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      The normally gray lunar regolith was scorched and blasted. Sooty, with ejecta from the destruction of a lousy rocket with bad fuel. Streaked with lines from the explosion.

      Wreckage lay around the mare.

      In his surface suit, a Pirelli, Ed Linklater rolled his shoulders. He'd been out too long, and he was getting tired and grouchy. But someone had to be on the ground to look over this mess.

      The sun was low, making shadows long. Another six or so hours and the area would be in darkness. The moon took a month to turn on its axis so sunsets were long. But the light would fail and the temperature would drop. Fast.

      Still, it was a good time to be out and looking over the incident site. The long shadows changed the perspective on things.

      All around lay pieces of the wreckage. Mostly fist-sized, and smaller. A lot of it was twisted metal and shattered ceramics, but there were a few intact, or almost-intact items. Some electrical cells. PCBs. Tubing.

      It was taking some looking into, for sure. What had these people done?

      His suit was in good condition, which was saying something. Some of the suits out of Paladan were in rough shape. Nothing that would compromise the user, but plenty of them had been patched up multiple times.

      And they could reek. Despite the requirement for undergarments and frequent cleaning, most suits picked up a kind of a fug that just stayed with them.

      You learned to live with it.

      But this suit was about showroom new. With that new car smell, as Ed's father would say. The adhesives and plastics that had gone into the manufacture were still doing their last little bit of curing, exuding volatiles.

      His father would understand the situation here too. He'd been involved with railroad management throughout the Midwest and he'd had to attend more than his fair share of derailments and collisions.

      This was along those lines, no pun intended. Ed smiled to himself. His father had always loved puns. Especially with the way they would make Ed and his brother Alex groan.

      But it was a wreck. That had been unexpected, though Ed was starting to think that it was inevitable.

      They were digging so much lithium out of the lunar crust now, it was a wonder that the surface wasn't collapsing. There was money to be made, but sometimes the margins were thin.

      And that led to cowboys. No disrespect to cowboys.

      But people who were out here running the ragged edge of scraping every last dollar from their operations, well sometimes they took shortcuts.

      Suits that made those ageing ones back in Paladan seem positively pristine.

      Ships that were cobbled together from parts.

      Pilots who believed that courage played as big a part as skill.

      Courage did play a role, in a way, but out here, luck could run out faster than a husband caught cheating.

      The explosion would have been something to see, that was for sure. Dead silent in the moon's vague excuse for an atmosphere.

      Back at Paladan, before setting out in the surface buggy, the team had been over the imagery and other data on the explosion. There was plenty of satellite photography of the site, and a couple of images that had actually captured the explosion itself. Spectacular. Sending rocks and regolith and shattered pieces of the ship hundreds of meters above the surface.

      The seismic readings had shown up all over. The equipment was pretty sensitive, and always able to account for legitimate blasting, landings and general activity. The spike had given them triangulation data on the source, which then gave them timings to be able to scour the satellite feed records.

      Paladan was the closest base to the explosion site, hence their crew getting called in. Technically it should have been a team from over at Cernan, but they were too far off to drive over. Paladan was just eight kilometers away.

      Now it was up to Ed and Giselle to start cleaning up the mess. Looking for human remains with a magnifying glass and tweezers.

      Paladan was a smaller base. Only seven people, living in a sub-surface habitat the size of a small house. A compromise on space, and like anyone, Ed did look forward to the opportunity to get out on the surface.

      A pity that this time it was down to a tragedy. Even if it was self-inflicted by idiots who shouldn't be allowed off the Earth's surface, it was still a tragedy. They'd still died needlessly.

      Ed rolled his shoulders again. Lunar gravity took some getting used to. Even though he'd been on the surface for the last three weeks. Still training himself up as part of the Dashell mission. Some days, he would lean back and look out at the Big Blue Ball and picture the Cumberland there in orbit.

      Too tiny to see, of course, though Ina, back at the station, had offered to dial in the telescopes and track Cumberland as it crossed from the light side and through the terminator.

      “Satellites pick up the sun for a little while there,” she'd said. “With the night side background, they can show up real well. With a whole lot of magnification your ship will appear as a bright bead of light.”

      “Some other time,” Ed had said. He was very conscious of the vaguest sense of envy from some of the others. There were some long-termers on rotation on the base. Three months on the surface, three months at Taylor or one of the other stations, and three months at home.

      The pay was good, but Ed got the feeling from some of them that the routine could grow wearying.

      And most everyone worth their salt was envious that he had a place on the Dashell mission. Farthest interstellar flight yet.

      Oddly, Giselle was the one from whom he felt that the least. And she'd been on the list for the longest time, ultimately bumped from the crew roster. Not for any particular failing. It would truly be hard to fault Giselle in any capacity. She was one of the most well-rounded people he'd ever worked with. Smart, lateral and with the oddest capacity to suffer fools.

      Some might call that last a fault, but a couple of times Ed had been in briefings with her, where some administrator was essentially talking nonsense, riling others up, and Giselle had gone in and asked some clarifying questions, showing genuine interest in the administrator’s point of view.

      Bringing things around.

      “You doing all right there,” she said now, through their suit comms. She was about fifteen meters off. They were on a near-channel direct link.

      “Sure,” Ed said. “Did I seem not?”

      “You'd stopped. Gazing up into space.”

      “Should I not take the opportunity?”

      “Of course you should. How's your inspection going?”

      “Progressing.”

      The explosion had left a minor crater in the center. The idiots must have had a decent fuel load aboard. A lot of the wildcatters ran on very low margins. Exactly enough fuel to get them back to orbit and on to their destination and not a milliliter more. Well, maybe an allowance to give them some margin. Setting down could always take a little extra fuel if you had to skip over a couple of boulders. Armstrong had shown that way back when.

      But the fuel load on any vessel came at a cost. It took fuel to land, and if you were landing with more fuel than you needed, then you were using up more fuel.

      With all the water mines now, and the cometary mining coming online, in-situ fuel made things a whole lot easier. Ships could land almost empty, and fuel up from the ground stores.

      But since these people were making illegal landings, they weren't fueling up on the surface. They had to bring their return fuel with them.

      And it had cost them their lives.

      “Here we are,” Giselle said crouching to the surface. “I think I've found their mine.”

      “The mine?”

      “Where they were taking the lithium.”

      “But here. So close to ground zero?”

      He and Giselle had run out in a spiral from the center of the explosion. Ed was conscious that their footprints were leaving marks in the scorched ground, but there was nothing for it. They had to gather as much information as they went. Their suit cameras were recording everything. The computers would be able to rebuild a full three-dimensional image of the site. Even build a scale model.

      “It would have been hidden,” Giselle said, “were it not for the explosion. I think that it has blasted away the camouflage.”

      She was kneeling now. Her suit stood out white and orange against the shadowy ground. Her own shadow stretched out in front of her for dozens of meters.

      There was something in the ground in front of her.

      A dark depression.

      Maybe a hole.
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      Claude Halbert tried to breathe shallow in the fetid air. This whole thing was just a gyp. He'd been scammed, and he knew it.

      He was in the little bunkroom, trying to rest after fourteen hours straight working on the pumps. There was dust in the air, and the lighting was shot.

      Should never have come up here. Fool.

      He stretched out on the old mattress on the top bunk. Always better to have a top bunk, at least. Even with the clanky old fans, carbon dioxide pooled in the lower areas. Up top the air was always cleaner.
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