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    C​hapter One


    “T​rue leadership isn’t about exerting power; it’s about inspiring others to believe in themselves and each other.


    It’s about lifting people up, not standing above them.”


    —Jonas Seaborn,

    THE LUNAR CHRONICLE, FIRST PIONEERS


    They were pasty, ground-dwelling creatures, moles eking out an existence beneath the lunar surface in the subterranean maze of the Olympus Moonbase. Scurrying along its regolith-meshed corridors, they hid in secret chambers.


    “Come now. Moles?”


    It’s what I feel like these days.


    Athena’s voice, the ThinkLink companion, was an ever-present murmur in her mind. More friend than machine.


    Commander Xanthe Waters breathed a sigh of relief when she reached the Atrium, with its retractable roof that now lay open, revealing the vast, star-studded sky. She stretched her arms wide and craned her neck upwards, seeking a moment of surrender in the expanse above.


    They called it a sky, but it wasn’t really a sky. Just the impossible blackness, the foreverness of space. She knew a lot about space, but the facts didn’t stretch the mind enough to contend with the immensity of the great void, the great yawning celestial kraken that would swallow them whole one day.


    “You’re really wound up today, aren’t you? Krakens?” Athena prodded, with a synthesised tone of concern.


    Maybe. But krakens are scary. And so is space.


    Xanthe had grown accustomed to Athena commenting on her thoughts over the last few weeks. It was friendly and familiar, though sometimes it seemed like the A.I. took the ragged edges of her thoughts and held them against a grindstone. Athena sharpened her thinking and pulled her back from her tendency to wallow. Most of the time. Some days needed a good wallowing, and today had “wallowing” written all over it.


    They should be home soon, Xanthe mused, the thought of her crew coaxing a smile onto her troubled face. Her crew.


    Her friends.


    She imagined the roar of the tumble back through the atmosphere, and the wrenching slam of gravity. Then they’d be back on Earth. With sunlight and trees and wind and grass and rain and oceans and life.


    Or that’s what she imagined for Earth’s better future. It was still hot and wretched in most places. Inland was all but inhabitable. Coastal towns laboured with swamped infrastructure and climate refugees. But a tendril of hope for regeneration clung to the crevices of Xanthe’s mind.


    Her heart strained with longing for the umpteenth time.


    Athena, have you got a read on their location?


    “They’ll be entering Earth’s atmosphere in two hours.”


    Show me.


    The schematics of the journey lit up her retina display. Two blips, the Saturnia and the Minerva, neared the soft blue curve of Earth.


    Any word from the Lunar Commission?


    “Just the same response: a meeting will be scheduled soon.”


    Xanthe’s thoughts shifted to Aryanna Sharif, Chair of the Lunar Commission, billionaire entrepreneur, and now – thanks to Athena’s digging – suspected political terrorist. Xanthe dreaded the interaction with Aryanna. The woman was a walking viper with a face like a porcelain plate.


    What was her game plan?


    Aryanna’s latest decisions seemed wildly out of kilter with the Earth Alliance campaigner Xanthe had once admired. Even with Athena’s help, Aryanna’s motivations were slippery as fish. Aryanna had forgiven Lincoln Ellison’s space cowboy antics that led to the Gateway and Artemis crew’s demise, but Xanthe couldn’t. Nine lives had been lost, and her crew had nearly been killed too.


    Xanthe left the Atrium, sealing the door behind her. She walked the perimeter hallway to check each of the accommodation wings that spun like rays from the central sun of the Atrium: Griffin, Siren, Pegasus, Cerberus and the Centaur wing, where she, Jonas and Troy had their quarters.


    Each wing had berths for twenty, waiting for future residents. Intended originally for scientists, tourists and climate refugees, they were now destined for helium-3 miners. Xanthe shivered. Proud as she was of this remarkable base they’d designed and built, these dim underground corridors were more tombs than homes. Empty berths waiting to close in on bodies, like a catacomb she’d visited long ago at a winery estate, run by a monastery.


    Several hundred years of past attendant monks lay interred beneath the church and cellars, in dark, stone crypts. When she’d visited, there had been a more recent inhabitant added to their midst, his name freshly chiselled not six months previously. The sickly smell of death caught at the back of her throat, a call from the dead, still grasping at life.


    She shook off the morbid musings and paused to check the water flow to the plants lining the corridor of the Cerberus wing. Though the rooms felt like empty pits, corridors devoid of people, they hummed with life. She said a silent prayer of thanks to Xavier and Madison, who had worked tirelessly to fill their underground warren full of productive plant life.


    Xanthe continued her tour of the Atrium perimeter, forcing herself to jog, hard as it was in the magnetic moonboots and exo-suit that mimicked gravity. She needed to stay strong and keep up the muscle mass and blood flow to ensure a quick recovery when they were back Earthside. Whenever that might be.


    Her legs strained and her heart pounded as she pushed herself to a run. She pulled up outside the SimRoom, Troy’s pride and joy. The chamber was equipped to mimic scenes anywhere on Earth, from moonlit beaches to seedy night-time bars. The stimsuits and nasal stim sensors made it so damn real.


    It had been a while since Xanthe had come for a break. She favoured the reconstructed VR experience of Sydney from before the tsunami. The Sydney of today was a rough, ramshackle place with its abandoned, flooded high-rises and shanty towns crammed with tsunami survivors and climate refugees.


    With Sydney Reimagined, she loved watching the sunrise over the old harbour, the kiss of water against the docks, the sting of salty sea air. A simpler time. She craved getting back to it.


    The fitness room was tucked in beside the SimRoom and here she found Jonas with a VR headset, practicing his martial arts, sweat soaking his shirt. Thank goodness Serena had managed to fix the water pressure and filtration system before they left for Earth. They could shower and launder clothes. So much better than dry-frying them with UV rays. UV killed bacteria and odours but never felt clean the way water did. Xanthe loved the ritual of soaking her garments, rubbing the fibres together and rinsing out the dirt.


    She marvelled at the closed ecosystem they’d designed and were able to live in now, on this otherwise inhospitable lump of rock hanging off the skirts of the wild, luscious blue orb that was their home planet. Washing clothes felt like they had a blood transfusion from Earth, pulsing in the watery veins of their small, vulnerable habitat.


    Jonas sensed her presence and pulled off his visor.


    “Xanthe,” he said as he wiped his forehead with the sleeve of his shirt. “Any news?”


    “They’ll enter the atmosphere in just under two hours. We’ve got a few things to cover off before then. Join me and Troy in the comms room once you’re done here?”


    “You bet. Did Troy get the oven fixed?” Jonas grinned.


    “You know he’s terrible with electronics. You shouldn’t mock him.”


    “He insisted! I even offered Volkov’s help. But Troy said, ‘An oven isn’t brain surgery’ and he would work it out.”


    “I’m glad his brain surgery is better than his tinkering with appliances.” Xanthe rubbed the back of her neck, remembering the procedure Troy used to plant Athena in her cortex.


    Jonas watched her wordlessly.


    “Where is Volkov now?” she asked.


    “Charging in the vehicle bay. We’re going to overhaul the regolith processor tomorrow to see if we can amp up the helium-3 harvest.” Jonas grabbed a towel slung over the squat machine and wiped his face to soak up the rivulets of sweat. “The sooner we have a full load of helium-3, the sooner we can ship Earthside.”


    Xanthe pressed her lips together.


    “What? Xanthe, what is it? I know that look.”


    She tilted her head and rolled her shoulders. “I’m not sure Aryanna will go for our recommendation. She wanted Lincoln Ellison up here running the show. And given the conflict Earthside with China, I would say there is no chance of letting Colonel Jin take over operations. It’s just too much leverage to give to the Chinese.”


    “So, if you don’t fly us back – and by ‘you’ I mean Athena – who will fly the Pinnacle?”


    “Maybe Chan-Juan.”


    “Colonel Jin’s Deputy? No way he’s letting one of the only three humans in their base head home. Especially as Chan-Juan and Hàoyú are together. If she goes, he goes.”


    “Leaving Colonel Jin alone at Red Star,” Xanthe added with a grimace.


    “Apart from his half dozen Dopplebots,” Jonas said.


    “Still, Dopplebots aren’t a great replacement for human company, are they?”


    Jonas stopped rubbing his sweaty arms with the towel for a moment. “I don’t know. I kind of enjoy Volkov, even if he is a patronising toad.”


    “But it’s not like Volkov can really understand what’s going on with you, emotionally.” Xanthe raised her eyebrows and tapped her chest.


    Jonas puffed his own chest out. “He gets it enough, I suppose. What about Athena? Does she ‘get’ you now that she’s inside your brain all the time?” He waved a hand at her head and reached for a water bottle perched on a nearby bench.


    Xanthe paused and considered the evolving interactions with Athena. Could she really call it a relationship? “She certainly can tell when I’m having a ‘moment’.”


    “What do you mean?” He took a swig of water, then wiped his lips with the back of his hand.


    “She can sense and regulate my biological responses to emotional thoughts.”


    “Whoa. Cool. Is that how you stay so calm?”


    “That’s part of it.”


    Jonas paused, then sat down on the bench to pull on his moonboots. He didn’t like to sweat in them while working out as they were too hard to clean. “But still, maybe you’re right about Dopplebots, Xanthe. Modulating biochemistry is not really ‘getting’ you, is it? Athena can’t make you feel seen, heard and valued. The way, say, Troy might.”


    Xanthe blushed. “No, Athena is not Troy. Nor you. Nor any of the crew. But she is…something.” She patted Jonas on the shoulder. “Get cleaned up and I’ll see you in the comms room.”


    “Roger that, Commander.”


    Xanthe smiled warmly at him and headed down the corridor.


    *


    Jonas watched her leave, slim shoulders shot through with tension, muscles stringy and hard. She’d changed with the ThinkLink. He often caught her muttering to herself – or rather, to Athena. The A.I. was supposed to help with focus, but Xanthe seemed more distracted, often staring with glazed eyes. Presumably, she was watching something on the retina display.


    Jonas wiped his face with the towel, then stretched one deltoid, then the other. His body still felt strong, even after nearly a year on the Moon. He worked hard at staying fit, wore the moonboots religiously to work his legs, pounded the treadmill, ran through the station, turned resistance up to max on the workout station and completed his martial arts routine day after day.


    Still, he knew parts of him were atrophying. His heart had lost muscle mass despite the workouts, the bone density readings were in range but on the lower end and his metabolism was changing too. The freeze-fried bananas were definitely a no-go for him now.


    He shut down the fitness room and headed for a shower. No rest for the wicked. Not when there were just three of them, plus Volkov, to get things done on a Moonbase built for one hundred.


    Just him, Xanthe and Troy.


    Xanthe and Troy. The romance had finally swept the commander out from behind her professional blockade. She trembled a little when Troy, the damn pants man, sauntered into her vicinity. Her iron core went to goop.


    Jonas thought he would be okay as the third wheel, but truth be told, he was a little lonely. He already missed the banter with Xavier, the taunts with Serena, and even the weird tension with Madison. The others had a lot to go home to, but he had nothing but the scorn of his never-impressed parents, Don and Jenny Seaborn.


    Here, on the Moon, he had a chance to prove his mettle and take command at some point. What was a little loneliness in the glorious pursuit of achievement?


    I’ll be fine.


    He smiled, willing that encouragement to filter through to his heart as he shed his clothes and they drifted to the floor. He stepped into the shower to cleanse his body and mind.

  


  
    C​hapter Two


    “C​ommand demands everything from you: your strength, your courage, your very essence. It eats away at you, piece by piece, until all that’s left is the unyielding resolve to see your mission through, no matter the personal cost.”


    —Doctor Troy Bruin, MEMOIRS FROM MARS


    Jonas zapped his body with a cold shower, then dried himself with a vigorous scrub. His skin tingled and he felt fantastic. All he needed now was a brisk run and a plunge in the ocean. But that was months away. They still had no word on when the mining crew would arrive and their stint on establishing Olympus would be over.


    He strode to the comms room, enjoying the firmness of his thighs against the soft fabric of his uniform. Troy had his arm around Xanthe as they leaned over the console. A tightness twinged in Jonas’s throat as he imagined the warmth of the touch, intimacy like a mug of hot chocolate by the fire.


    He thought he might have had a chance with Chan-Juan of Red Star. He revelled in the pink flush of her high, smooth cheekbones, the hidden secrets of her languid brown eyes. Everything about her was delicate, like a cherry blossom. But she’d bloody well fallen for Colonel Jin’s deputy Hàoyú. He pursed his lips and jutted his chin to steady the ache that sunk in his gut.


    No time for that nonsense anyhow. The helium-3 enterprise was consuming all of his brain power and engineering skills. A bristle of pride ran through him. He had led the operation from setup to processing, all improvised from their existing resources – with a little help from the Chinese Dopplebots, he admitted.


    It was good to be in charge of something. A sense of accomplishment. Something to call his own. A stake in the ground. A little piece of lunar history he could claim for himself.


    Xanthe squeezed closer to Troy to let Jonas stand beside them in front of the data screens. Jonas shuffled in beside Xanthe and Troy, who dropped the embrace once there were three of them.


    Jonas was thankful for that. He didn’t need constant reminders of their newfound intimacy, in contrast to his bachelorhood and indefinite celibacy. Being the third wheel sucked, he concluded. Jonas noticed the subtle, intimate response as Xanthe’s leg brushed Troy’s. A shiver of jealousy rippled through him.


    “Thanks for joining us, Jonas. It’s time for our favourite topic: resource management,” Xanthe began, her eyes scanning the various base metrics on the screens. “Athena’s latest analysis shows we’re stretching our limits. Water recycling efficiency is down, and our food supplies will become an issue if we don’t address this now. Troy, what can you report?”


    Troy, leaning against a console, crossed his arms. “The Swamp is just not producing enough. I’ve been modifying the nutrient feed, but without Xavier’s expertise, I don’t know what else to do. I could use a bit of the old frog’s know-how about now. I miss him.”


    “We all miss him. Supply though – how bad is it?” Xanthe asked.


    “Our freeze-dried food will last just three more months. Without new carbon production from the plants, we don’t have enough base materials for more lab-grown meat or other printed edibles.”


    Xanthe stared at him, waiting for more.


    “Basically, we need a resupply within the next three months or we will be vastly malnourished, eating nothing but green, leafy shoots. Which works fine if you are lazing around doing nothing, but all of us are doing multiple jobs.” The crease in Troy’s forehead deepened.


    Jonas thought he looked haggard. Must be his poor kidney function, he thought. The lack of food must be affecting his ability to manage the disease.


    “Have you asked the Chinese what they have?” Xanthe suggested.


    “Not yet, but that makes sense. We need to pool our nutritional resources, not just our mining ones,” Troy said. “We’re supposed to be collaborating, after all. I’ll reach out to Chan-Juan tomorrow. She’s in charge of food production, right, Jonas?”


    Jonas flinched at the sound of the Chinese deputy’s name. “Yeah, that’s right.” He thought again of the petite and beautiful taikonaut. Chan, pronounced ‘kahn’, and Juan, pronounced ‘chwen’. The Kahn is chewing. It took him ages to get it right, hoping to impress her.


    She was a stunning woman, but then…Hàoyú. Pronounced ‘how-yoo’. He remembered it with ‘How YOU doin’?’ It wasn’t quite the right sound. The ‘you’ should be a bit more choked off at the end. Xanthe always got it right, but he thought his own effort was mostly pretty good.


    Jonas saw a quirk appear on Troy’s lips and sensed his friend was about to tease him again. He jumped in with a change of topic. “And on the helium-3 front, the reduced crew means we’re mining at a slower rate. Plus, the filtration issues are not helping. Volkov is working on it, but we can’t meet the Commission’s timeline at this pace.”


    “The Commission is the least of my concerns right now,” Xanthe said firmly. “Our priority is maintaining the base for our survival. I won’t risk our safety for a timeline.” She reached over to the display screens and flicked to another report, chewing a thumb as she studied the displayed data.


    “Our safety is actually dependent on that timeline, Xanthe,” Troy said gently. “We need to get that helium-3 haul done so we can fast track our exit and replacement up here.” He reached out and squeezed Xanthe’s shoulder. “The helium-3 is our bargaining chip. I’m sure we can get the food supply and helium-3 production back on track. Especially with Dopplebot and Chinese help.”


    Jonas simmered with frustration. “Colonel Jin is such a critic. We’re not miracle workers. We’re doing the best we can with what we have. Maybe we should put a bit more pressure on the Colonel, make it clear we need more support. They could give us more Dopplebots. And we can pool our resources.”


    Xanthe considered this, her mind racing through the implications. It was the three of them on the Olympus base and the crew of the Red Star base, against the Lunar Commission, who wanted to establish a military presence on the Moon to safeguard the helium-3 production. While they had control of helium-3, they held the upper hand. But unless they figured out the food production, they were at the mercy of resupply – and so, by extension, the Lunar Commission’s will.


    Pushing back against the Lunar Commission, and thus Aryanna, was risky. But Jonas had a point. They were isolated and under-resourced, and their current situation was tenuous.


    “I agree we’re in a tight spot, but openly defying the Commission is a dangerous game,” Xanthe said. “We knew that from the beginning when we sent Lincoln and his crew back to Earth. Our collaborative strategy goes against the Lunar Commission directive as well. We really need food production and helium-3 processing back on track to shore up our position and the future of Olympus.”


    Xanthe shut the displays down, having garnered all the information they needed. Troy left the cramped comms room and the others followed, keen for a break.


    “We could ask Aryanna to fast track the resupply mission and replacement crew, but I fear that would only reinforce her point of view that we stuffed up,” Xanthe said as she rifled through the cupboards in the kitchen hub, looking for a snack. “And who knows what else she is wrestling with at the Lunar Commission. Plus, I’m pretty sure she’s pissed off about us removing Lincoln Ellison and the Pinnacle crew from the picture.”


    Jonas nodded. “That jerk was ready to steal it all for himself! She was nuts to nominate him to replace us in the first place.” He jutted his chin and rubbed his jaw.


    Xanthe returned to the kitchen hub table with a packet of nuts for them to share. She looked at Troy and Jonas with resolve in her eyes. “Sending Lincoln and his renegades home was the right thing to do. The Moon is a resource for all humanity, not just the chosen few. We’ve got to stay the course, prove we can make Olympus work in collaboration – not in competition – with the Chinese. The Lunar Commission has to agree to a weapons-free Moon or they don’t get helium-3. And that means we might go hungry before we go home.”


    Troy rubbed Xanthe’s back and she leaned into him, sparking more jealousy in Jonas who looked away. The challenges were mounting, but so was Xanthe’s determination. The Olympus Moonbase was her responsibility, and she would do whatever it took to keep it running and her crew safe. Jonas thought of the upcoming confrontation with Aryanna, the first one since they had arrested and removed Lincoln Ellison and his crew.


    He imagined Xanthe staring down that cold, cunning cobra, and at that moment thought, Better you than me.

  


  
    C​hapter Three


    “Influence is a subtle art. It’s not about overt control but guiding others towards a common goal, gently nudging the course of events without appearing to steer them.”


    —Maja Garcia, THE JOURNALS


    Maja Garcia stood and smoothed the front of her suit jacket, as if being wrinkle-free might protect her when it came to confronting Aryanna Sharif. The doors to the Lunar Commission boardroom swung open. A blast of cool air from the overworked air-conditioning chilled the sweat on her brow. Already, the morning heat was squeezing into the building.


    “They’re ready for you now,” announced the staffer.


    Maja pulled her shoulders back slightly, rolled her chin downwards a fraction and stepped forward.


    Aryanna stood at the enormous window overlooking the jumble of buildings in various stages of construction. They were in a race to complete the helium-3 processing before the first shipment returned from the Moon. Her back was turned to the door and the ludicrously long boardroom table where the Commissioners perched on the edge of enormous chairs that made them all feel slightly ridiculous, like children at the grownups’ table. They countermanded the awkwardness by pretending disdainful disinterest and stared at their tablets.


    They were all there: all the signatories to the Global Lunar Treaty forming the Lunar Commission. Maja considered each of them in turn as she walked slowly into the room. The four space agency reps were there: the European Space Agency, NASA, the Indian Space Agency and the Chinese Space Agency. Their political counterparts representing Europe, the USA, India and China sat alongside the space agency reps.


    The space and technology giants made up the rest: Leo Malinzak for Spaceward Bound, Elena Fischer for Human Habs, Aryanna for her own organisation – Aryanna Industries – and Maja was there for Gaia Enterprises.


    There had been some argument that Aryanna should represent Gaia Enterprises, too, since she was now the primary funder of the organisation, but Maja had gently pushed back against that, convincing the Lunar Commission that independent representation should be assured since Maja and Huw still had controlling stakes in the business. The Commission conceded and Aryanna had seethed quietly but ultimately let it slide.


    “Maja.” Aryanna’s voice was icy. “We have been tracking the return of the Saturnia and Minerva with the Olympus crew.” Her body spun as a lighthouse on a turnstile, her fingertips pressed together in a downward steeple, her face smooth as milk with dark stones for eyes. “They have the Pinnacle crew with them.” A hard emphasis on ‘Pinnacle’.


    “That is my understanding,” Maja said, fighting hard to keep the stiffness from her words.


    “My instructions – the Lunar Commission’s instructions – were for the Pinnacle crew to take over management of Olympus and for the Olympus crew to return home.”


    Maja said nothing, while her chin lifted ever so slightly. She stood at the far end of the enormous table, with the Commissioners’ heads now swivelled towards her.


    “Explain to me why the Olympus crew defied direct orders from the Lunar Commission.” Aryanna walked back to the head of the table and pulled her chair back but remained standing. The two women were now at either end of the table.


    Like political ping pong, thought Maja.


    Maja opened her mouth to speak, but Leo Malinzak interrupted. He leaned forward, his voluminous blonde afro adding bulk to his otherwise dark, lean face. It drew attention from the sparring women, and he said, “Gaia has a lot to answer for, interfering in the operations of another space company – especially on officially-sanctioned Lunar Commission business. Spaceward Bound will be seeking compensation, and we demand an inquiry into the actions of the Olympus staff.”


    He jammed a finger into the table and sat back again.


    There were tilted heads and whispers from the Indian reps while the Chinese Commissioner coughed loudly and cleared his throat.


    “Madam Chair Sharif.” Zhao Wei waited until Aryanna acknowledged him with a nod. “Before we proceed and respond to Commissioner Malinzak’s request for an inquiry, we would like to remind our fellow Commissioners that we still have outstanding business related to the bombing of the Chinese Space Centre that has destroyed our space-faring abilities and left our Red Star team stranded on the Moon.”


    “Come on, now, Commissioner Zhao, that’s been addressed.” The booming voice of Texan Henry Watts, political rep from the USA, cut off Zhao, whose cheeks flushed red. “The international tribunal found no state-sponsored terrorism involved in that tragic accident. Those were a bunch of crazy ecoterrorists.”


    Henry swirled a finger at this temple. “None of us benefited from the destruction of the Chinese Space Agency. The ecoterrorists have caused us all a whole lot of grief with the inadvertent terraforming screw up. All of us want those renegades called to justice. It serves no purpose to continue to cast aspersions on the other Lunar Commissioners. None of us had a hand in that nasty business.” He pushed his chair back from the table and crossed his arms.


    “Commissioners, please.” Aryanna’s voice sliced through the room like a samurai sword, and they fell silent. “These are trying times for the Lunar Commission, and we have a number of issues to address. I have noted Leo’s complaint against the Olympus crew’s actions, which we will address shortly.”


    She gave Leo a hard look to keep him silent. “I also acknowledge your reminder, Commissioner Zhao, that the ecoterrorist attacks remain unresolved. We will ask the international tribunal for an update once we return the Olympus and Pinnacle crews safely – our most pressing concern. Is that satisfactory?”


    Her black eyes bore into Zhao. He nodded in return, unperturbed.


    “Good. Before we hear from Maja, are there any other agenda items to be tabled?”


    “Please, Madam Chair, may I?” Arjun Rao, a diminutive man with impeccable dress and contained demeanour raised a finger. Aryanna gestured for him to continue. “The government of India will happily put its resources at the Lunar Commission’s disposal and will be delighted to assist the Chinese with returning their team to Earth. In fact, we have a team of our own ready to step into the Red Star base and manage it on behalf of the Commission, and partake in the helium-3 extraction.”


    Maja noted Arjun Rao’s barely contained smug satisfaction. Of all the agencies, the Indians were the least affected by recent events. The European Space Agency had long been underfunded as climate response consumed much of their political and economic capital. The Indians, however, alongside the Chinese, had gone hard early on emerging energy research and become a technology behemoth.


    Somehow, they’d managed to lift billions of their population from survival, even with climate pressures that wracked other countries like the USA, Australia, and parts of Europe and Africa. India was the envy of many. And now, Maja thought, it seemed they were cashing in on their success and having a tilt at the helium-3.


    Zhao cleared his throat again, his cheeks flaming. “While the authorities investigate the extent of the ecoterrorist operations on Chinese soil, we respectfully request that all lunar operations take into consideration not only the predicament of our taikonauts, but more importantly the valuable resources currently in place that could well-manage the helium-3 operations. These need to remain under Chinese control with our advanced resources and expertise in this area.”


    He glared at Arjun Rao. The Chinese–Indian rivalry was deep-seated.


    “Gentlemen,” Aryanna said loudly, commanding attention of the room. “We will address helium-3 and Moonbase management shortly. Thank you, Commissioner Rao. Now let’s hear from Gaia Enterprises about the extraordinary actions taken by the Olympus crew to eject the Spaceward Bound Pinnacle team.”


    “Exactly!” Leo slapped the table. “Spaceward Bound demands an inquiry into this outrageous and egregious assault on our team and equipment.”


    Aryanna held a hand up to silence Leo. “Maja, please respond.”


    Maja breathed out slowly and turned towards Leo. She rode the wave of her fury against Leo and Spaceward Bound, but she kept her voice steady. “I think you will have to wait until the inquiry into your own asteroid mining operations is complete. Spaceward Bound’s activities caused the death of nine people and destroyed the Gateway, not to mention damaged the Olympus base and nearly killed the team there too.”


    “Those allegations are tenuous at best,” Leo huffed. He swigged the dregs of water from his glass. He reached for the jug that was beading in the heat, despite the airconditioning blasting full pelt.


    Maja waited one second, then two, before she continued, turning back to Aryanna. “With regards to Xanthe and her team, as far as I know the crew discovered new information about Lincoln Ellison’s intentions to skim the helium-3 for himself and establish Spaceward Bound as the primary supplier.”


    Gasps of disbelief and murmurs rippled around the room. Leo froze momentarily as he poured water into his glass, slopping it on to the table. “Absolutely ridiculous,” he retorted and mopped at the water with a napkin Elena Fischer passed him.


    Aryanna stared first at Leo then at Maja, her fathomless eyes unflinching.


    “The Olympus crew believed this was a direct threat to the Lunar Commission’s interests,” Maja continued, undaunted. “So, they secured the Pinnacle team and are returning them to Earth to prevent further catastrophe. After all, as we know and the investigation will prove, Spaceward Bound is responsible for the tragedy of the Gateway and Artemis crew—”


    Aryanna’s steepled fingers came apart and pressed down on the mahogany table. “We know very well what they were responsible for.” Her voice thrust like a fencing sword and cut Maja to the core, who fought hard not to take a step back.


    Aryanna looked around the room, seeking a challenger, finding none. “The Lunar Commission knows Lincoln Ellison is a cavalier renegade whose word means nothing.”


    “Now wait a minute, Aryanna.” Leo leaned forward again and put both his hands on the table, ready to launch into a tirade.


    “Calm your horses, Leo. Lincoln’s reputation is well-known. He and Spaceward Bound were welcomed to be part of this Commission, for the opportunity to rehabilitate said reputation.” She chipped the words at Leo, sharp white teeth flashing. He sat back again, chastened.


    Maja frowned. “So appointing Lincoln and Spaceward Bound to manage the Olympus base was part of ‘reputation rehabilitation’?”


    “Spaceward Bound was a temporary solution that was expedient, given the conditions here and the issues with our Chinese friends.”


    Commissioner Zhao and his public official counterpart maintained a united stoic countenance. The new leader had wanted Colonel Jin and the Red Star base to take over Olympus – by force if necessary – and declared their intention to send nuclear weapons to the Moon to shore up their position.


    But when ecoterrorists bombed the Chinese Space Agency, the Chinese were reduced to a toothless tiger, and they were now dependent on the other Lunar Commission’s governments and space agencies to rescue their team on the Moon. Negotiations were still ongoing, but it seemed to Maja the Indians were pressing the case pretty hard to take over Red Star as the next helium-3 managers.


    Maja knew the Chinese dynamic would have played into the Lunar Commission’s decision to recruit Spaceward Bound to the helium-3 Moon mining operation. “I appreciate Lincoln Ellison’s ship and asteroid mining equipment were nearby, but surely that’s not enough to forgive Spaceward Bound’s complicity in the deaths of nine people.


    “Furthermore, if that was not enough, Spaceward Bound has a record of negligence in the high-risk environment of space – as well as a history of industrial espionage and sabotage of rivals. It boggles the mind that they would garner a ringing endorsement and we’d then trust them with the Earth’s energy security.”


    “Madam Chair.” Leo stood this time, the whites of his eyes bright, accentuated by his vivid afro. “I resent accusations of negligence for those horrible tragedies, along with the other slander.”


    “Noted, Leo,” Aryanna clipped. “As acknowledged, investigations by international authorities are ongoing. But the deaths are not forgiven. Nor forgotten. Someone will be held to account, in due course.”


    Leo opened his mouth but found no words. He sat down again and took another swig of water.


    “Do you trust Lincoln?” Maja asked Aryanna.


    Leo choked on his water and spluttered it across the table. He coughed and dabbed at the mess with the soggy napkin.


    “It’s not a matter of trust, Maja.”


    Maja let this roll through the chambers of her mind, seeking an insight into Aryanna’s plan. Her thoughts drifted in emptiness. “I fail to see how Lincoln and Spaceward Bound, with the intention to create a monopoly through subterfuge, is a better solution than the Olympus crew.”


    “That’s just it: a failure to see.” Aryanna’s enormous lips, plump and tattooed red, exaggerated the pronunciation of her words so that her small white teeth flashed in the cavern of her mouth. The effect was mesmerising; Maja struggled to stay focused on the conversation and the jibe thrust at her.


    “Forgive me, Aryanna, but the Olympus crew did what they felt was right.”


    “A narrow view comes from a narrow mind, Maja. There’s more at stake than management of the Moonbase.”


    “I agree!” Maja’s passion bubbled to the surface. “The future of the Moon, for all humanity and free flow of helium-3 – this is about the future of limitless clean energy for the entire world! It’s a game changer!”


    The atmosphere seemed to condense, pulling a chill through the room. The Commissioners twitched, looked away, quirked lips, knitted brows.


    Maja sensed the response, and confusion dripped through her consciousness.


    Aryanna’s thin brown talons pressed together once more. The smooth face morphed back to its implacable veneer.


    “Commissioners, our intention here was to hear from Gaia Enterprises as to why the Olympus team defied a direct order that has derailed the helium-3 timeline. I am satisfied we have heard the reasoning. Olympus believes Spaceward Bound was colluding to hijack the helium-3 supply and management. I suggest we reconvene to discuss the parameters of this investigation, in addition to the repercussions for Commander Waters and Gaia Enterprises for breach of directives. Leo, given that this affects Spaceward Bound the most, are you satisfied with this next step?”


    Leo drew up his chest to launch another tirade, thought better of it and said, “That will do, Madam Chair. As long as Spaceward Bound personnel are returned safely, along with our ship, which is still on the goddamn Moon.”


    Aryanna cut him off before he rolled into more outrage. “Thank you, Leo. The requisition of the Pinnacle, as per Lunar Commission agreement, is not subject to investigation.”


    “Well, it should be!” Leo was on his feet again now, the skin on his neck darkening. “Who is going to pilot that thing, eh? Gareth Barrio, Dave Eriksson and Madison Floyd were the only ones on the Moon capable, and those three are on their way back to Earth.”


    “Gaia Enterprises is working on a solution,” Maja interjected.


    Leo spun and glared at Maja.


    “Leo, Maja, we will discuss the logistics of space operations at a later date,” Aryanna hissed. “Right now, we have multiple investigations and two spacecraft to monitor. Are you satisfied at this stage with Maja’s explanation for the Olympus crew’s actions?” She checked with each Commissioner in turn. As expected, the Europeans murmured agreement, having little resources to offer.


    Elena Fischer of Human Habs usually kept an interested distance from the issues, holding her cards close. When Aryanna pointed a hand at her for her contribution, Elena frowned and gazed at her tablet thoughtfully, before raising her head to speak. She was a quiet woman, hair streaked through with grey, and a thin upturned nose that reminded Maja eerily of the skeleton the woman would one day become.


    The other Commissioners waited patiently and then Elena said, “While these allegations are concerning, we at Human Habs continue to believe in the power of collaboration. None of us have the resources to facilitate the helium-3 production on our own, for all of Earth. We need each other. Nonetheless, we support all investigations to clarify what is really going on and to reestablish a baseline of respect and mutual understanding.”


    Maja’s heart lifted at Elena’s words. At last, a sober voice in the maelstrom of competing rivalries.


    “Our major concern right now,” Elena continued, “is to return all astronauts, including our life support technician Max King, and to support those left on the Moon. I recommend we establish a task force immediately to strategise our next steps.”


    “Excellent idea, Elena,” Aryanna said. “I nominate you and Human Habs to head up the task force. This will keep any one space-capable agency from dominating the discussions.” Aryanna stared pointedly at the Commissioner Zhao, Arjun Rao, Henry Watts and the NASA rep.


    “The Indian Space Agency will be delighted to partake in the task force, given that we are the only agency left with a working spacecraft,” Arjun said smugly.


    “We have a working spacecraft. It’s called the Pinnacle, and it’s still on the goddamn Moon!” Leo grumbled.


    Commissioner Zhao coughed and spoke more loudly than was necessary. “As the principal stakeholder on the Moon and the most aggrieved, we insist the Chinese Space Agency participates on the task force to ensure proper consideration and—”


    “Yes, yes, Commissioner Zhao. The Chinese will work on the task force,” Aryanna said forcefully. Zhao dipped his head and folded his hands on the table, satisfied he had made his point.


    Aryanna took a deep breath. “This meeting is now closed. NASA and Gaia will work on the logistics to receive the astronauts. Elena will organise the task force for the next steps for the Moonbases and helium-3 management. You may send me, and Elena, your recommendations in the meantime. You are all welcome to attend the landing of the Saturnia and Minerva the day after tomorrow, right here at Gaia HQ. Now, please go.”


    The Lunar Commissioners rose quietly, murmuring to one another, and trailed from the room, glancing over their shoulders to Aryanna and Maja.


    “Maja, please stay a moment,” Aryanna said.


    A cold shiver of apprehension ran across Maja like rats on a frozen roof.


    Once the room was empty, Aryanna, still standing, turned to Maja. “Commander Waters’ little stunt of defiance has sullied the issues for the Commission. We have lost face and leverage with the Chinese.”


    “How so?” Maja asked, perplexed.


    “Lincoln has a few talents, one of which is his ability to enforce decisions. Securing the Red Star base under Lunar Commission control is essential for secure helium-3 operations and Lincoln could get that done.”


    “But surely a collaborative approach is better than coercion?” Maja was incredulous.


    “Collaboration works best when people trust each other.”


    “That’s exactly what Xanthe was working on with Colonel Jin, and making progress with, when Lincoln showed up.”


    “Colonel Jin is not the entirety of the People’s Republic.” She chewed each word and her eyes flashed.


    “But we can model what is possible,” Maja persisted. “That was the entire design principle behind Olympus. If we can do it on the Moon, we can model it here—”


    “Don’t be so naïve, Maja. New conditions, new rules. You’ve seen what’s happening out there. Since the satellites were knocked out around Earth, it’s a mad scramble to reestablish order and reinstate our various systems: financial, transport, law and order. In these conditions, bad actors will always step into the void and seize opportunities.”


    “But that’s here, not the Moon.” Maja’s voice skirted desperation.


    Aryanna’s long fingers pulled away from the steeple and adjusted the silk scarf that floated over her shoulder.


    “Maja.” The voice was a low, flat croon. “Aren’t you always espousing how perspective is power? Well then, it’s time to expand perspective. The Lunar Commission requires control of all lunar resources for helium-3 mining so we can ensure equitable distribution of said helium-3. Not everyone will be happy with that arrangement, so we need to ensure this edict is enforced.”


    “But Aryanna, you intend to send nuclear weapons to the Moon to enforce the monopoly. Do you know how insane that sounds? Surely, working harder at international relations with the Chinese is better than creating nuclear escalation on the Moon?” Frustration unfurled in Maja’s chest.


    A grimace. “Weaponisation of the Moon was never my goal. My intention was, and still is, the betterment of humankind and the salvation of Earth. The Moonbase remains a step in the correct direction of a long path. In control lies the power to shape destinies.”


    Maja thrust this thought through the tunnels of her mind, testing its resonance and authenticity. The echoes were dull and distant.


    “What do you need from me? Or from the Olympus crew?” It wasn’t a surrender, but it felt like one. Maja’s shoulders dipped a little and fatigue rolled over her.


    “Please, have a seat.” Aryanna waved towards a chair beside the Commissioners. “We have much to discuss.”


    *


    Maja returned to her office and closed the door behind her. Her head throbbed. Today’s Lunar Commission meeting had been particularly taxing. Not to mention the drilling by Aryanna. She rubbed her temples and rolled her neck, desperate for a rest. But first she needed to speak with Huw Chan.


    She sat at her desk and sent Huw a message. Huw’s face jumped to life on the holo. Maja smiled at her old friend. For the umpteenth time, she sent a prayer of gratitude to the universe for her co-founder. Maja knew she could not have managed the audacity of their plans with Gaia Enterprises without the steady guidance and support of this wise and compassionate man. It was his steadfast pragmatism that she valued the most.


    “Maja, how did it go?” Huw asked.


    “Better than expected,” she admitted. “They accepted Commander Waters’ assessment of the situation, pending an investigation of course.”


    “Let me guess, Leo threw a tantrum?” Huw’s lips quirked.


    “His capacity for bluster and arrogance equals Lincoln’s. Aryanna hosed him down, though.”


    “Thank goodness. That’s one advantage we have: no way she is going to let her investment in Gaia Enterprises be scuppered by the likes of Leo and those Spaceward Bound cowboys.”


    “I don’t know, Huw.” Maja sighed and rested her head in a hand propped on the desk. “I’m not tracking Aryanna’s motivations very well. We’ve got that intel that she might have been behind the Chinese base attack, maybe even funding Earth First.”


    “I’m not sure about that evidence, Maja. There’s nothing solid there.” Huw went quiet as he thought about this predicament: Gaia Enterprises’s primary funder might be a billionaire ecoterrorist saboteur.


    “Well, it certainly plays into her endgame of controlling helium-3 and Moon operations. You know how concerned she was when the Chinese announced they too would set up a base soon after Olympus. Then she told Xanthe to assume control of Red Star.”


    “Still, the Earth First affiliation is all just conjecture, Maja. And the Chinese did cite their intention to take weapons to the Moon. Aryanna might just have been asserting a line in the sand.” Huw drummed fingers on his chin. “We need to remain focused. Spaceward Bound’s team, including that pompous dolt Lincoln Ellison, will be taken into custody when they return. We’ll have to wait and see the outcome of the international tribunal’s investigation. In the meantime, the Olympus team will be back on Earth in two short days.”


    Maja soaked up the warmth of his smile. “Not all of them,” she said gently. “There’s still three braving it out and holding our hopes for the future. We can’t let them down.”

  


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
GAIA BOOK 3:-






OEBPS/Images/Image219219.jpg





OEBPS/Images/compass_zoe_1.jpg





OEBPS/Images/title.jpg
AAAAAAAAAA





OEBPS/Images/zoe_routh_moon_base_artworkbleed.jpg
OLYMPUS
Underground Base

GRIFFIN






