underground, well lit, well insulated, well finished, the walls of the nearby corridors and of the rooms themselves covered with the plastiboard which was manufactured in a recently-established factory in the Industrial Sector a short distance away.

Parakesh led her past the outer office of Brodin’s secretary, Ella Jennings, and knocked on the door of Commander Brodin’s office.

“Come in.” A gruff voice that struck Irene as being resigned or non-committal.

Irene entered, Parakesh behind her but happy to merge into the background.

It was apparent that Brodin, having agreed to see her, had decided to put the best face on it that he could. He greeted her with bluff good humour. “Welcome, Dr Slade, welcome. I do hope that you will find your time on the moon worthwhile. I have been referring to your file (he waved his hand at a computer chip on his desk) – I note that you have your M.Sc in xenobiology for your fieldwork and thesis on some of the life-forms on Venus, and your doctorate in the effects of low gravity environments upon human physical development. Very impressive work. However, I am not sure that this will be exactly relevant to our problem here on the moon.”

“Perhaps if you will fill me in on the details? Commander Parakesh has given me a general briefing.”

“You will be aware, I am sure, that the days when Earth governments were willing to fund all our expenses here have long since passed. These days we need to pay our way. The moon’s economy is dependent upon three sources of income: tourism, our chemical industries, and our manufacturing, primarily of projects like spaceships which are cheaper and easier to build and launch here than on Earth itself. We like to describe this as the moon’s economy resting upon a three-legged stool. But just recently we have begun to experience a particular problem which has the potential to destroy our tourist industry. And that would have very serious consequences for us, as I am sure you can imagine.”

“Space sickness.”

“Well, not exactly space sickness. I will ask Commander Parakesh and our medical staff to fill you in with the details, but in a nutshell: most tourists who come to the moon are struck down with a highly unpleasant illness which afflicts them for several days at the end of their stay with us or when they return to Earth. No one has died from it, and so far we have played down this problem and have managed to keep it from getting publicity in the media. But if it does get noised abroad, most of our intending tourists will cancel. They will not want to pay such a price for a moontrip holiday, no matter how attractive it may be.”

“Yes, I see. I am sure your medical and laboratory staff here have been working hard on this?”

“Night and day, as the saying goes. They have been following up several promising lines of enquiry ...”

“But not found any cause so far?”

“Not as yet. With every day that passes, we are hopeful of a breakthrough.”

“Space Administration has seconded me to your office here with the thought in mind that someone from outside the situation may be able to light on some factor which could, in the nature of the case, be overlooked by those who are closely involved.”

“Perhaps so.” Brodin managed to imply that he did not appear to consider this a viable possibility.

“My basic training is in pathology, clinical analysis and laboratory work. The answer may lie somewhere in this area.”

“Yes, of course. But you realize that our people here are also well trained and experienced in these fields, and have been investigating this illness since the first case was reported.”

“I would appreciate seeing the reports of all the cases which have occurred, and the work which your people have done so far in investigating it.”

“Certainly. Commander Parakesh has copies of all this material on computer chip for you now, and will answer any other questions you may wish to ask. He will also introduce you to all the people here who have been involved in the investigation, and they have been requested to give you their fullest co-operation. If there is any other way in which I may be of assistance, please let Commander Parakesh know about it.”

“I will keep you informed of my progress.”

“Please do. Through Commander Parakesh, of course.”

It was a polite but firm dismissal. How much of his time had she had? Ten minutes? Less? She rose to leave, while Brodin managed to convey the impression that he was now at last free to turn his mind to more important matters.

Parakesh shepherded her out of the Administrator’s office, and round a twist of corridors to the right. She wondered whether she had lost her orientation, but thought she must now be somewhere at the rear of the office she had just been in.

Her guide brought her to a small office for which he unlocked and opened the door. He led the way in, put a keycard to the office on the desk for her use, and waved his hand around. “This office is a little out of the way,” he said to her, “which means that you are not going to be bothered by other people here. You have a computer and deskphone – my extension has already been programmed in, against my name, so that you can reach me quickly whenever you have need. There in the input on your computer I have already inserted two chips which contain reports about the illness and what has already been done. Tomorrow morning, if it is convenient for you, I will take you to meet Commissioner Belrose, who has been involved with the investigation here, and to the laboratories to introduce you to the people there.”

Irene was genuinely grateful. Parakesh had anticipated her needs, and prepared everything for her. She said as much, and smiled at him.

He smiled back at her – the first time he had smiled, she thought, since they met at the Spaceport. “You may perhaps find,” he added enigmatically, “that this particular office has other advantages that will be of use to you. Now, unless I may be of further assistance, I will take my leave and allow you to review the reports.”

He walked out, closing the door behind him, leaving Irene a trifle uncertain what he had meant by his parting comments. Dismissing it as of no consequence, she switched on her computer, and brought up on screen the file of medical reports which she needed to review.

She was still checking the computer menu when, muffled and yet quite distinct, she heard Brodin’s voice behind her. She swung round, but of course he was not there. She looked around, puzzled, for the source of his voice.

“Now just what the hell,” Brodin was saying, “do you mean by bringing that woman here today? I told you to attend to her – I told you I would see her tomorrow if I had to.”

There was a more indistinct murmur in reply – she recognized Parakesh’s voice, but it was not so easy to make out the words.

“All right, all right,” said Brodin. “You are just letting her push you around and walk all over you. I don’t want her getting in my way, and I am holding you responsible for that. When she finishes reading all those files, set her up in a laboratory somewhere, and let her paddle about, but don’t let her interfere with our medical people. They have serious work to do.”

There was another indistinct response from Parakesh.

“No, I haven’t read all her file, nor do I see the point. I operate on a need-to-know basis here, and I don’t need to know one damn thing more about her – don’t bother to tell me. It’s a complete mystery to me why the Space Administration bozos down below decided to send her here. We don’t need her. At best, she’ll waste quite a bit of our time. At worst, she’ll get in the way and make a damn nuisance of herself.”

A muffled reply from Parakesh.

“No, I don’t. All right, get out of here and let me prepare for this meeting.”

Irene had identified the source of Brodin’s voice as the airconditioning unit high up on the wall behind her. Presumably the duct connected to Brodin’s office, and somehow carried his comments through to her office. What an odd phenomenon. Did it work both ways? she pondered. Would anything said in her office be conveyed to Brodin’s office? No, she decided, that was not likely – or Brodin would have already overheard her conversation in this room with Parakesh and be aware of the matter: he would not let it lie unchecked. It was likely a one-way channel.

Her immediate reaction was to find her way back to Brodin’s office and tell him about it, as she did not relish the idea of being an eavesdropper on all of an unsuspecting Administrator’s conversations. Or, perhaps she should buzz Parakesh on the deskphone and inform him about the situation.

Certainly she should do one or the other. But she hesitated, and then decided to put it off for the moment. It was more important – was it not? – for her to read the material she had been given.

At first she could not concentrate: her mind was filled with the impact of what she had seen so far of the Administrator. Very conscious of his own authority and filled with self-importance, to the point where he could hardly be prevailed upon to allocate the time to see her, when she had been sent to him by Space Administration to assist him. Arrogant: he was so sure he and his team could do whatever needed to be done, and did not need outside interference. Totally committed to rules and regulations and protocol, if she correctly interpreted their encounter and what Parakesh had told her. Inflexible and set in his ways, and unwilling to entertain a new and original thought.

No, that was too harsh a judgement. Surely he could not be like that. As she got to know him better, she would find that she had misjudged him at their first acquaintance.

But she rather felt that her initial impression may turn out to be correct. With an effort of will, she turned her mind to the information on her computer.

She skimmed two introductory briefing files similar to those she’d been given on Earth, that summarized the lines of enquiry that had already been followed without any result. Then there were files that filled in the details.

She selected the earliest of those: a report in which a sufferer had described his condition. The illness had struck him immediately after he returned to Earth. She read:

“It starts off with just a kind of queasy feeling deep in your gut. At first I didn’t think anything of it, of course. Maybe just a touch of mild dyspepsia or something. But then I woke up after midnight with a putrid taste in my mouth, and then the whole thing hit me full on – BOOM, an incredible indigestion, like a volcano, with nausea and vomiting that rips my insides out. It’s excruciating. Every bone in my body aches. Then it lets up for a while, and I drift off back to sleep. Then it all starts again, and this time I have the runs – you know, severe diarrhoea. It was the best part of an hour before I could get off the flush and creep back to bed. I was alone at home and I just lay there staring at the ceiling, scared out of my wits, shaking uncontrollably. It was so bad I wondered if I was going to die. Then it let up again just a little and
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