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Chapter 1
Blast Off
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Winnie Bravo tightened her harness straps. The space capsule's seat motors hummed as they adjusted to her small frame and tilted into launch position. She had nothing to do but listen to her heart pound. The craft was entirely autonomous with no controls to manipulate and no readouts to monitor.

In capsules outfitted for paying customers, the walls would be covered with all-around display screens, but not in an employee transport craft. She stared at nothing but the smooth white curve of the inner hull, interrupted only by dot-sized lenses aimed at each seat.

Ridiculous way for a newly fledged pilot to launch on her first space mission, but Winnie would board her own ship in orbit. That's where she'd prove herself.

Vibrations faded away as external support equipment withdrew. Somewhere below her, valves clunked closed. She held her breath, waiting for a final thump. There it was. The rocket now stood free of its service tower, just as the orientation video had shown.

Launch Control's voice came through a speaker in her seat. "Fuel loading complete. Are you ready for liftoff?"

Winnie nodded at the one lens ringed with light. She was the sole passenger on board, so the controller had activated a single camera. He wouldn't see that she'd strapped her bag into the empty seat crammed in beside her. Not exactly what the employee handbook required, but more convenient and certainly secure.

"Is this your first trip into space?" the Launch Controller asked.

She must have been grinning like a fool to make her newbie status that obvious. "Yes, sir."

"And you plan to rendezvous with Orbital Services' Green Junk Collection Team?"

"Yes, I'm the replacement for Green Two's pilot."

"Good. When we're running a special launch, I like to confirm I activated the correct flight plan. Your ship left the Moon under autonomous control and is waiting for you in orbit."

Maybe the controller's chit-chat was intended to calm her, but Winnie didn't want to relax. She wanted every glorious thrill, sweaty palms, butterflies, and all. After a long uphill slog in training, this moment was the roller coaster about to crest its first peak. "Winnie Bravo to Launch Control. I'm ready to go."

"I'll give you a count down. Ten, nine, eight..."

Winnie gripped the arm rests until her knuckles ached. No space suit cushioned her hands or muffled her ears. Not necessary since the capsule's basic design was safe enough to send tourists into orbit.

"... five, four, engine start..."

Tremors rattled her bones and blurred her vision.

"... two, one, and liftoff. We have liftoff for Winnie Bravo on her first mission for Orbital Services, LLC."

He had to be kidding with that fancy send-off, but Winnie didn't care. Her shout joined the rumble of engines.

"Have a nice flight. Control clear."

Tingling filled her chest. The capsule moved slowly, and for an instant she feared the rocket would topple over. Then a gasp escaped her throat and acceleration crushed her into the seat, beginning the rocket experience tourists paid a fortune for. She whooped once more, then concentrated on breathing against the weight of three-gs.

She forgot to count off the minutes as the seat rattled under her. Another thump sounded, and the crushing force lessened. Winnie sucked in a breath, knowing the final stage was about to ignite. The ship slammed her into her seat again.

With a final bang, the engine jettisoned, belly-flopping its way back to a landing on Earth. Her stomach floated loose, and the rest of her body followed.

Winnie released her harness and pushed off with fingertips. She breathed through her mouth for a minute until her stomach settled. There wasn't much headspace above the six empty seats, but she didn't need a lot of room. With one foot crammed under an arm rest, she yanked open a cargo pocket in her khakis and pulled out her earpiece. She shoved the ear gel into place, positioned the voice tube mic along her cheek, and sucked in a deep breath. She'd be hearing from her new partner soon and wanted to sound as cool as any grizzled old grunt.

Comms opened right on schedule. "This is Bertram Miller in sweep ship Green One. Are you there, Winnie Bravo?"

She yanked at her bag's straps as she answered. "Yes, Bertram. I'm ready to transfer to my skiff."

"The drones are capturing you now."

Two clunks followed. That would be the robotic craft snagging her capsule with their manipulators. She drifted into the hull as they towed her along. More thumps and bumps, and the capsule's access door swung open.

Winnie kicked off to the short, constricted airlock. It would be a tight fit if the skiff's door was closed, but since the pressure ring had sealed, it stood open. She floated through and grabbed a hand rung. The skiff's snug interior was spherical with a single pilot's seat in the center - the command scaffold, an exoskeleton bolted to a jointed stanchion. If she hovered there and stretched her arms straight over her head, she could almost touch the inner hull with her fingertips and toes.

Winnie pumped her fists, pirouetting in the narrow space around her pilot's seat, fending off an impact on the command scaffold with an arm. That might not have been the best idea because her head joined her stomach in a woozy spin. She ran a hand through her dark hair, cropped short since the day she'd begun training, and waited for the dizziness to fade.

This was her space skiff now, all hers. Well, not only hers. She opened a pocket in her khakis and slid out a sophisticated memory pack. It was as big and thick as her palm and stored the ginormous amount of data accumulated over months and months of practice with her artificial intelligence accessory.

She pushed it into a programming slot by the airlock door. "Zazz, are you with me?"

It replied immediately through her earphone. "I'm here." Winnie thought of her AI as female and had given Zazz an appropriate voice. "I'm installed in an actual spaceship, aren't I?"

Winnie remembered to grab a rung before slapping the bulkhead. "You sure as hell are. Merge with the ship."

"Interface proceeding as expected. All systems operating within optimum limits. I found a number of files related to our mission and am incorporating them. Sealing the airlock." The door swung shut, followed by more clunks. "The transfer capsule has been released. We are receiving a transmission from our partner, Bertram Miller."

Winnie tugged at her new green polo shirt, her name embroidered on one side and Orbital Services' round company patch stitched to the other.

"Put him through. Winnie here."

"Welcome to the Green Team. I'm Green One and you're Green Two. That's what Adrian Base will call us, but you should please call me Bertram."

A thrill zigzagged through Winnie's chest. She was out of school at last, learning real pilot jargon.

"I'm sorry to do this to you, Winnie, but if you're willing to dispense with the usual pleasantries, we're in a time crunch. Our flight plan is logged into your skiff, and I'd like to start our run."

"Absolutely ready." Winnie grabbed the command chair, and pulled herself into position. Sliding into the control gloves, she pressed her butt against the hip support. Micro-motors whirred as Zazz adjusted the scaffold to her settings and closed the inertial cushions around her body. A layer of gel built into the skull support shielded her brain from cosmic rays. Not a hundred percent effective, but Winnie accepted the dangers of space.

She flexed her limbs, confirming the joints operated exactly like her simulator on Earth. "Ok, Zazz. Engage for the mission." She glanced to her right.

Most of the skiff was hidden in the space between its double hulls, all its systems, fuel tanks, and life support packed out of sight. The inner walls were a dull, blank gray, but unlike the transfer capsule, these were about to embed her in a surge of data.

Screens flicked on, covering the cabin walls with a view of space. Gripping her skiff were a pair of robotic craft, the rest of Green Two's little fleet. Left Drone and Right Drone filled their respective displays. The robotic craft were her hands in space, controlled by gloves that interfaced Zazz with the drones' own onboard intelligence.

Those bots would do the actual work of collecting space junk, so they weren't designed to look cute. Each was several times the size of her skiff. An open cage of bars like longitude lines bulged around a central shaft and fuel tanks sat above compact rocket engines. Two telescoping arms reached out from a frame around the tanks, ready to snag a piece of space junk, large or small, because the point of her little armada was to remove decades of trash from orbit.

Her drones towered over the skiff, cutting off Winnie's view on both sides. She spread her fingers, and Rightie and Leftie released their holds, drifting away on thruster puffs.

With her body's momentum, she spun the scaffold and thrusters rotated her ship in response to her movements until she spotted Bertram's identical trio of craft. He was a fair distance away, but close enough for Winnie to see his two drones, each three times the size of his skiff, wave claws at her.

The skiff's bulkhead displays weren't simple camera shots. A thousand kilometers below, the bright curve of Earth dimmed and stars faded away. Broad bands of debris were enhanced. Isopycnic outlines of constant density surrounded clusters of small particles alternately spreading and aggregating, and halos highlighted large individual chunks.

The detritus remaining from two hundred years of exploiting space around Earth formed an irregular mass of debris ranging from paint flecks to defunct satellites. The endlessly circling, colliding, reshuffling chaos threatened to entomb humanity forever on the planet's surface, because no company's spacecraft could escape the atmosphere without a fatal collision.

Not unless they hired Orbital Services to clear pathways through the clutter. One very important client had advanced their launch date, which created a scheduling crisis that pulled Winnie from her training to join Bertram Miller and save the day.

"Ok, Zazz. Let's go." They arched through space and into position at the bottom of their clients planned flight path.

Bertram drifted in a gap between clouds of junk that were closing fast. Winnie had to get to work. "Zazz, activate your 3D presentation."

The space around her filled with targets. Ships and debris shifted into perspective, and her sense of kinesthesia, her perception of muscle force and movement, linked to the drones through haptic sensors in her gloves.

Winnie became her ships. "Zazz, are you integrated with Bertram's AI?"

"Yes, Fido downloaded the required flight path to me, and we are ready to coordinate our sweeps."

Fido? But Winnie had no time to wonder at the other AI's name.

"Bertram." Winnie trusted Zazz to route communication to her partner. "I'm in the gloves. Let's get cracking." Winnie prepared to deploy an electrically charged web. She extended her arms and the drones drifted away, spreading engineered mesh that could encompass acres, driven by a body-machine interface faster than any human could consciously perceive.

Winnie crept the drones up slowly behind their targets. Relatively slowly. Along with the junk, they traveled at thousands of kilometers per hour. A small piece of debris hitting the mesh directly could tear through, so she swept them up like netting butterflies.

Something shot toward the debris cloud she followed. Zazz saw it - a red highlight blinked around the object as soon as it entered sensor range. Winnie slammed her feet down and twisted, activating thrusters to arc the skiff out of its path. At these speeds, even a small item could damage the outer hull and possibly penetrate through to the cabin. A square tumbled past her, dark blue, maybe a solar cell.

"Zazz, increase brightness on objects inclined from our current path." Her training simulated the actual systems perfectly, but one thing was different, and Winnie's skin prickled. This sweep was real.

***
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Winnie's awareness expanded into space, exactly as in the training simulator. The skiff spun on its thrusters, responding as she danced in the command scaffold to align the drones. Except for a sway in her stomach, the frame counteracted the effects of inertia on her body.

Winnie swung one arm and clenched the fist. Rightie closed its net and spun, creating centrifugal force to consolidate a load of snared, gravelly particles into a compact mass. She twisted her wrist, and the drone stowed the mass inside its surrounding cage.

Zazz relayed the percent of their assigned path that was cleared and the time remaining until the client's satellite launched. She followed the mission plan to its endpoint and paused the skiff's ascent. They'd traveled far above the most cluttered layers of space. A flat patch of deck hid the view between her feet, so Winnie rolled for a better view downward. The initial sweeping curve of Earth's horizon below had tightened as the skiff gained altitude. "Zazz, contact Bertram. Tell him, we're done."

On the day she'd scored high on an aptitude test for Orbital Services, Winnie had felt like Cinderella, but Zazz was no fairy godmother. Winnie might be exceptionally compatible with AI command systems, but it had taken thousands of hours of hard work in a simulator for Zazz to learn what her every blink and twitch meant.

Bertram's voice sounded in Winnie's ear. "We've reached the top of our chimney."

Winnie blinked and pulled out of the gloves. "Zazz, go to standby mode. Bertram, say again."

"That was close, but we're done in time. The client is about to launch. Back off from its flight path, and let's watch the show."

For long minutes, Winnie saw nothing. She knew she hadn't missed any debris on the spiral upward, but a fresh collision between uncharted pieces of junk could muddle a newly-cleared path. A flash bloomed below, but not tumbling wildly the way an impact scatter would. Maybe she'd spotted one of the client's engine stages igniting before it fell back to Earth. A moment later, the payload shot past them. The rectangular craft had already jettisoned its fairing shroud.

Winnie whooped. She'd dare any of her school pals to laugh at her again. Even her mother had called her dreams stupid. No one would trust a brat raised on the government Dividends program with a spaceship. Who's stupid now? She was flying through space. She was a pilot.

"There it goes," Bertram said. "I'll send my Leftie after the fairing."

Winnie had watched the craft emerge from its protective canister, shrink to a dot of light, and disappear. "It's shooting straight away from Earth. What is it, anyway?"

"An enhanced solar probe. Do you follow research on the Sun?"

"Uh, not in detail." Not at all, but she didn't want to sound disinterested in case he was a fan.

"The current cycle is considered to be hyperactive. I've got a friend on the Moon who cares about such things. You'll meet him when we land at Adrian Base. But now it's time for a break. I loaded a standard set of supplies on your skiff. Hope that's ok."

"Sounds fine." Winnie relaxed in her seat. "Zazz, release the scaffold and stow it."

Clicking and whirring, the scaffold opened. Winnie floated above as it telescoped its limbs and folded into a compact stack on the deck.

"Zazz, deactivate the displays." She preferred a blank wall when out of the scaffold. Opening a hull panel that seemed suspended in space was disorienting, even with solid ground under her feet during training. Weightless, the thought made her dizzy. Zazz would keep scanning for any dangerous debris, but they were high enough to be safe. Mostly.

The skiff's command compartment had an overhead and a deck, a forward and reverse direction. Thinking that way made maneuvering easier. Pressing one pale gray circle on the aft bulkhead caused an access plate to slide up revealing stores of food and water packaged for consumption in zero-g. Pushing a second circle opened the compartment for sanitary functions, tiny but adequate. They were awfully close together for anyone sensitive to aesthetics, but Winnie wasn't easily revolted.

Refreshed, she was about to place the scaffold into exercise mode and work out the kinks in her muscles when Bertram called again.

"We should actually meet, don't you think?" he said. "How about a holo link?"

"Sure. Just a minute." First impressions were important. She combed fingers across her scalp, though in zero-g, no matter what she tried the short crop would splay out like a dark halo. She'd kept her hair trimmed all through training and never bothered with stylish streaks of color. She'd had more important priorities.

"Zazz, send my image to Bertram, and I want to view him in full life-size." She hovered at the inner hull, in a spot where the ventilation system's soft whoosh would hold her steady against the vent. That left room for Bertram's holo to appear opposite her without the image feeling uncomfortably close.

Bertram flickered into sight with a hand raised, waggling fingers. "Hello, Winnie Bravo."

Suspended in zero-g, he looked like his body was sliding downhill. The seams of his green polo shirt hung off his shoulders, but the fabric stretched snug across his gut. His khakis were cut off below his knees, leaving pudgy calves hanging loosely.

His face was round as a baby's with a forehead extending to the top curve of his skull. His lips slashed a wide smile across his face. Not a handsome face.

She tried to take him in without staring.

Bertram's face, arms, and legs had a burgundy hue. Not tanned exactly, and not sunburned. As if he stood in a maroon shadow.

Winnie whispered. "Zazz, do you have the color adjusted right?"

The AI answered in the same whispered tone. "My color presentation is, of course, correct."

Maybe it was an effect of the holo image. Or the skiff's lighting. Winnie waved back, covertly checking her own hand. Her skin looked normal, like weak tea.

"You did some good flying today," Bertram said. "Normally, after a commissioned sweep, we have the drones refuel our skiffs and then spend the rest of the week gathering debris. There's plenty, after all."

Plenty, indeed. Millions of bits of junk orbited the Earth. The world had given up tracking them. Only functioning satellites were monitored. That left Orbital Services free to cherry pick high-value junk, and spotting such stuff was part of Winnie's training. There was money to be made from cylinders with fuel left inside, electronics for spare parts, tools lost during repair missions, solar panels, and large masses of metal to melt down and recycle.

"I'd like to dive down through the geosynchronous orbit altitude and maybe find some big chunks of abandoned satellites. Is that ok?" Bertram asked. "Unless you're too space sick, of course. I realize this is your first day. Would you like to rest?"

No way would Winnie give up before completing a normal tour, not if her stomach was wrapped around her tonsils. Which it was not, because she was fine. "Let's make another run."

She locked her jaw shut against her queasy stomach.
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Chapter 2
Spaceport
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Already in a high orbit, with netted junk packing their drones' cages full, it was time to head for Winnie's new home, Adrian Base.

"It'll take us a full day," Bertram said. "I plan to enjoy the break. Stay strapped in through the initial acceleration and final deceleration, though. Fido handles the landing for me, and your AI can do the same."

"Sure." Winnie bit off any further response. This might be her first tour in space, but she had great training grades and didn't need anyone telling her what to do.

"Zazz." Winnie paused so the AI would realize this was not a message to share with Bertram. "Can you find Adrian Base and set down?"

"Yes. Green Two's previous pilot flew with Bertram for approximately eight years, and I've incorporated his previous flight records. In effect, I've landed at the base harbor one hundred fifty-one times."

"That's a relief. I think I'll keep you."

The AI didn't respond. She'd often answer like a friend. Maybe, somewhere in her circuits, she was shaking a virtual head in exasperation.

"Shut down 3D imaging and open a true-color display of the Moon on the forward screen."

With only one screen active, the holograms surrounding Winnie faded away, and the bulkheads returned to a restful matte gray. The Moon was a small half circle on the screen in front of her. She pulled her hands from the control gloves. "Zazz, fly me to the Moon."

Two clunks told Winnie Rightie and Leftie had clamped onto the skiff's lifting lugs. The little ship's thrusters were intended for orbital maneuvering, and she needed the drones' engines to tow it across space.

She slumped into the scaffold as acceleration pressed against her. Not as impressive as the rocket launch from Earth, but there wasn't gravity to overcome, only her ship's trajectory to change. No vibrations rattled her bones and, in a few minutes, her stomach drifted in her belly even though the scaffold remained snug around her body.

"Release me." The frame relaxed and, with a tap from both hands, Winnie floated free. She planned to open a packet of raisins from the galley compartment and then configure the scaffold for a nap. Only Zazz knew she was exhausted, that a day as a passenger was welcome.

She passed the time eating, sleeping, and playing virtual games with Zazz until the AI announced they were thirty minutes away from landing. Winnie placed the scaffold in pilot mode, but let Zazz continue to control the drones. She watched the growing image of the Moon, half-illuminated with craters lacing the dawn's edge.

Adrian Base sat far into the southern hemisphere on the Moon's nearside, the face always turned to Earth, to ensure reliable comms with the company's headquarters on the planet. It also provided a stunning view of the beautiful blue world for the tourist trade.

Zazz headed for the day-night terminator, and the image of bright crater rims expanded from lace to jagged cliffs. Lunar dawn touched the base and the ships dove straight into the complex web of light and darkness.

Bertram opened a skiff-to-skiff channel. "AIs handle landing at the harbor. They coordinate directly with surface vehicles, which might otherwise change speed or direction without warning. It's kind of a custom among us pilots. Proves we know our way around the Moon. If you land manually and happen to clip anything, even a cleaning bot, you'll be marked as a bonehead."

That would be a bad way to start a career.

Winnie flipped off her transmitter and talked to Zazz. "Can you do this landing thing? We never practiced lunar maneuvers."

Pilot training was independent study at the Virtual Specialists Learning Center, and Winnie had taken all her in-orbit classes first. Good thing, too, because that's why she and Zazz scooped up space junk like pros.

But she hadn't started a single lunar course.

"I'll land us competently," Zazz said. "The logs I found in this skiff provide everything I need."

Winnie snorted. She'd made the right decision in training. There was no reason to sit through classes that Zazz had covered. She opened comms. "Thanks, Bertram. Understood."

A new voice spoke in her ear. "This is Flight Support. We're tracking you. Green Team, you're clear to land."

Winnie snugged her scaffold settings and kept her camera pointed down as they passed above the shimmering iridescence of a vast plain of solar panels. She spotted humps like giant sausages that were the buildings, buried in regolith for radiation protection. The ships hovered over a group of circles much too perfect to be craters and rimmed like wheels.

"Pivoting for vertical touchdown," Zazz said.

Winnie's stomach swayed into her chest. "Activate all cameras, true-color, and magnification factor one. I want to see where I am."

The cabin lights switched off and black space surrounded her, probably sparkling with stars, but leaving Winnie blinded for the moment. She blinked her eyes, hoping they'd adjust to the darkness quickly.

The drones' main engines sent a silent tremor through the skiff. Left and right, thin gray clouds of dust rose on the screens and dropped quickly to the ground as the crafts settled. A ring of red lights illuminated the deck at Winnie's feet.

Her earphone clicked. "Welcome to the Moon," Bertram said. "You can stow your scaffold, but we have to wait for the crawlers to tow us to our mooring."

"Got it." Winnie released the frame and hopped to the deck while the scaffold contracted. On the slow drop down, she overbalanced and pitched forward, but slowly enough to catch herself before her nose hit the bulkhead.

Various bumps and jerks challenged her balance as the crawlers, whatever those were, grabbed the skiff. Her screens remained black, so no outside lights guided their activities. Maybe they operated using infrared. As long as the ships were safe, she didn't care.

"Zazz, cameras off, resume basic interior lighting." The ride proceeded smoothly, and Winnie spent the time bouncing from foot to foot, trying to find her Moon legs.

Faint vibrations in the deck stopped. The skiff had arrived wherever she was going. More waiting. More unexplained clunks and clops. She was about to activate the cameras again when a mechanical voice spoke in her ear.

"Green Two, prepare to disembark."

She grabbed her gear. "Zazz, synchronize with my memory pack."

"Done. You may remove the pack."

Exerting steady pressure, she slid the pack from its slot, gave it a quick kiss, and secured it in a pants pocket. Losing Zazz would be a disaster. The Learning Center on Earth archived a copy of her AI, but that only covered their simulations together. She always kept her own backup.

With a slight hiss, the door swung open to the airlock between the skiff's double hulls. The outer door had already retracted, and a lighted tunnel led down at a steep angle. Winnie grabbed a slender handrail, but in lunar gravity, falling didn't feel likely. The floor leveled out at the bottom. She bounced forward into a small cabin.

And banged her head on the door frame. "Ow, f..."

"Phooey." Bertram's voice rang loudly in the small space.

Winnie froze, one hand on her head, but the pain became irrelevant. A man was doubled over in front of her, palms pressed to his ears. He tilted his head up and opened his eyes. It was Bertram. "Phooey," he said again. "Or fartlek. That's a good one."

Winnie couldn't close her slack jaw.

Bertram stood to his full height, his mop of chocolate brown curls brushing the low ceiling.

Ceiling of what? They stood alone in a plain compartment with a gray floor, round portholes in the walls, and a row of benches on each side. Automated. No sign of a controls or or a driver.

Bertram tilted his chin up as if addressing an unseen ghost hovering overhead. He spoke slowly, accentuating each syllable. "Take us to an employee gate."

A door slid into place on the ramp behind Winnie, and a jolt rocked her. They were moving.

A wide grin split Bertram's ruddy face. Zazz really had gotten the colors on that hologram right.

"These jetway shuttles have rudimentary intelligence," he said. "Only what's related to their job of people-moving between ships and docks. Sometimes the ride is bumpy. Better sit down." He dropped to a bench and leaned his elbows on chubby knees protruding from his cargo shorts.

Winnie felt her way to the seat opposite and blinked to interrupt her stare.

"Excuse me," she said. "Are you alright?"

"Yeah. Sorry I didn't explain sooner. It's a medical thing. Swear words cause me pain. Especially, you know, the big one I was afraid you were about to say."

Winnie swallowed. "Pain?"

"Speech is primarily controlled by the left side of your cerebrum, but swearing starts just above your brainstem. Did you know that?"

Winnie barely shook her head. "No, I didn't."

"There have been people who suffered brain damage and lost the ability to speak, but not to swear." His grin subsided to a normal smile. "When I was a kid learning my first bad words, my mother got very upset. She took me to a specialist in Thailand. It's not legal everywhere, but it is in Thailand."

Winnie leaned against the seat back. "What is?"

"My implant. The doctors put one right in my basal ganglia and set it up so cursing hurts me. Creates the sensation of physical pain. It qualifies as a medical condition. Universal Labor Standards require reasonable accommodation of medical conditions, so accommodation is also company policy. No one can swear around me."

"What about..." Winnie cringed, anticipating Bertram's reaction. "Phooey?"

"No problem." His smile sagged, perhaps in apology, then snapped back into place. "I want people to like me, so I collect euphemisms to share."

"Don't those words end up stored in your basal ganglia?"

"They don't seem to."

"What a rotten trick your mom played on you."

"She claimed she only asked for an implant to cause pain if I swore. Apparently, the doctors wanted to give her her money's worth, so hearing, even anticipating a curse, cuts like a scalpel through my skull."

"I didn't know there was technology like that."

"It's way beyond basic medical care. Brain implants are expensive, but my family can afford them."

"I'm glad my parents aren't rich."

His baby face beamed. "Count your blessings."

Winnie relaxed. Bertram wasn't crazy. At least, not because of this. Since they'd be partnered for a long time, that was fortunate.

***
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The shuttle's jetway tilted down, and they exited into a large airlock, the same plain gray Winnie was getting used to, with a display of gauges and a few switches at the inner door. "Have you been to the Moon before?" Bertram asked.

Why emphasize she was a newbie? Irritated, Winnie shook her head.

"We arrived at one end of the main base structure, the Administrative and Shared Services bay. Fortunately for me, no one uses the acronym, just Services."

He swept an arm out to the long corridor to their left. "Offices, conference space, and employee areas. Cafeteria, locker rooms, and quarters. Connects to the greenhouses at the far end. To our right..."

"Let me guess." A hatch blocked the corridor with one word stenciled on the door in large letters. "Manufacturing."

Bertram's smile looked strained. "You've also noticed Flight Support, I suppose."

The second door to their left also boasted a stenciled label.

"We'll report to our handlers in a few minutes," Bertram said. "The tourist lobby on the upper level is pretty. Newcomers enjoy a look."

The door closest to the airlock was stenciled Stairs. Bertram tapped a control, the hatch slid open, and he gestured politely for her to proceed. Winnie stubbed a boot toe.

Bertram slipped his pinkie into a channel in the jamb that ran around the raised frame. "Pressure doors. Lots of them, all automatic, in case of a structure breach. A meteor strike, maybe, or thermal fracture as the lunar day heats up, like it's doing now. Pat one for luck."

She wasn't sure if he was joking, but Winnie touched the frame.

They entered a gray staircase and climbed the concrete steps, except Bertram explained that was the wrong word. Concrete required a lot of water. Also cement, and no marine critters ever existed on the Moon to leave limey shells behind. Ceramic described the walls and steps, a glassy material made from lunar regolith and, without costly added pigments, all an unrelieved gray.

The stairs delivered them to the edge of the round spaceport lobby under a high domed ceiling. The area could hold a sizable crowd, but their soft boots slapping on the floor echoed through the empty room. "Where is everyone?" Winnie asked.

"Busy in the rest of Lunar Excursions' facilities." Bertram pointed at evenly spaced doors around the room that connected to airlock gates. "Guests arrive on the Widdershins space cruiser, drop to the Moon in transfer capsules, and dock here. They don't come through here again until it's time to return to Earth."

As Bertram promised, the lobby was pretty. Mosaics of folks draped in sheets and clouds tiled the floor, images of various ancient lunar deities, so Bertram said, and the walls were paneled with polished green marble. It couldn't be real. There was no marble on the Moon and hauling stone from Earth would be crazy.

Winnie leaned back to look at twinkling pseudo-stars overhead and froze. An enormous portrait covered the far wall, running high up its curve. A pale, white-haired woman in a dark business suit glared down at her. "She looks familiar."

"Ought to. She's on the cover of your employee handbook. You read it, didn't you?"

"Of course." Skimmed it once, when she started training. "But it's been a while."

"That is Catherine Gavin. Catherine the Great. She founded Eighth Continent Enterprises twenty-five years ago."

"And she's still alive? Must be ancient."

Bertram nodded. "At an age when most earthly ground-pounders are picking out retirement homes, she came to the Moon. Supervised base construction herself, in person, back when life up here was hard. That makes her a legend for most of us grunts."

Bertram gazed at the huge image for a moment. "Eight-C is what we call the company. Orbital Services is a wholly owned subsidiary, and so is Lunar Excursions, and every other lunar undertaking that turns a profit. The Great lives full-time on the Moon and chairs the Eight-C Board of Directors. She's our boss's boss's boss."

That woman was a hero. Someone who didn't simply drift along like Winnie's family did back home. Someone with dreams, and the drive to achieve those dreams. Not that Winnie wanted to run a company. Business sounded boring. The Great was welcome to rule the Moon.

What Winnie wanted was to be the best pilot in space.

She gave the image a proper international greeting, hand over her heart, head tipped in a slight bow.

Bertram joined her, tapping his own chest in the gesture's informal form.

He was easy to like. Winnie would get along fine with her new partner.

An arched doorway stood open below Catherine the Great. They tromped across the lobby, passed a row of open passenger carts, and walked on through a concourse paneled with fake-marble. A stocky man came toward them, his gait alternating smoothly from foot to foot, and then he stopped without any awkward bumbling. Winnie would have to practice that trick.

"Hi Bertie. How'd the sweep go?"

Bertram slapped his chest, an abbreviated salutation between friends. "We cleared the chimney in plenty of time and brought back a full load of junk."

While the man's eyes were on Bertram, Winnie studied him. He stood no taller than she did, but was twice as broad. Barrel chested, with a wide face, hooked nose, and sloping forehead. His skin looked naturally well-melanated, but as he tilted his head, the light hit a sheen of maroon. She'd have to ask someone about that. Maybe the lunar classes she'd skipped covered it.

"Xavier, this is Winnie Bravo," Bertram said. "Winnie, Xavier Chul was my partner and you're his replacement."

They offered each other a proper greeting.

"I'm glad you're here, Winnie," Xavier said. "Lucky for me and Bertie, both. Eight-C is preparing a bid for a gigantic new contract, and I couldn't have taken a job on the team without you to fill in on Green Team."

"He's too modest," Bertram said. "Xavier is team leader for the bid project."

The little man beamed. "Did you enjoy your mission?"

Winnie grabbed the corridor's railing with one hand to brace herself up straight. "Sure thing. Couldn't have gone better."

An oddly manic grin adorned Bertram's face. "For her first tour, Winnie did fine."

She jutted out her chin. She'd done great, period. He didn't have to mention she was a newbie.

Xavier fluttered a hand. "Bertie, crank it down a notch."

A notch in what? Winnie was left out of their conversation.

A normal looking smile now adorned Bertram's face. "That brings up something Winnie should know. Xavier, you've been my partner for almost a decade. How would you warn her about my peculiarities?"

He frowned. "It's your personal information, Bertie."

"Ok, I'll explain the medical part, but you tell her from a partner's perspective."

Bertram's pale blue eyes looked straight at Winnie. "I'm a designer baby. My parents wanted the best for me. You can see how tall I am. Well, I'm smart too. Other things. But the procedure had side effects. At least, I blame the procedure. Maybe it's just me."

A frown touched his face, and then the smile returned. "As I grew up, I got depressed. It was bad, so Mom gave me more than one implant in Thailand. I can consciously control my brain chemistry. Levels of dopamine, oxytocin, serotonin, endorphins... that sort of stuff."

Xavier broke in. "Sometimes he cranks up the happy juice way too far."

"I want people to like me." Bertram swiped a hand across his face. "But Xavier says, I can get creepy. You're my partner, Winnie. Please tell me when I overdo the smiles."

"Thanks for the permission." She was glad to hear her partner wasn't crazy, just neurodivergent. "I'm not good at being tactful. Too much of a strain."

Xavier slapped his hands together. "Glad that's settled. If you're just getting in, Winnie hasn't met our boss yet. Let me introduce you."

It seemed strange for Xavier to interject himself. "I'm sure Bertram can handle that."

"My old buddy wants to do it," Bertram said. He galumphed along beside his friend as Winnie hurried to keep up. "Any excuse to talk to the Super is good enough. He's sweet on her."

A gray door sat at the end of the concourse, labeled in large black letters reading Employees Only.

Xavier pressed his thumb against the adjacent control pad and the door slid into the wall. "Welcome to the inner sanctum." He waved Winnie down the stairs to a lower-level corridor. No green marble or polished handrail here. All matte gray with a row of utilitarian doors.

Winnie shuffled after them, concentrating on her balance as they descended a staircase. She was getting the hang of walking in low-g, which was good. Toppling over at the boss's feet would be no way to prove herself.
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Chapter 3
Catherine the Great
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They completed a loop, arriving back where Winnie had started near the gate airlock, but Xavier thumbed open the Flight Support door. It opened into a large round room staffed by men and women in khakis and black polo shirts. Workstations that faced outward ringed the central platform. Each was set inside a hemisphere that encompassed both the computer and the operator. An aisle remained open along the wall with room for people to meander around.

A single desk occupied the center of the room, raised another couple steps on the platform, with a clear view into each handler's hemisphere. Winnie didn't think she'd like working in a room where anyone who wandered in could sneak up behind you.

Xavier sauntered forward. Winnie ran a finger down the pressure door's channel for luck, then followed.

"It's quiet today." Xavier waved at darkened workstations with blank screens. "You should see it when the Widdershins approaches the Moon. Flight Support manages five or six transfer capsules dropping passengers to the base. There's a hubbub with inspections, refueling, and capsule repairs on the ground as the cruiser loops around the far side of the Moon, and finally satisfied guests and supplies shuttle up, passing trash coming down. It's quite the show."

The little man stopped at the central platform "Hey, Amber. Your new pilot's arrived. Winnie, this is our Executive Superintendent, Amber Sarr."

The figure at the central desk spun her chair around and rose, all in one smooth motion. Like the Flight Support handlers, she wore a black shirt and touched her chest over an Eight-C company logo. Winnie quickly returned the greeting.

The woman's name might be Amber, but her skin was coffee-black, too dark to show a sheen of red if she had one. Her eyes were black, too, and their sharp gaze contrasted with the smooth flow of her words, as if she were speaking a song. "Congratulations on a fine flight, Ms Bravo, Mr Miller. The client reports satisfaction with your sweep, and their fee covered your mission expenses. The junk haul is pure profit."

Bertram's round cheeks wobbled as he nodded happily. "We brought in a good load."

The Superintendent dropped into her chair, grabbed an electronic wallet from her desk, and spun back to face them. She flipped the small device open with a flick of her wrist and studied its interior screen. "Compensation for the mass you brought in will be credited to Orbital Services' account within a week."

The financial aspects of junk collecting had been part of Winnie's piloting classes. Any company that removed junk from orbit got to keep whatever they found. The World Federation paid a fee, too. Clearing space was a public service that kept civilization afloat.

Sarr closed her wallet. "You retrieved a nice metals content for recycling, too. Comparable to a month of mining at the Ice Caves."

Winnie squared her shoulders. "I can do even better. Turn me loose with no mandatory flight plan and I'll find some real nuggets, maybe even whole satellites with collectible value. Things with a big bonus attached."

Sarr huffed. "I like your enthusiasm, but don't get cocky. If you snatch an operational satellite by mistake, the penalties are enormous. While you get your feet wet, best to stick to mission plans."

"I came up here to do my best for Orbital Services."

"I appreciate you leaving your training incomplete to help us handle the situation we had this week."

Winnie stiffened. "I fully completed my pilot courses with top marks."

Sarr flipped open her wallet and thumbed her lower lip. "But I don't see any grading for lunar operations courses. Is that correct?"

"I'm a pilot," Winnie said. "Flying's going to be my job, isn't it? I studied what's important."

Bertram chimed in. "I'm happy to have Winnie as a partner."

Sarr straightened in her chair. "Glad to hear you're content, since I'd like you to supervise completion of her training. Because, Winnie Bravo, since you didn't train on lunar operations, I need to tell you that your job includes more than tooling around in low Earth orbit. Important as clearing the planet's skies may be, Orbital Services is responsible for certain lunar-based jobs too."

Winnie squared her shoulders. "Then I'll be the best at those."

Sarr smiled at last. "That's the spirit. It's late in the current shift, so why don't you two take the rest of the day off. Your week's tour isn't formally concluded until tomorrow, Winnie, so you can spend the night in low gravity if you'd like. A lot of newcomers enjoy that. Bertram will show you the employee areas. We have Dividend dorms in the lower level of this building. In the morning, I'd like you both to attend the weekly status meeting at ten-hundred hours. After that, begin your downtime."

She turned a warmer smile on Xavier. He leaned his butt on the edge of her desk, his obsidian eyes gleaming.

Bertram nudged Winnie. "Come on. We're done here."

Back in the corridor, Winnie fumed. "Responsible for some lunar-based jobs. Like I didn't know that." She glanced up at Bertram's placid face and insisted. "I do. Not the details, but I can look those up." She clenched her jaw, stopping exaggeration from turning into a fib. Maybe it would have been smart to have watched some of the videos on lunar operations.

"You're on the Moon now, so you can practice with the actual equipment."

"That's a low priority. Orbital Services obviously agrees with me, or they wouldn't have pulled me into space before I finished every last class."

"There will be time to address that later." Bertram clearly preferred to dismiss her complaint. "Do you want to see the base dorms next?"

"I was raised in Dividend housing, so I'd rather check out something nicer." Every individual's share of the world's profits apparently extended to Adrian Base, but dorms were low on amenities, and Winnie was a rich pilot now. She could do better than a Dividend bed on her first night on the Moon.

"Would there be vacancies wherever tourists stay?" she asked.

"Usually there are a few empty rooms, and you have a choice. The Tower is low gravity and the Lunarian is Earth-standard. They're expensive. Grunts only spend a night or two there as a treat, but I can show you."

Winnie bounced on her toes, feeling feather-light. "Not necessary. I'll find my own way."

Bertram pointed at the stairway to the upper lobby. "If you're gonna pay for a room, it's only fair to use the tourist concourse too. Meet me back here, on the employee side, tomorrow at nine thirty."

"Sarr said ten o'clock."

He smiled. "You don't want to be late for the weekly meeting. No one will thank you for that."

***

[image: ]


Once through the lobby to the tourist concourse, it was hard to get lost. A final pressure hatch stood open to a narrower corridor, and Winnie passed a small, round window set in a thick sealing lip. A cold draft tumbled off the glass. Outside, a ribbon of jagged cliffs caught sunlight. Against the surrounding blackness, she couldn't guess their distance.

Every ten paces or so, she passed another cold window overlooking the striated view. The corridor curved up and then down, arching over shaded terrain. Above the last doorway was a sign, Rotunda. She touched the pressure frame for luck and entered a round room floored with mosaics, but empty and cold.

Another sign hung between a pair of descending staircases proclaiming Lunarian Resort Hotel & Casino. Across the Rotunda was a doorway To Tower.

Bertram said the Tower was low gravity, and that sounded like fun. Winnie bounded along another arched corridor with more windows to a pair of doors surrounded by faux marble. She pressed a thumb on the adjacent wall pad and the doors slid into the walls with a dramatic whoosh.

Inside another lobby, a smaller version of the one at the spaceport, she looked over her shoulder and found a grim-faced image of Catherine the Great gazing down. A dozen men and women in gray coveralls scurried around the room pushing trolleys. Thick disk-shaped robots trundled over the floor, scrubbing the gleaming mosaics.

Straight across the room was a long polished desk, and Winnie made for it. A silver domed bell sat on a wide rim hiding a fake-marble counter. How quaint. She bopped the bell's button top and it dinged with a silvery tone.

A panel behind the desk turned out to be a door, and a tall bald man stepped through dressed in a sparkling jacket and carrying a vase of blue daisies - a guy with a puzzled expression and no magenta sheen. Winnie considered asking him about his pale skin, but didn't want to seem ignorant.

Stiff-backed, hand against his silver lapel, the man tipped his head. "May I help you?"
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