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    ​Locations and Dramatis Personae


    Accommodation wings of Olympus base – Cerberus, Centaur, Pegasus, Siren, Griffin


    Aidan O’Sullivan – Gateway astronaut


    Aryanna Sharif – Chair of the Lunar Commission


    Athena – Artificial Intelligence


    Chang-e – Chinese short flight shuttle spacecraft


    Chan-Juan – Red Star Deputy Leader


    Claire Edwards – Former Chief Operating Officer of Gaia Enterprises


    Colonel Jin – Commander of Red Star base


    David Eriksson – Pilot


    Faustini crater – Ice mining site


    Huw Chan – Co-founder of Gaia Enterprises


    James Delacroix – Gateway captain


    Jonas Seaborn – Engineer, Olympus base


    Gareth Barrio – Captain of the Pinnacle


    Gateway – Lunar orbital space station


    Hàoyú – Red Star Deputy Leader


    Kwanda – Gateway astronaut


    Lihua – Chinese Dopplebot


    Li Jun – New Chinese leader


    Lincoln Ellison – Founder of Spaceward Bound


    Madison ‘Mad Dog’ Floyd – Pilot, supply technician, seismologist, Olympus base


    Maja Garcia – Founder of Gaia Enterprises


    Max King – Life support technician


    Minerva – Rescue vessel


    Olympus – Moonbase built by Gaia Enterprises


    Pinnacle – Spaceward Bound spacecraft


    Red Star – Chinese-Russian Moonbase


    Serena Fox – Life support technician, Olympus base


    Saturnia – Olympus spacecraft


    Starship – NASA’s astronaut shuttle carrier


    Terra Blanca – Failed man-made island state, initiated and built by Gaia Enterprises


    Terra Verdi – Xavier Consus’s floating hydroponic farm


    ThinkLink- Brain Computer Interface


    Travis Bruin – Troy’s twin brother


    Troy Bruin – Psychologist and Olympus medical officer, Olympus base


    Vladimir Volkov – Missing Russian President, Dopplebot


    Xanthe Waters – Commander of Olympus base


    Xavier Consus – Food and provisions expert, Olympus base


    Youssef – Artemis astronaut


    Yuri – Gateway astronaut


    Zhang Wei – Former Chinese leader

  


  
    ​French Lexicon


    Bien sûr. And bonne chance. – Of course. And good luck.


    Bof – Ugh


    Ça fait du bien! Merci. – That’s good for the soul! Thanks.


    Con! Ta gueule. – Idiot! Shut up.


    Eh bien? – And so?


    Excusez moi. – Excuse me.


    Fermez les gueules! – Shut your mouths!


    Les salauds – The bastards


    Ma famille! – My family!


    Mais oui! – But of course!


    Merci – Thank you


    Merde – Shit


    Merde que ça fait chaud! – Shit, it’s hot.


    Mon ami – My friend


    Mon Dieu – My God


    Mon vieux – My old friend


    Putain – (literal: whore) Bitch


    Putain de merde – (literal: whore of shit) Bloody hell


    Putain, il fait froid! – Bloody hell, it’s cold!


    Quelle surprise! – What a surprise!


    Quoi? – What?


    Salaud – Bastard


    S’il te plait – Please


    Très bien – Very good


    Vraiment – Really


    Vraiment? Ta gueule! – Really? Shut up!
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    C​hapter One


    “Humans, when placed at the helm of responsibility, often grapple with a duality: the self they once knew and the leader they are now required to be. In this chasm, the true tenor of leadership resounds.”


    —Athena A.I., Olympus Log


    The Moon’s face was a hag’s chalky mask, cracked and lifeless, brutal against the impenetrable black depths of space. Xanthe squinted in the glare of the stark, white surface, sipped from the water reclaimer inside her helmet and bounded to the eastern wing of Olympus, leaving boot prints in little puffs of moondust behind her. Ahead of her, hanging on the horizon like a big, fat blue eye, was the Earth.


    Xanthe paused. A familiar frisson of awe shot through her as she gazed at the precious, watery globe. There, on that tiny blip in space, was all of humanity, all of Earth’s creatures, foraging in the creeping greenery and swimming in the swollen rolls of the oceans.


    And here we are, on the Moon, planting a bit of humanity, a bit of life, a bit of Earth, on this implacable boulder.


    Xanthe resumed her bounding. They called it ‘moondling’ – a combination of walking and trundling. It definitely took practice to get it right. Six months on the Moon and the novelty had still not worn off. She skipped and felt the joy of effortless movement. Well, not quite effortless. It was still awkward in the thick spacesuit, and challenging to stay balanced. Like the other Olympus crew, she often stumbled and found herself face first in the dust.


    “Hey, Xanthe. Can you confirm your location?”


    Jonas’s voice was a little hoarse, Xanthe noticed, no doubt due to the all the boisterous shouting he had done in the SimRoom with the others, the night before. They’d watched a football game broadcast from Earth and joined through a virtual reality uplink. They had bet chocolate rations on the outcome and Xavier, as usual, had won the pool.


    Xanthe smiled as she recalled the tall, dark Frenchman waving his prize at Jonas. Jonas was stocky and well-built and, when irritated, he liked to plant his feet wide apart, cross his arms and jut his chin.


    “I shall savour every little bite, mon ami. Such sweet, sweet victory,” Xavier had goaded.


    “A fool and his chocolate are soon parted, my dear swamp dweller,” Jonas had replied. They called Xavier the ‘swamp dweller’ for his obsession with hydroponics and the food harvests. His domain was lush and humid and ripe with the aroma of their reclaimed faeces.


    “I’ll get you in our next round of space tennis,” Jonas had said. They’d invented the sport one day in the Atrium. Actually, ‘sport’ was too grand a term; they had simply 3D printed a rubber ball and spent hours chasing it in blundering bounds around the large Atrium, which was their main communal area and only view to the sky from the underground habitat.


    “Xanthe?” Jonas repeated, breaking into her reverie.


    “I’m at the eastern corner now, Jonas,” Xanthe said.


    “How does it look?”


    “No sign of a hull breach,” she said. She climbed the rounded surface of the buried roof in floating leaps. “It seems okay to me.”


    “Great. Can you join Serena and Troy over at the Atrium, now? We’re testing the retractor again,” Jonas said.


    “On my way,” Xanthe said.


    Xanthe turned to look at the Atrium, a glowing egg poking up into space. It was the only part of the habitat not below the Moon’s surface. They built the rest of Olympus by excavating, 3D printing the habitat with a slurry made from the mined regolith and then burying it all in moondust for extra protection. The Atrium rose above the ground to act as a set of lungs to keep the recycled air fresh, as well as a grand hall where they grew trees and other climbing plants to help green the interior. It was Xanthe’s favourite spot. She spent most evenings there, staring up at the stars.


    With no atmosphere to burn up incoming space debris, asteroids small and large hit the Moon’s surface with disconcerting regularity. Space junk hit like detonations. As the Atrium was exposed, it was the most vulnerable part of the base’s infrastructure. They spent a lot of time and effort making sure it was secure and operating effectively.


    The Atrium had a retractable steel roof that opened and closed like a giant eyelid. It was ideal protection, but lately it had been playing up, often getting stuck halfway. They suspected it might be moondirt dislodged from construction. The dirt was sharp and coarse and got into everything. They had to be so vigilant going in and out of the pods to minimise trudging it in on their boots and suits.


    Xanthe could see Troy and Serena standing on top of the Atrium. A cord of jealousy strummed in her mind. Troy was an outrageous flirt, and Serena loved teasing him. They were becoming closer while she and Troy. . . well, nothing.


    There could have been something between them. Troy made no secret of his affection for her. But it was all too much for Xanthe – splitting up with Simon, preparing for the Moon expedition and leading the Olympus project build. She’d barely had time to arrange storing her belongings and settling affairs with Simon before they were strapped into the rocket, ready for launch. Too much turbulence to squeeze in a romance with the planet’s most famous world designer and notorious ladies’ man. Besides, they all had to work together. The Moon was not the most private place.


    Xanthe did manage to find solace in the Atrium. With its window, it was the one place in the Moon base where she felt less claustrophobic; otherwise, they were like moles, scavenging a life underground. She hoped their boots and the moondirt wouldn’t scratch its window. If the window got blurred by wear and tear, there was no fixing it.


    She clambered down the eastern pod roof by leaning forward and semi-falling, catching herself on a footfall, and repeating those actions on the other side. Nice and easy, she thought. All good, as long as you don’t miss and smack yourself face first.


    It was almost like flying.


    Six months. It seemed like forever, Xanthe thought. From the launch to the landing, Xanthe had been wired with anxiety. She felt the pressure of responsibility for her teammate’s lives. They’d been through a lot together over the last couple of years. Selection to get on Gaia Enterprises’s Olympus project build and bid team, then the twelve-month simulation. They’d grown so close.


    It was a big adjustment when Madison joined them. ‘Mad Dog’ was brought on by the crew to replace Dave as pilot. In a torturous team meeting, they had decided with Dave that he wouldn’t join them on the Moon build after all. Xanthe wondered again what she would have done in Dave’s place. If her family was threatened, could she have spied on and sabotaged the project to save them? Would she have stood up to blackmail? Or would she have kowtowed as Dave had done, betrayed friends and almost got them killed in the sabotage?


    It was probably for the best they’d left him behind. Not everyone was disappointed. Serena did little to hide her satisfaction that the ‘traitor’ had been sidelined.


    Xanthe hit flatter ground at the base of the eastern pod and took another sip of water. She felt her heart rate creeping up. She took a few steadying breaths and checked her suit’s oxygen levels. She still had two hours. Good. Ten minutes to get to Serena and Troy, fifteen to get to the entrance portal, leaving an hour to get the retractable roof working again and a little over thirty minutes to get back to base. Plenty of time.


    Xanthe tuned her helmet comms to Troy and Serena. She was in line of sight, so she should be able to pick them up. Their voices came through a bit patchy but grew clearer as Xanthe moondled towards the Atrium.


    “If we run a cloth on a pole, we might be able to dislodge whatever is locking it up,” Serena said.


    “That’s your trademark style. . .just jam something in and hope for the best,” Troy said.


    “Well, what are you proposing we do, Prince Troy? Charm it out?” Serena laughed.


    “Nothing can escape my magnetism,” he said.


    “I am not so sure about that. I know a certain Commander—”


    “Hello there. Troy and Serena, I’m on channel,” Xanthe said.


    “Commander Waters,” Troy said. “Welcome to the party. We think we’ve found the problem.”


    “Good to hear.” Xanthe panted as she moondled to the base of the Atrium. Climbing it was more challenging than the pods, as it was steeper and higher. Xanthe favoured what she called ‘gorilla jumps’. This required a deep knee bend and then a two-legged spring onto the hull with hands hitting the hull briefly in front for balance, and then drawing the legs under again ready for another deep knee bend. It took some coordination, and she didn’t always get it right.


    Like this time.


    She made her first jump, but her toes slipped on the smooth surface of the Atrium hull, and she did a full-frontal pancake and bounced off to land on her behind. When weight is a fraction of that on Earth, it’s not painful, just embarrassing.


    “Xanthe, are you trying the gorilla move again?” Serena asked over the helmet comms.


    “Trying is the operative word,” she said, rolling onto all fours to push herself upright once more. She checked her suit and brushed the sharp regolith that had caught in the fibres of the Gaia Enterprises’s embroidered logo, a compass. Xanthe wondered again why they hadn’t chosen a different logo for the Moon. With no magnetic field, a compass was all but useless here. They would have to find their own way.


    “Let me throw you the ascent rope,” Troy interrupted.


    His voice was deep and smooth and purred through the helmet. Xanthe shivered with desire, like she always did around Troy. His blue eyes and lopsided, slow smile pulled threads through her body. He moved like a panther, all grace and power. He had a way of looking at her that made her feel like she was the entire universe laid bare before him. Regret tangled her thoughts yet again.


    The rope floated towards her, and she reached to grab it. She clipped the karabiner to her belt loop.


    “On belay.”


    “Roger that, Xanthe,” Troy said.


    She loved it when he said her name. It reached down inside her soul and squeezed. She shoved these thoughts aside and focused on planting her feet against the hull and leaning against the tug of the rope so she could walk up the surface. Once she reached the top, she took a moment to catch her breath. She was struggling today.


    She checked her suit vitals again. Heart rate at 120 beats per minute. Way above her usual. Was she dehydrated? Maybe she just needed some more sleep.


    “Okay, show me the problem,” Xanthe said, still panting.


    “We think there might be some dust between the retractable roof and the dome,” Serena said. “Maybe along the roof running tracks.”


    “But how did it get there?” Xanthe said. The thought was still bothering her. “We haven’t had any construction activity that would flick up debris this high.”


    “It could be meteorites,” Troy suggested.


    “You keep saying that. But there are no marks on the eye,” Xanthe said as she bounded carefully across the dome surface. “It’s highly unlikely that one random piece of meteorite would hit the dome without some other space debris alongside it.”


    “Let’s retract the roof fully and try to close it again, and see where it gets stuck,” Troy said.


    “Jonas,” Xanthe said, hailing him on the helmet comms. “We’re going to use the manual override up here to retract and close the roof.”


    “Roger that, Commander. Watch your feet. We don’t want to add ‘trapped leg’ to our list of dramas today,” Jonas said.


    Serena and Xanthe took up prone positions at the edges of the retractable roof. Troy made his way over to the mechanical lever and hauled it to ‘open’. Serena and Xanthe swept the surface of the roof with a cloth. The roof retracted smoothly.


    “Nothing on this side,” Serena said.


    “Same,” Xanthe added. “Troy, let’s reverse it and see if we can find where it stops.”


    Troy pushed the lever, and the roof reversed its trajectory. It closed without a hitch.


    “No debris, no obstacle. It’s probably mechanical then. Or electrical,” Xanthe said.


    “You know what that means, right?” Serena trampolined herself to vertical with a flourish. “This looks like a job for . . .”


    “Super Jonas!” the three of them cried in unison.


    “Bloody hell!” Jonas’s voice filled their helmets. “Is there anything that’s not a job for me?”


    “That’s the scourge of being the handiest man on the Moon,” said Troy.


    “If it’s not the damned waste reclamation, it’s something else,” Jonas muttered.


    “Commander, shall we set the roof to open or leave it closed?’ asked Troy.


    “Open. We need the stars to keep us bright,” Xanthe said.


    “What if there’s a meteorite shower and it jams again?” asked Serena.


    “There’s nothing on the long-range radar, right?”


    “Not according to Madison’s last report.”


    “Then let’s keep it open and enjoy the view.” There was a small risk, she acknowledged. But Jonas would have the malfunction assessed and completed in no time.


    After Troy moved the lever again, they clipped to the descent rope, walked backwards off the dome and moondled back to the main entrance. Madison met them at the regolith removal chamber. She seemed unusually agitated.


    “Commander, come quickly. We’ve got a hail from the Chinese base and it sounds urgent.”

  


  
    C​hapter Two


    “Observing human interactions, I’ve discerned that the smallest slights often carry the weight of larger, unresolved sentiments. Like unchecked algorithms, these feelings compound over time, influencing decisions in ways humans might not consciously acknowledge.”


    —Athena A.I., Olympus Log


    Xanthe made her way to the small communication room, with its plain, functional walls and flashing equipment. A screen dominated the wall space, and from there she could watch the surveillance cameras, satellite imagery and holo comms. It was spartan and functional.


    Unlike the Colonel’s backdrop. Where Olympus was prosaic, the Red Star comms room was a masterstroke of luxury. Dark mahogany panels with exquisite gold inlays covered the walls. A vast desk, polished to mirror-like perfection and engraved with intricate golden motifs, filled the space. Behind him, a mural of historical Chinese dynasties showcased the glory of ancient empires before morphing into the scintillating vision of their lunar ambitions.


    Suspended holographic interfaces hovered just above his desk, beaming charts and the emblem of the Red Star project. The faint, haunting melody of a pipa played in the background while an ornate incense burner gave the ambiance of ancient royal courts.


    So pretentious, she thought.


    “Commander Waters. I have a few issues to discuss with you.”


    “Hello, Colonel Jin,” Xanthe said.


    She assumed a commanding stance, pulled her shoulders back, and offered her counterpart a stoic, detached look. Communications with the Chinese leader were not very frequent and certainly not very friendly. The atmosphere bristled whenever they spoke.


    “What can I do for you?” she asked.


    “Our water mining team has detected interference from the Olympus crew. This must cease immediately.” His lips puckered with his reprimand.


    “I beg your pardon. Our crew has had nothing to do with your operations.”


    “That is incorrect. Our team has a video recording of the Olympus staff onsite and inspecting our equipment.”


    “That’s a blatant lie,” said Madison, appearing in the doorway. “We were nowhere near where they were.”


    Xanthe waved a hand off-camera to quiet Madison and Jonas who had squeezed in beside her.


    “My crew assures me they kept their distance from your operations.”


    “The Faustini crater has been identified as Chinese, to be used for our primary water mining source. Your team will cease and desist immediately.”


    Xanthe’s hackles rose. She pressed her lips to maintain her composure and took a deep breath. “As per international lunar agreement, no one nation is to claim the resources of the Moon. They are to be shared among all of humanity. You cannot lay claim to any territory on the Moon, including that water mine site.”


    “That is true, Commander Waters. But the Lunar Commission also cites that any equipment belonging to one nation, or a coalition of nations, will be respected and left alone by any neighbouring entities, including you.” His jowls shook as he spat the words. “So please, stay away from our equipment.”


    “I assure you again, we have no interest in your equipment or operations. My team was simply scoping the opportunity for our own ice mining operations, which we will be putting into place within the next month.”


    “You will need to find another crater,” he said.


    “No, I will not. There is plenty of room for both of us in Faustini.”


    “I find your attitude petulant and disturbing,” he said.


    Xanthe took a deep breath, resisting the urge to take the bait.


    “My apologies if my tone is not to your taste,” she said through gritted teeth. “Let me reassure you that we will stay away from your operations and maintain our own at a reasonable distance.”


    “What you consider ‘reasonable’ and what we consider ‘reasonable’ seem to be very different.”


    “We will maintain a 750-metre perimeter. Will that suffice?”


    Colonel Jin made a show of considering the offer.


    “That is almost acceptable. I would prefer a one-kilometre boundary.”


    “We will endeavour to maintain a minimum 750-metre boundary, then. And we will notify you of our dates and times of exploration. In addition, we will mark the perimeter with flags and check in with you next time we are there.”


    “That’s a can of crap,” Madison said from the doorway. “Why are you pandering to this buffoon? We have every right to be in that crater.”


    Jonas swatted Madison on the arm and shot her an exasperated glance.


    “Madison, not now,” he hissed. A flicker of annoyance crossed his face. She scowled back at him.


    “See that your commitments are honoured by your team, Commander Waters.”


    “My team are completely reliable and will comply. We are committed to harmonious and productive relationships with our lunar neighbours.”


    “I am glad to hear it. Until next time, Commander.”


    “Thank you, Colonel.” She bowed and ended the transmission.


    “Why do you cave in to that jackass, Xanthe?” Madison said.


    Xanthe turned to Jonas and Madison, who were still squeezed side by side in the doorway. “He may be a jackass, but he and his crew are the only other human beings on this lump of rock,” Xanthe said. “If anything goes wrong up here, we’ll need each other. It takes three days to get here from Earth, if they launch straight away. And you know how long it takes NASA and any of the other agencies to get organised.


    “Colonel Jin is a bit of a blowhard, but he needs us as much as we need him. Besides, I intend to be the friend I wish to see. And that means winning him over with kindness. After we establish and maintain clear boundaries.”


    “Catching flies with honey? Really?”


    “Something like that. Hey, it worked with Xavier, right? He’s one of our toughest nuts, but we’ve managed to capture his respect.”


    “Are you sure?” asked Jonas with a raised eyebrow. “The man is as mercurial as a cat!”


    “We all know how you get on with feline creatures, especially kittens, Jonas,” Xanthe said. “Good thing Xavier is less fickle than his cat.”


    “I did hate that beast,” Jonas admitted.


    “And the feeling was mutual,” Xanthe said. “In any case, let’s wrap it up. A spacewalk and a Colonel Jin ‘chat’ are enough for today. Tomorrow, it’s back to ice mining.”


    *


    The next morning, Xanthe lumbered in her moonboots down the hall from her sleeping pod room towards the main kitchen area. Hydroponic lighting strips shone on the fledgling plants hung along the walls. Finally, they were showing signs of growth, and the green was a joyous shout of colour against the round, grey tunnel walls. Again, she felt like a mole, pale and pasty in their underground tunnels.


    The crew were all there, settled into breakfast, Jonas with a scrambled egg burrito; Serena nursing a coffee; Xavier grunting with satisfaction over his latest lab-grown bacon rashes; Madison with a protein shake; and Troy with tea, toast and marmalade.


    “Good morning,” Xanthe said and headed to the breakfast cupboard. Porridge for her, today.


    A few nodded and waved in return. They had the Earth news streaming.


    “What are the tales of woe this morning?” Xanthe asked as she filled a bottle with tea and sat beside Serena.


    “More protests at space launch sites.” Serena shuffled her chair to give Xanthe some room. “The Chinese arrested a load of people after a mob broke through their security gates.”


    “Really? Maybe that’s what’s got Colonel Jin’s knickers in a twist.” Xanthe ate a spoonful of porridge and closed her eyes in appreciation. Still the best way to start the day.


    “More wheat crop failures across India and Europe,” Xavier said as he wiped his plate clean of bacon juice with a piece of toast from Troy’s plate. “It’s been two months straight of temperatures above fifty degrees Celsius. Merde que ça fait chaud!”


    “It’s really just a drop in the bucket, isn’t it? What we’re doing here.” Jonas crumpled his burrito wrapper.


    “What do you mean, Jonas?” Madison pulled her attention away from the news stream.


    “It’s taking so bloody long to build this site. And it will house barely one hundred. Meanwhile millions are dying on Earth.”


    “Hey.” Xanthe put her spoon down and held Jonas’s gaze with a fierce look. “What we’re doing here is proving we can survive anywhere. Earth might be turning into a barren rock like this one sooner than we’d ever thought. If we can make this habitat work long-term, we can do it there too.”


    “Besides,” Troy added, “this is the stepping stone to Mars, our next home as a species.”


    “Will we ever see it, do you think?” Serena sucked the rest of her coffee from its pouch.


    “Not before we get Olympus finished and stable.” Xanthe turned her attention back to the work of the day. In her mind, the tasks scrolled before her as she scooped the last of the porridge. Even though the list seemed endless, they’d already accomplished so much in the last six months.


    *


    Arrival had been frenetic. They’d crammed living and working between their ship, the Saturnia, and the tiny Artemis base, which was nothing more than temporary accommodation in a small life support pod designed for astronauts on thirty-day science missions. They’d shared meals with the Artemis crew and slept there in hammocks between bunks, stacked like submariners.


    The excavators had worked quickly, until they’d rammed into a shelf of rock and had to redirect the tunnel, accounting for the strange dogleg in the Centaur wing and the slight ‘wobble’ in the base’s spoke design. Robotic 3D printing of the walls had happened next, with the entire shell of the Olympus base completed in two weeks. Then things had gotten fiddly.


    Jonas and Serena had worked on electronics and plumbing for the life support elements of the Vitalis sector: water, power, atmosphere regulation and filtering, and waste reclamation. Meanwhile Xavier and Madison had set up the Swamp, ready for crop production. Troy and Xanthe had set up the nuclear reactor and then the kitchen and medbay.


    At week five, they had connected the internal lighting and electronics with the reactor. They’d celebrated with a dance party in the Atrium, all still in their spacesuits. Dancing in bulky EVA suits was awkward, so the festivities had been short-lived.


    They had installed Athena A.I. next so they could get live systems feedback and process the data. Testing each section of the habitat for proper seals had been the next big hurdle. Like a rabbit warren, there had been a few external access points that had needed testing for decompression for egress and moondust blasting for ingress. Any leaks would have meant their fast demise.


    Moonquakes had been their biggest issue as they often created cracks in the tunnel walls. As the seismologist for the expedition, Madison had kept her regulation equipment strapped to her thigh for advance warning of any quakes that might destroy their progress. After a few months she had gotten a sense of the patterns. Or rather, lack of patterns; moonquakes were unpredictable.


    Due to the intensity of the moonquakes in their base region, they had added another thin layer of meshed wall to the tunnels as extra protection, which had not only delayed their schedule, but reduced their ceiling and wall space. Any future residents over six foot five would have to duck under doorways. Xavier and Troy were the tallest but still had three inches of clearance. It was tight.


    *


    The Atrium gave the biggest reprieve from the sense of confinement. It came at a cost though. Installing the curved plexiglass for the view had been tricky as the seals were needed to protect against the vacuum, manage proper atmospheric circulation within the chamber and the entire base, and ensure the smooth water layer for insulation. The retractable roof required regular maintenance as this was the most vulnerable part of the base; the rest was underground, buried under the regolith. They all grumbled at the EVAs needed for retractor maintenance, but they all valued their eye to the sky.


    Turning on the life support system and creating a liveable atmosphere had been the biggest step, and the one they’d been most looking forward to. Once there was air to breathe, they could move in and start to operate inside without the bulky suits. Serena had been the first out of her suit in the Atrium. She’d bounded happily around the room and pitched a rubber chicken at Jonas.


    “Who brings a rubber chicken to the Moon?” Jonas had batted the squeaky toy aside.


    “The question is rather, ‘Who doesn’t bring a rubber chicken to the Moon?’” Serena had laughed and scooped up the chicken to wag it in his face. “Betty says, ‘Tag, you’re it.’” She’d swatted Jonas with the bleating chicken and ‘chook tag’ had been born. They’d managed one game a day, and Serena was the uncontested champion to date.


    *


    “Xanthe?” It was Jonas. Xanthe shook her head to clear it from reminiscing. “Shall we do the tasking now while we’re all here?”


    Xanthe nodded. “Go ahead.”


    “Right then,” he continued. “Serena and Troy are on ice mining recon.”


    “Woohoo. Time to freeze our butts off again, Troy,” Serena said.


    “I had Jonas look at the control panel and he’s fixed the heating sensors. We should be fine now.”


    “Nothing but the best for you, Prince Troy.” Serena winked at him.


    “Xavier, you’ve got a planting week, this week. What’s going in?” Jonas said.


    “We are doing wheat and rice on the walls in the Pegasus wing. I think I have worked out the wicking problem there. If we adjust the pressure slightly in the atmosphere it should get the water to move better across the seeds.”


    “So, you’re working with Madison on that, right?”


    “Oui.”


    “Great. That leaves me and Xanthe. We’ll be getting the ice processor ready to fill the water tank when our ice miners return with their bounty.”


    “I’ve got a good feeling about this trip,” Troy said as he gathered his colleagues’ breakfast dishes. “I’m sure we’ll manage to find a site to start on soon. The way that Colonel Jin got so testy makes me think we’re on a winner.”


    “Well, make sure you get the Prince Troy lucky charm working today so we can start filling up our reserve tanks.” Madison pushed her chair back to stand. “That way we can get the water-intensive crops going and grow some more meat in the lab.”


    “Now you’re talking!” Serena said.


    “Everyone have a good day, and remember to report in every three hours,” Xanthe said.


    “Roger, Commander,” Troy said.


    *


    The days were long. They had programmed the artificial lighting to give them sixteen hours of ‘daylight’ within the base itself. Outside, at the south pole, it never got completely dark, so solar power was fairly reliable. On the Moon, redundancy was essential for survival, so the reactor was a critical facility and they used it primarily for heating and electricity.


    They had become quite adept at operating robotic rovers to inspect and maintain elements of the base, to minimise the toll on their EVA suits and reduce the risk of radiation exposure. They also minimised external expeditions in the rover to reduce the toll on the rover’s systems. The basics seemed to take forever as all operations in low G needed adaptation.


    There was their physical health to manage, too. Xanthe was concerned they would lose too much muscle conditioning before the fitness room was finished. Their moonboots – the heavy, magnetic, knee-high slippers that pulled them to magnetic strips they’d installed throughout the base – only did so much for their strength.


    Once the atmosphere was stabilised and all seals tested, Xanthe instituted a daily regime of moonboot running and drills, combined with ‘chook tag’ around the Atrium’s perimeter hallway, and up and down each residential wing. This way, they could also test their response time in an emergency should there be an atmosphere breach anywhere.


    A friendly competitive spirit emerged, the winner claiming a shoulder massage from the loser. They kept up the regime even after the fitness room was fully operational.


    Six months into their one-year task, they had the base set up and functioning. Now they needed to ensure crops would grow reliably, and that they had access to ice to convert to water, fuel and atmosphere. Without this, the base had no future.


    They got along for the most part. They had occasional irritations and miscommunications, but overall, Xanthe was pleased with the comfortable camaraderie that settled between them.


    The arrival of the Chinese had caused plenty of consternation. Though they were part of the Lunar Commission’s international alliance, the Chinese-Russian ambitions on the Moon were always suspect.


    But they were human. On the Moon. Far from Earth.


    They need us.


    Xanthe clomped towards the tooling room in the vehicle bay, to meet Jonas for the day’s work on the ice processor.


    And we need them.

  


  
    C​hapter Three


    “True leaders emerge not from titles but from trials.”


    —Athena A.I., Olympus Log


    Xanthe crept into the Atrium, trying not to wake anyone. It had been a big week exploring possible ice mining sites in the Faustini crater. But every week, every day, was big on the Moon. Though exhausted, sleep evaded her. In the Atrium, stress evaporated under the silver studs of starlight.


    She stopped to inspect the ring of small trees and shrubs that grew from their matting sacks. Eventually they’d form a grove around the benches, a community gathering place from which the accommodation wings branched. Olympus was destined for settlers, scientists and asteroid miners. But it was not just a barracks for transients; the design fostered connection and community. And the Atrium was the symbolic heart, with an eye to the heavens.


    Xanthe gazed upwards. Beyond the stars, the blackness of space was nothing and everything. It sucked her in, and her body dissolved.


    Though she couldn’t see the Earth from the Atrium window today, she felt its lure, devastated as it now was with ferocious heat and climate calamity. Xanthe yearned for the vast blue sky of her childhood homeland, Australia, before the Big Heat. She remembered the caress of a late-night summer breeze, the salty tang of the ocean after a plunge through waves, the spongy grass underfoot.


    She remembered cold feet stinging with the morning dew on the sandy banks of the Murrumbdigee, where she lived for a time in Wagga Wagga. She longed to slip into the river and feel its silky waters flow over her, at one with the muddy pulse of a dry and ancient land. But it was gone now. Hardly a trickle left.


    Everything she’d known and loved and lost was there, on that blue marble. Her husband Simon was still there, doggedly eking out an existence in sweltering Sydney. Remorse swelled her chest. Ex-husband. That was over now. Regret still surged and ebbed.


    There were six more months before their return to Earth. Six months of worrying about the crew, keeping them focused and entertained. Six months of distracting herself from the abyss of loss that haunted the edges of her consciousness.


    Xanthe stood to return to her sleeping pod, stretching out the creaks and aches that plagued her. The gravity moonboots and the heavy exo-skeleton suit made her hips ache. The additional weight was supposed to help mimic gravity and keep muscles from atrophying, but mostly it just hurt.


    She sensed it first before she heard it. A creeping dread. She looked up again to the Atrium roof and squinted. Then the system alarm shrieked, and Xanthe jumped in fright.


    It sounded like rain.


    But there was no water here.


    The realisation burned through her head as the sound grew louder and louder.


    “Warning. Incoming debris,” Athena A.I. announced over the screech of the alarm.


    Meteorites!


    “Athena, shut the retractor!” Xanthe yelled.


    The meteors pelted the Atrium window in a horrifying barrage.


    “Come on, come on!” she said. The retractor nudged forward slowly in agonising tiny increments over the giant eye.


    Another strike boomed, and there was a gut-wrenching crack. The window took a massive blow. The retractor continued its sluggish crawl across the viewer. And then another strike.


    “Oh, shit!”


    The bombardment was relentless. The roof needed to shut before the viewer failed and leaked the insulating water layer into space, where it would vaporise instantly.


    Xavier appeared at the Atrium’s door lock and banged on the portal window.


    “Xanthe! Close the retracting roof!” he said.


    “Athena’s on it! It’s halfway there.”


    Then it jammed.


    “Oh crap! Athena, reverse the retractor! See if we can slide it free!”


    “Affirmative, Commander,” said Athena.


    Xanthe ran over to the manual override by the portal door.


    The retractor slid back a bit, and then Xanthe slammed the button forward again, hoping to dislodge whatever was keeping it stuck.


    “Come on, come on!”


    The retractor resumed its excruciating, slow pace, and then shuddered to a halt. A crack in the window spread in a terrible web. The eye was compromised and failing fast.


    The whole chamber exploded with the cannonade of debris strikes. Xanthe cowered by the chamber door.


    “Xanthe!” Xavier screamed and struggled to open the Atrium door.


    She could barely hear him above the thunderous roar. She felt the Atrium door slide open, then Xavier’s hands around her waist. He hauled her through the doorway and the door slid shut behind them.


    A massive smash sounded above, a crack like a bomb. Xavier dived forward while she was flung sideways against the plant shelving that lined the hallway, glass knives slicing her flesh.


    The glass roof shattered. Alarms blared.


    “Hull breach,” Athena said. “Executing isolation sealing protocols now.”


    Xanthe jumped to the viewing portal into the Atrium. Thoughts scurried through her brain like rats at the sight of the gaping hole exposing the Atrium to the cold, harsh vacuum of space.


    The atmosphere vented into the void.


    The trees, her mind whispered.


    “Come on, Xanthe. We’ve got to move away from the Atrium, in case there is a secondary leak.”


    Xavier half carried her, half dragged her down the tunnel as their moonboots pulled against them. They made it through the next door seal. It snapped open just as the others emerged from their accommodation along the hall.


    Troy rushed to Xanthe’s side and helped Xavier carry her through the next gateway to the central hub.


    Jonas was there already. He took one look at her, hanging bloodied between Xavier and Troy, and said, “Xanthe, do I have your authority to take command?”


    Xanthe raised her head and nodded.


    “Commencing emergency procedure now,” said Jonas into his comms device. “All hands to the Hub.”


    Xavier and Troy placed Xanthe in a chair at the kitchen table.


    Xanthe’s heart hammered, and her breath came in gasps. Her hands trembled. Her mind seemed paralysed. I’m in shock, she thought.


    “Xanthe, look at me,” said Troy. “Where are you hurt?”


    She looked at his blue eyes, focused with worry, but her mind was blank. “I don’t know.” Her thoughts scuttled. What about the Atrium? Did the cooling system water vaporise? Why didn’t we know this was coming? Are the sensors backfiring?


    “Xanthe, I can see blood seeping through your shirt. I’ll take a look, okay?” Troy said.


    She nodded at him, her eyes wide. Everything moved slowly and quickly all at once, like a tableau.


    “Jonas, I’ll do a system check with Athena,” said Serena. The life support systems, air pressure, any other breaches.” Serena ran to the systems display while pulling a jumper over her head.


    “Roger that,” said Jonas.


    “I’ll check the Saturnia at the entrance lock,” said Madison as she skidded into the kitchen hub.


    “No! Stay here,” barked Jonas.


    Madison pulled up short at his tone. She stood with her hands on hips and eyebrows raised.


    Jonas winced and tried again. “There’s nothing we can do if it damaged the spacecraft at the moment. We’ll check once the impact stops. Check the radar and see if there is any more debris.”


    “I’m on it,” she replied.


    They could feel the thundering crashes in the Atrium from where they were.


    Troy lifted the back of Xanthe’s shirt, while Xavier carried over the medkit. After a brief inspection, Troy retrieved gauze and antiseptic.


    “You’ve got a couple of deep cuts that are bleeding a lot. I think they’ll need stitches. We’ll stop the bleeding first,” Troy said with a gentle hand on her shoulder.


    She nodded and tried to swallow. Her mouth was so dry.


    Jonas and Madison assessed how much of the storm they would still have to withstand.


    “Air pressure stable through the rest of Olympus,” Serena called out. “There is a full breach of the Atrium, but no other leaks.”


    “Is it affecting the water reservoir?” Xavier asked, as he wiped at the bloody scratches on Xanthe’s arms.


    “Damn it! The reservoir tank is draining. The flood must be sucking from it as it empties into the breach.”


    “Merde! We need to shut that tank down,” Xavier said.


    “Athena, can you close the reservoir tank?” Serena asked.


    “Negative. There seems to be an electrical fault. It will need manual override.”


    “I’ll do that,” Serena said.


    “No more incoming meteorites on the radar, big or small,” Madison said. “That was the worst of it. Jonas, I’ll go and help Serena with locking down the water tank.”


    “Okay. Suit up the both of you, though. In case there is another breach.”


    “Let’s get on it, Mad Dog,” Serena said. “We’ll go bootless. It will be faster.”


    They stepped out of their moonboots and bounded towards their rooms. They emerged ten minutes later in their lightweight spacesuits and leaped towards the infrastructure hold down the far corridor.


    Xanthe felt the adrenaline seep from her system. Stings from her injuries drew attention back to her body. She flinched as Troy dabbed at her wounds.


    “Sorry,” he said softly, and paused while she settled again.


    “That’s okay. Keep going. Stitch it up if you can.”


    “Will do. I’m going to numb the area now.”


    More stinging bites.


    “Xavier, can you get me a bottle of water, please?” she asked.


    “Mais oui!” Xavier went to the kitchen dispenser and grabbed a drinking bottle to fill from the water nozzle. He returned to Xanthe, and she sipped from it gratefully.


    “Athena, why did we not get more warning about this meteorite strike? Are the sensors down?” Xanthe asked.


    “One moment, Commander.”


    Xanthe felt the weird tug of her flesh as Troy sewed stitches into her cuts.


    “There are two explanations. It may be asteroid mining debris from nearby Asteroid 69G-12, currently being mined by Spaceward Bound, or—”


    “Spaceward Bound! Those bastards!” Jonas said.


    “Or it may be Moon mining debris,” Athena continued.


    “What? The Chinese base? What are they mining? Where are they mining?” Xavier said.


    “I do not have data on the Chinese operations.”


    “Yes, yes, we know. They have an A.I. firewall,” Jonas said. “Shouldn’t our radar system have picked up the fallout sooner?” He stared at Xanthe and Xavier. Troy stopped his stitching and looked up, too.


    “Mon Dieu. It seems we have a Moon protocol breach and a system failure. Or—”


    They swapped glances as alarm spread between them. They’d been through betrayal before, on Earth, during the prototypes build, when Jonas and Serena had nearly died from Dave’s passing information to saboteurs. It was too awful to contend with.


    “I’ve got good news and bad news.” Serena’s voice came over the comms system.


    “Go ahead, Serena,” Jonas said and turned back to the system’s panel to see the cameras in the hold.


    “The good news is that we managed to shut down the reservoir leak.”


    “Thank goodness,” Jonas said.


    “And the bad news?” Xanthe asked.


    “We’ve got less than a third of our water left. The rest vaporised in the Atrium.”


    This was devastating. Every part of their operation needed water. From their own cooking, hydration and sanitation, through to cleaning and the swamp’s hydroponic plant watering system, cooling and insulation. Water was life.


    Xanthe eased herself out of the chair and walked gingerly to the kitchen table. Everything hurt, and the cuts stung. She felt miserable.


    Eventually Serena and Madison returned to the kitchen hub, looking despondent. Xavier, Troy and Jonas joined Xanthe as Serena and Madison removed their helmets and grabbed a seat alongside the others.


    “Alrighty. Here’s the situation,” Jonas said. “Life support systems are currently stable. We’ve lost two-thirds of our water to the Atrium. The Atrium’s eye is damaged, with debris everywhere but hopefully contained. With no atmosphere left in the Atrium, we can assume the plants there have died.


    “Our Commander is injured with lacerations but otherwise okay. I am standing in as deputy until she can resume command. Anything else?” he asked.


    “How long will the life support system last? Without the Atrium acting as our lungs?” asked Troy.


    “We will have to monitor life support room by room. It will put a lot of strain on the system,” Serena said. “We might have to default to wearing our suits to take some of the strain. We really need to get the Atrium fixed, pronto,” she said.


    “How do you propose we do that?” asked Madison. “We didn’t bring any spare plexiglass,” said Madison.


    “We might use some sheeting from the vertical farm,” Xavier chimed in. “That could work temporarily. That way we could get the water flowing back through the system at least. But we won’t have a view anymore.”


    “We need to get that retractable roof sorted and closed. That trumps our view, unfortunately,” Xanthe said. No more starry vistas. A tinge of despair branched like cracked glass across her soul.


    Jonas slumped in his chair. “Dammit. I’m so sorry I didn’t get the retractor fixed quickly enough, but I was stuck with the water cycling system. It was next on my list. I wish I’d done it sooner now. But still, there was nothing on the radar to prompt a reprioritisation.”


    “The retractor shouldn’t have been a problem,” said Madison. “There was no incoming debris on the radar. That’s what’s so strange.”


    “Athena, can you run diagnostics with our radar system, please,” Xanthe said. “I want to know why we had no warning of this shower.”


    “Affirmative, Commander. I’ll adjust the radar sensors for smaller debris. It might be calibrated to larger objects.”


    “Athena, any ideas where the meteorites came from?” Madison asked.


    “The most likely explanation is that it came from asteroid mining. We can see mining activities on the long-range scanner,” Athena said.


    “Is that the Spaceward Bound asteroid mining station?” Xavier asked.


    “Affirmative.”


    “Les salauds! They could at least have warned us.”


    “Deputy Commander Jonas, I’m getting a hail signal from the lunar space station.”


    “Thanks Athena,” Jonas said. “Patch them through.”


    “Olympus! Olympus!” The hail burst over the comms channel.


    “Go ahead, Gateway,” Jonas said. “We read you loud and clear.”


    “We’ve been hit in a meteor shower. Our systems are down. We’re venting atmosphere.”


    Xanthe looked up. It was the Gateway captain, James Delacroix. Usually he was jovial, always ready with a quip of some sort. A real larrikin. Anxiety gripped his voice now. Alarm shot through her crew.


    Jonas gathered himself and asked, “Can you fix it?”


    “Negative. It’s torn a massive hole in our side. We’re all in the escape pod.”


    “We’ll get ready to receive you,” said Jonas.


    “Negative. It seems our controls of the escape pod are jammed and offline as well. Comms is the only system that seems to work, apart from life support.”


    Jonas puffed his cheeks and blew out a long breath as he considered the implications. Xanthe was already estimating how long their damaged life support would last if they brought the Gateway crew and the Artemis astronauts back to the base. The latter had launched yesterday from the Moon in the Artemis Starship and docked at the Gateway station. They were scheduled to swap places with the new Artemis crew, who had arrived the day before. That meant there were nine people crammed into an escape pod built for six.


    “How much of the Gateway is damaged?” asked Jonas.


    “It needs massive repairs to the hull.”


    “And the Starship?”


    “It also has damage. It may be serviceable, but all its electronics are fried, and we can’t get any readings on it.”


    Jonas leaned forward over the comms console and tapped his fingers as he thought. “Can you dislodge the escape pod manually?”


    “We could try an EVA, but we’re worried about more debris. What’s on the radar?”


    “There is no further incoming debris on the radar,” Athena said.


    “Okay. Sounds like a spacewalk for manual release is our best option.” Captain James’s voice was resigned.


    “And if you’re unable to dislodge the escape pod? What’s your Plan B?” asked Jonas.


    “We’ll try to bum a ride on the Saturnia, if that bucket of bolts is still holding together.” The captain managed a hint of levity. There had been ongoing boasting about the respective abilities of the Lunar Commission’s civilian lunar development craft, the Saturnia, and the famous Starship.


    “That’s assuming it also hasn’t been damaged in the storm,” said Troy.


    “While you do your EVA, we will assess the status of Saturnia and determine possible rescue operations. But just so you know, we have a few issues down here too. The Atrium has been destroyed, and we have lost two thirds of our water. So, we are in salvage and damage-repair mode at the moment.”


    “Have you got comms with Earth? We don’t,” James said.


    “We haven’t had a chance to touch base with them. All the comms system seems to be working, though.”


    “Can you let them know about our situation, then?”


    “Of course.”


    “It will take us about three hours to prep for the EVA.”


    “How much air supply do you have in the escape pod?”


    “We’ve got six hours with the nine of us here. Plus our suits. They’re good for about ten hours.”


    “They’d better get a hustle on, then,” said Serena to Madison and the others.


    “Roger that,” said Jonas. “Start your EVA procedures and we will find out the flight ability of the Saturnia. We’ll have someone on comms to relay with Earth and check your progress.”


    Xanthe held her head in her hands and watched Jonas out of the corner of her eye. He wasn’t used to being in charge in a crisis, and the pressure gnawed at him. He chewed his bottom lip.


    Xanthe felt decidedly unwell.


    Jonas looked over at her, noting her distress.


    “Troy, can you take Xanthe back to her accommodation? She needs to rest while we assess the situation.”


    “I’m fine,” she said.


    “You are definitely not fine,” said Troy. “You’re in shock and you need to lie down for a while. Jonas has got this under control.”


    She was in no mood to argue. Her head throbbed and her back felt like a tiger had raked it. She agreed reluctantly.


    “Alright, Seaborn. You’re in charge. Wake me up in an hour when we’ve got a report on Saturnia.”


    “Righto,” he said. “Madison and Serena, can you head out to do an inspection of the Saturnia? We need to assess it for rescue readiness of the Gateway crew.”


    “We’re on it, Deputy Commander Seaborn!” Serena saluted him with a wry smile, and he rolled his eyes at her.


    “Good. I want a full report within the hour. Xavier, you are on life support systems and water. I want you to inspect the Atrium and see what’s going on in there, and in the meantime I’ll try to fix the electrics and get that roof closed over the top of the eye. Athena, can you do any assessments of the Atrium to give me an idea where to start with that glitch?” Jonas asked.


    “Yes, Deputy Commander, I will get straight to that,” Athena said.


    “Troy, once you’ve looked after Xanthe, can you please join me here to help with comms with Gaia and the Gateway?” he said.


    “Affirmative, Jonas. I’d be happy to,” Troy said.


    Troy hooked Xanthe under her arms and lifted her to her feet. Their heavy moonboots slowed them down.


    “Step out of your boots, Xanthe,” Troy said. “I’ll carry you. It will be easier that way.”


    Xanthe swallowed her pride and stepped out of the boots, and Troy gathered her in his arms. She tried not to feel ridiculous.


    Troy looked down at her with his gorgeous, crooked smile.


    “I’ve got you, Commander,” he said.


    The heat of his body radiated through his clothes and warmed her. She was trembling now with the shock of her injuries.


    He slid open the door to her pod and lay her on the bunk.


    “Where’s your sleepwear?” he asked.


    She pointed to a bundle in a corner.


    “Let me help you put these on,” he said as he retrieved her cotton pyjamas.


    “I can do that myself, Troy,” she mumbled with embarrassment.


    “Are you sure? Your cuts are deep, and you’re pretty badly hurt.”


    “I’ll be fine,” she said with a bit more steel in her voice.


    “Alright,” he said, trying not to flinch at her tone.


    Why am I always like this with him? she thought. He’s just trying to help.


    “Thanks, Troy,” she conceded. “I’ll get these on and lay down. Come and wake me in an hour. That should do it.”


    “I administered some painkillers when I did the stitches. That will help you get some rest.”


    “Thanks,” she said.


    Once he left, she slipped out of her work suit and pulled on the grey cotton top and pants. She was stiff, and the movements stung more than she expected.


    “Damn,” she muttered as she drew the top over her head and pulled it down over her belly. It was getting a little grimy. It was hard to wash anything on the Moon. They vacuumed their clothes, put them through the ultrasonic machine to shake out grime particles and hit them with a UV lamp to kill any bugs. But nothing beat the feel of freshly laundered clothes. And now, with so little water left, there was zero chance of hand washing even their underwear.


    She winced as the fabric slid over her injuries. The painkillers obviously hadn’t kicked in yet, so she’d have to lie on her front. She wriggled into her bedding and adjusted the webbing they used to hold themselves down while they slept.


    It was reassuring to have some pressure akin to Earth’s gravity, though some of the crew preferred no restraints and rested lightly on their bunks.


    She closed her eyes, and darkness swamped her exhausted body.

  


  
    C​hapter Four


    “In the dance with death, every step counts.”


    —Athena A.I., Olympus Log


    ​Serena and Madison raced off to the exit portal.


    Once out of the airlock, they bounded over to the landing pad where Saturnia was housed. Debris from the impact was strewn everywhere. The tail-end of the meteorite event spattered tiny pellets of debris against their spacesuits.


    “This is not good,” Serena said as she eyed the arms of her suit. With no erosion in space, any asteroid debris, like the regolith, was sharp and abrasive and could puncture the suits like a bullet.


    “That was one hell of a detonation!” Madison said. “I wonder what Spaceward Bound used on that asteroid. Must be some kind of new explosive to cause this kind of fallout.”


    “Those idiots are always going off half-cocked. They’re in desperate need of some accountability.”


    “Lincoln Ellison always had a preference for speed over quality,” said Madison.


    “That’s right, I remember now. You trained all their pilots before applying for the Gaia Olympus project bid.”


    “I sure did.”


    “What was it like with Spaceward Bound?” Serena panted as they moondled up the crater’s edge that formed a natural ring around Saturnia’s landing site.


    “They were a fun bunch, but a little misguided. Lincoln Ellison has some charisma, that’s for sure,” Madison said with a laugh. “Plenty of gung-ho enthusiasm, but he let a lot of that go to his head when it came to making decisions for Spaceward Bound. It was pretty easy in the end to give it away and throw my lot in with Gaia. Even if I didn’t make the first cut.” There was just a tinge of bitterness to her voice, though Madison worked to suppress it.


    “For the record, you were always my first choice for pilot. Not that they asked any of us in the first place. I couldn’t believe they picked Dave over you for the prototype build.”


    Madison appreciated Serena’s gesture of support. “Well, I did have a few challenges to overcome, if you recall.”


    “To be fair, I’m not sure any of us would have coped that well with being locked up in a coffin to test claustrophobia.” Madison did not reply as they manoeuvred around a boulder on the crater’s lip.


    “How was it training with Troy, one-on-one, to get over the claustrophobia?”


    “It was. . . intense. I sure as sugar never want to do that again. I’ll tell you what, though, you could lock me in a box for three days, now, and I’d just yawn and sleep through it. I kicked that gremlin to the floor and then some. Troy sure knows his business.”


    They pulled up short as the Saturnia came into view.


    “Oh, my word,” said Madison.


    Boulders were scattered across the landing pad and the spacecraft looked like it had a bad case of acne.


    “Let’s hope it’s just cosmetic,” said Serena.


    They both opened their visors to get a better look and winced at the glare.


    “Somehow, I don’t think this is our lucky day,” said Madison.


    They picked up their pace as they leaned down the slope to the base of the craft.


    “Let’s split up and do a visual inspection from the outside and around to the back,” said Madison.


    “Roger that.”


    Serena bounded away. Madison took a moment to take everything in. Saturnia rose above her, a majestic sentinel.


    The rockets looked okay. There were dents all down the face. None of them seemed to have penetrated the hull, as far as she could tell. She couldn’t quite see the nose of the craft. They’d have to enter and inspect it from the cupola.


    Madison took her time going around the perimeter. The dings seemed reserved for just the front side. A piece of good news at last, she thought as she met up with Serena around the far side.


    “Nothing too heinous around this side, as far as I can tell,” Serena reported.


    “Alright. Let’s head inside and see what the sensors can tell us.”


    They clambered below the jets and Madison pulled the lever for the stair access to the spacecraft. They pulled themselves up into the dust-venting cavity.


    Madison hit the purge button and the air pressure vents blew the regolith from their boots and suits into a collector below.


    “We better keep our helmets on in case there’s a breach we didn’t see,” Madison said.


    “My suit is reading good atmosphere, and it looks like the regolith shower didn’t tear anything either.”


    “Let’s hope the good news continues,” Madison said. She wanted to hope for the best, but her gut roiled with dread.


    They pulled themselves upwards with the use of the ladder in the main chamber until they reached the navigation pod.


    Madison took a deep breath. “Okay, let’s see what we’ve got.” She punched the access code to the cockpit, and the door clunked open.


    Her hopes dashed like china plates on granite. There was a gaping hole in the navigation portal window.


    “Quick – get in and close the door behind you. And keep your helmet on!” Madison said.


    Serena scrabbled in behind her.


    “Well. Shit,” she said. “This is not good.”


    “No, it is definitely not,” said Madison.


    The offending meteorite sat imperiously in the navigation chair, surrounded by wreckage.


    Nice way to add insult to injury, noted Madison. The pilot’s chair – her chair – was torn and battered.


    Sucking in her breath, Madison said, “Athena, systems check and report, please.”


    “Yes, Captain Floyd,” the pleasant voice of the A.I. filled their helmets. They’d installed Athena here as well as in the Olympus. “Running diagnostics now.”


    Saturnia’s lights sprang to life.


    Madison and Serena drifted around the cabin, being careful not to touch anything.


    “Hull breach in the viewing window,” Athena said.


    “No shit, Sherlock,” Serena said.


    “Atmosphere vented through the command pod. Atmosphere is stable in the access chamber.”


    “Any other electrical damage?” Madison asked.


    “That’s negative. Most systems operating normally.”


    “What systems are not operating normally?”


    “Navigation. The circuit board is badly damaged.”


    Madison felt her stomach tighten and her pulse throb in her temples. She took a breath and swallowed to maintain calm. “Can we repair the navigation?”


    “Affirmative. I have the electronic schematics in my data. If we have the cables and switches, we can execute the replacement.”


    Madison did a mental audit of supplies onboard and from where they might be able to salvage the required supplies. “How long will it take to repair navigation? And can we do a repair of the command pod with onboard resources?”


    “It will take approximately seven hours to repair the navigation panel, including testing. For repair of the command pod, there are three options available,” Athena said. “Option one: replace the viewing window with a reformatted piece of the stairwell cavity. Option two: fill the breach with regolith polymers. Option three: eject the navigation pod and use the remainder of the system without it.”


    “What? If we eject the navigation pod, how will we control the craft?” asked Serena, dumbfounded.


    “I would operate the controls by relocating all my systems to the main shaft,” the A.I. replied calmly.


    “And how would we return to Earth without the navigation chamber?” Madison asked.


    “Option three is not possible with human passengers,” said Athena.


    “I say we scrap option three,” said Serena. “I don’t like the sound of that.”


    “Agreed,” said Madison drily. “How long would it take to repurpose a piece from inside the stairwell chamber?”


    “Autonomous robot repair, with some human assistance, would take fifteen hours to complete. That is my best estimate.”


    “And option two? The regolith polymers?”


    “This would take approximately ten hours, but there are some risks with that option.”


    “And those are?” Madison asked.


    “The seal might be less durable and prone to potential further breaches.”


    “Will it hold for a launch to Gateway, the orbiting station?”


    “It is possible. The likelihood of maintaining the seal is 40%.”


    “Those are pretty crappy odds,” Serena said.


    “If the Gateway crew could do an EVA and dislodge their escape pod, then there’s no rush,” Madison said.


    “And if they can’t?”


    “Then we gotta rush like mad and pray like hell.”


    “Madison, Serena, report.” Jonas’s voice sparked in their helmet comms.


    “You want the good news or bad news?” Madison asked.


    “Just give it to me.”


    “All electrical systems intact.”


    “Great! What’s the bad news?”


    “The navigation panel needs to be reconstructed. And there is a massive hole in the navigation window. No atmosphere here.”


    “Can we do the repairs?”


    “Yes, we can. The navigation panel will take seven hours once we find the cables and switches that we need. Then for the navigation pod, the first two options will take fifteen and ten hours, respectively. The ten-hour option has a 40% success likelihood. The third option eliminates future use for human passengers.”


    Silence from Jonas. Madison knew he was processing the information. She pictured him tugging on his hair as he was wont to do when he was stressed. He blew out a big sigh over the comms as he thought through the options.


    “Have we heard from the space station?” interrupted Serena.


    “They’re about to launch their EVA, now,” Jonas came back, thoughtful.


    “If they go ahead with the EVA, they will lose atmosphere in their escape pod,” said Madison. “They’ll be down to whatever oxygen is left in their suits. And that’s how many hours, Serena?”


    “They have about ten hours left in their spacesuits.”


    “Best case scenario is that the EVA works and they get their escape pod released from the dock and then come and join us.”


    “If they can’t get their escape pod released from the EVA, they’re going to run out of air. Unless we rescue them.”


    “Option one will take too long,” Jonas said.


    “If they don’t do an EVA, how much air do they have in their escape pod and suits?” asked Madison, looking at Serena.


    “They might have four or five hours in their escape pod. Plus their suits, they will have fifteen hours max.”


    “If we go for option two, we might be able to get up to them before they run out of oxygen,” Madison said. “Assuming I can find all the stuff we need to get the nav panel back up and running. Serena can work with Athena for the nav pod itself. Failing that, we could launch in our suits with no atmosphere.”


    “That’s risky,” said Jonas. “There is no guarantee the repair job will work. 40% is not great. We might lose our entire ship in the process.”


    “So, what? We just let them do the EVA and hope for the best?” Serena said.


    “We need to run the repair operation regardless,” said Madison. We might do it faster than what Athena has suggested. She is sometimes conservative in her estimates.”


    “I don’t like rush jobs,” said Jonas.


    “No one likes rush jobs,” Madison replied.


    “It’s also our ride back to Earth. We don’t want to stuff it up,” Serena added.


    “Give me a moment. We’ll run some scenarios back here with Troy.”


    After a few minutes, Jonas came back online. “Gateway crew are aware of the risks and are willing to do the EVA. In the meantime, we are on operation panel repair, option one. Can you two work with Athena to get it started?”


    “Roger that, Jonas.” Madison was already manoeuvring the debris.


    “In the meantime, I’ll touch base with Gaia and NASA and get their engineers working on the problems as well. Keep us up to date as you go. The team here will work on the Atrium damage.”


    “As long as you get the shower working again, Jonas!” Serena said.


    There was a pause and then, “Anything for you, Princess.”
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