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​​Chapter 1
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She looked at the clock on the wall of her quarters. “Oh shit! I’m going to be late for work, again!” She grabbed her clothes off the floor and tossed them onto the bed, then sat down and started getting dressed, socks first, which he found unfairly erotic. Some kind of pendant swung from a necklace between her breasts.

“What’s this?” he asked, catching the swinging pendant in his hand.

She swatted his hand away. “Knock it off. I’m late.”

“I mean the pendant, or whatever. And stop worrying. I’ll give you a ride.”

“Then you’ll be late.”

“Yeah, but my boss doesn’t hate me. But seriously, what is that thing?”

“How long have we been fucking?”

“Well, let me see now. It’s hard to keep track of every conquest. Maybe if I go alphabetically: Ann, Becky, Corin...” He stopped to examine her face, which was simultaneously amused and annoyed.

“Just you, Heda, I swear!” Jay put his hands together in supplication. “And it’s been three months, seven days and,” he glanced at the clock, “eleven hours!”

“Try four months, genius.”

“That’s why I’m Guest Services, and you’re the Engineer.”

Heda pulled her t-shirt over her head, then fished the pendant out.

“And you never noticed this?”

“I am usually otherwise occupied, and I think you must take it off. It’s really cool though. Why do you keep it hidden under your shirt?”

“Mostly because I don’t want to talk about it,” she replied, dropping the necklace back beneath her shirt. “Now get dressed and drive me to work. I’ll tell you the story on the way.”

“Yes, ma'am!” Jay agreed, and quickly got dressed while Heda brushed her teeth.

Jay took a minute in the bathroom, then they left her quarters. Outside was a long hallway of identical doors, distinguished only by an individual number with the odd one that had a note or picture stuck to it. They turned left and walked until they came to a four-way intersection. An identical hallway stretched down each corridor, each lined with doors, perhaps ten to a side.

In the centre of this oversized junction was an open elevator with people walking into it. They squeezed in and listened as people called out their destinations to make sure theirs was included.

At the second floor, they got off and made their way through a large door labelled “Transportation: Authorized Personnel Only.” Jay led them over to what looked like a miniature bus. Basically a long, plastic tube with wheels.

They stepped through the open door, which snapped shut behind them with an airtight hiss. Jay sat in the forward seat and pressed the start button. On the front windscreen a heads-up display filled with information: battery power, geolocation, and, one by one, all systems status lights changed from red to green. When the bus signalled a proper start-up, he maneuvered it towards a semicircular door which split vertically in the middle to let them through.

They travelled along a domed tunnel five meters across. LED lighting shone down at regular intervals from the centre of the ceiling. Jay didn’t seem to be driving. The bus itself made sure it remained to the right of the line painted down the centre of the road.

“So, your necklace?”

“My grandfather gave it to me on my 14th birthday, the last birthday he was alive. He told me it was some kind of talisman or rune created by a Rabbi in Prague, in the late 16th Century. He used it to create a golem to defend his people from attack.”

“Golem?”

“Yeah. You make a person-shaped blob of mud and stick this in it, and it comes to life, or something.”

“Is it real?”

“Of course not!”

“No, I mean the rune or whatever it is. Is it from the 16th Century?”

“I doubt that. My grandfather was quite the storyteller. He probably saw it in a thrift store or something, bought it for me, then concocted some absurd story. I acted all wide-eyed and appreciative. It’s the thought that counts.”

Now they arrived before another semi-circular door, which also parted to let them through. Beyond was foot and vehicle traffic, but the bus didn’t seem to care. When there was a break in people walking, it drove out into the wheeled traffic. All the other vehicles made accommodations for them as they turned left and continued down another long, curved tunnel. They quickly passed more doors: “Hydroponics I”, “European Union Research Division”, and “Hydroponics II”.

They finally turned left and through another door labelled “Engineering”.

“It’s very unique. Why don’t you wear it out?”

Heda sighed. “Unique is a binary, not a spectrum.”

“Right.” He focused on the panel before him to hide his annoyance.

She touched his shoulder gently. “And I don’t wear it out because it makes me sad and short-tempered. I miss my granddad.”

“I get that. I’m sorry.”

Now they came up to another semi-circular door, also labelled “Engineering”, but hand painted on the door itself was “The Shack”. The door opened for them, and they drove through.

“And with three minutes to spare,” Jay announced.

“Thanks, boo!” Heda said, gave him a quick kiss, and stepped off the vehicle. She stood back as he used the roundabout to turn the bus around. She waved back as he drove past.
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Heda crossed the roundabout and took the stairs down to the next level. Above, a mezzanine skirted the remaining three walls, with doors leading to small workshops and offices. Down here in the pit was where they worked on larger projects. As she came down, she could see Manikin Three was once again squatting in her repair stall.

“Are you fucking kidding me?” she said.

“Ah, there you are Lieutenant, and not even late. Will wonders never cease?”

“Commander, why is Three here again?”

“Well, because there’s still that issue with the actuator in the right arm.” The commander squared her shoulders and put her hands on her hips. She was a few inches shorter than Heda, but stockier in build.

“I don’t get it. Rosser fixed it last week, and I fixed it the week before that.”

“And neither of you actually fixed it. I read your service reports. Obviously, you both missed something. Can we get it right this time?”

Now that stung. Heda was proud of her work. But what could she say? She thought she’d fixed it, but obviously not. Gritting her teeth, she walked past the hulking figure—roughly humanoid in shape, nearly three meters tall when fully extended, but currently squatting in the repair bay like a gorilla walking on its knuckles—and woke the service computer against the wall. She brought up her notes to refresh her memory, then looked at Rosser’s repair notes. He’d found the same problem she had, and implemented the same repair.

She used the service computer to order the manikin to extend its right arm, then cut the power. Heda grabbed a few tools she thought she’d need and walked to face the machine. Squatting as it was, they were nearly face to face. “Okay, you piece of shit, game on.”

She used a cutter to puncture and remove the armour on the manikin’s upper arm, then did the same for the forearm. The plastic was not particularly strong, not like the solid metal interior of the machine’s chassis, but it provided a protective barrier against the crippling dust that could clog mechanisms, abrade surfaces, create thermal control problems, and cause seal failures. She tossed the cut pieces of armour into a recycle bin, then ordered new pieces from Fabrication.

Heda made her way to the right side of the manikin. Stripped of its plastic covering, the machine’s arm looked far more menacing. She reverted to the first problem they’d already repaired, and sure enough, a restrictor pin had been pulled out of tolerance, lost the flange meant to prevent it going beyond its limit, and was now essentially useless. As she went through the relatively simple act of repairing this pin for the third time, she took particular care, determined to find what was allowing this to happen.

She noticed some interesting scratches on a plate above the main actuator for the upper arm. Looking more closely, she could see the main hydraulic pin was set too far in at the bottom, meaning every time the right arm was lowered it would hyper-extend, scratch the plate, and put pressure on the restrictor pin. Eventually, the hydraulic pressure of the arm actuator would snap the limiter off the pin. It was only there as a safety, not to take a beating with every motion of the arm.

The solution was simple, but would require a complete tear down of the arm. Two or three days of work. Commander Bakalova would shit a brick. There had to be another way...

She couldn’t hammer the pin down. Metal on metal would damage the actuator, and a rubber mallet couldn’t produce enough force. And even if she could beat it down, it would pop right back up after each blow. But she might be able to press it down. The notch would then slide into position and hold it in place, like it was designed to do.

An idea began to form in her head. It was kind of crazy, though. Still, having to listen to her boss chew her out again would be worse, so she went to the service computer, powered up the manikin, and had it straighten its legs until it stood at full height. Then she powered it down again, turned off her magnetic boots, and climbed up until she could sit on the machine’s shoulder.

She turned her boots back on and did a handstand on the manikin’s shoulder, stretching out her legs until her boots pressed against the service bay’s ceiling. She brought the rubber mallet out of her waist holster and, holding it with both hands, pressed its top against the servo pin. She felt like an upside-down Thor, holding his hammer above his head to summon lightning.

The plan worked perfectly. Too perfectly.

Heda could see the arm begin to travel slightly as she applied pressure. She guessed it would take a lot of force, so she clenched her teeth and pressed down with all the strength she had. Without warning, the pin slipped in, the notch locked into place, and the release of tension pulled her magnetic boots loose of the metal strut she’d been pushing against. She’d exerted so much pressure, in fact, that when the pin gave way she could not control her fall. Before she knew it, she went diving headlong into the manikin and bounced her face off the shoulder of the thing. Luckily, she managed to rotate herself by desperately grasping at the arm, landing mostly on her back rather than her head.

The blow knocked the wind out of her. Everyone in the repair bay ran over to see if she was okay. She told them through an embarrassed, bloody grin that she was fine, but Commander Bakalova insisted she be taken to the infirmary.

While they waited for and eventually manoeuvred her into a medical vehicle, an automated drone arrived with the pieces of armour for the manikin’s currently bare right arm.

Heda said to Bakalova, “at least I fixed the fucker for good this time. You can put Three back into service. Just needs the arm armour attached.”

“Good work. I’ll get someone to finish up. You just make sure nothing’s broken.”

And while she considered how strange it was to hear a nice word from her boss, she found herself drifting off into unconsciousness. Maybe she had hurt herself more than she thought...
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After dropping off Heda, Jay made his way to the exit for Launch Pad Omega. He was going to be ten minutes late or so, but not once in his rotation had a tourist ship ever arrived on time.

So, even though he was late, he had time to say hello to the maintenance crew that would service the ship after landing, confirm his bus batteries were fully charged, and even have a cup of coffee in the observation lounge, before a bright light in the sky began to grow bigger and resolve into a Stellar Cruise Lines passenger ship.

Jay could hear the maintenance people making fun of the thing. Instead of landing on its tail, like every other ship from Earth, this one landed on its side, where four stubby feet stuck out. The RCS thrusters at each leg were only strong enough to slow the ship’s descent. In order to take off again, it would need four boosters attached.

All the extra trouble was for the comfort of the passengers, who were wealthy tourists. Up to thirty people could arrive on the luxury ship, with a ticket cost of ten million dollars per person. But that was just the beginning: the price to stay in Hotel Luna was a million dollars a day.

As the ship touched down, he could see its name in cursive beneath the cockpit: Cloud 9. A roll-away airlock extended from the launchpad base and clamped itself onto a hatch on the belly of the ship. Maintenance drones had already begun attaching refuelling hoses and connecting airtight connectors to the bottom of the ship. Even with their expensive tickets, no room in a ship on its way to or from the moon was wasted. Most of Cloud 9 was cargo space bringing supplies to the colony, although a good portion of those supplies were meant to treat the newly-arriving tourists in the style to which they were accustomed.

Now the passengers began to disembark and make their way to the base. As they came through the inner airlock, a greeter welcomed them personally and ushered them into the observation lounge. As they trickled in, Jay simply repeated “You can take your helmets off now. Let any staff member know if you need assistance.”

Soon the hiss of detaching helmets began to fill the room. Without magnetic boots and in low gravity for the first time, many of the guests stumbled and bumped into things (and each other). One guest, a girl maybe ten years old, jumped in excitement and bounced off the ceiling. This was actually quite common. The ceiling of the lounge was covered in foam padding for a reason.

Once the greeter confirmed with the ship that all fifteen passengers had disembarked, the inner airlock was sealed and the roll-away was retracted. Autonomous drones were now arriving at the cargo hatch of Cloud 9 like ants at a picnic. They entered the belly of the ship, and brought the many cases there into the cargo airlock.

Jay took a moment to examine his charges. A billionaire honeymooning with her husband, a tech giant’s upper management corporate vacation, a lunar mineral mining and petro tycoon with his granddaughter, and a best-selling writer who wrote absurdly inaccurate science fiction bodice rippers.

“Here we are!” Jay announced. “My name is Moon Jae-in, but people call me ‘Jay”. I am your host and guide for your stay here. If you have any questions or concerns, feel free to contact me any time. The pad you received before takeoff from Earth has my contact information, so feel free to use it.

“First thing we have to do is get you all fitted with magnetic boots, so we don’t end up bouncing off the ceiling.” He winked at the girl, and she smiled shyly. “So, let’s get those annoying space suits off. Just leave them in the lounge. Our technicians will inspect and service them for your return trip. When you’re ready, join me in the next room so we can get you booted up!”

This event reminded him of bowling. A bunch of people with their shoes off, standing in line for a different pair. There was no need for anyone to mention their shoe size; all the equipment was prepped days before they arrived.

The service personnel handed out boots to their owners, taking a few minutes with each person, showing how to put them on, take them off, engage the magnets, adjust their power for more or less grip, and turn them off again. They all received the standard warning that the boots only worked on metal surfaces.

The little girl, playing with her new boots, squealed to her grandfather, “I can’t believe we’re on the moon!” Everyone laughed. It felt like a good group, which was a relief to Jay. Nothing worse than a nasty group of tourists.

Once everyone was booted-up and had spent some time walking around the room to get used to this new form of locomotion, adjusting the power to make walking feel almost normal, Jay ushered them out the last door, which led into the tunnel.

“Please be careful, everyone. As you can see, the floor out here is not metal, but there are metal sidewalks that lead up to the door of the bus. Get in, get yourself comfortable, and I will get you to your hotel.”

The guests shuffled past him. One elderly gentleman paused and asked, “Where is our luggage? I have some medications I will need to take soon.”

“They are being sanitized and transported to the hotel as we speak. You can pick up your luggage in the lobby in about fifteen minutes, Mr. Duvall.” An unflappable attitude and an aptitude for names and faces were two of the skills that had hooked Jay this job. He’d memorized all of the guests’ names, medications, special needs, likes and dislikes, and faces, long before they arrived.

Mr. Duvall nodded, but another voice called out, “Why do you have to sanitize our luggage?”

“Basically, because of dust,” Jay began, as he followed the last guest onto the bus. He sat at the console and regarded everyone. “One of the biggest threats to us here on the moon is the lunar dust. Some of it is incredibly fine. It can get in your eyes, your lungs. It can damage seals, gum up equipment, and because of the low gravity, if you kick it up from the surface, it takes a long time to settle down again. That is one of the reasons your ship landed within those huge baffles on every side, to prevent the ship from causing a moon-dust storm.”

Jay turned to set their destination into the bus console, which began moving, then turned back to his audience.

“Because it has no atmosphere to protect it from meteor impacts or bombardment by solar and interstellar charged particles, the moon has basically been pounded unceasingly by rocks and radiation, for billions of years. This has ground the rocks on the surface to pebbles, then to sand, then to dust, and finally to lunar dust. This dust is like nothing on Earth, and potentially very harmful.

So, we ‘sanitize’,” Jay made air quotes, “your luggage because it has been exposed to the lunar surface briefly, before being brought into the base.

“Ironically, lunar regolith, which is basically everything on the moon from pebble-sized rocks down to the smallest dust, makes up the road and dome on which we’re driving right now. We use the moon’s surface to create lunarcrete, the moon’s version of concrete on Earth.”

Suddenly, the dome of the tunnel became transparent, as if made of glass. The bus came to a stop, and Jay watched as his passengers stared out into the endless, almost colourless moonscape. To the right, the Earth hung in the air like some magical glowing marble. All the chatter had stopped, and Jay saw many mouths hanging open.

“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the moon.”

It was their first good look at the surface, at least in person. And because there were no windows in the Moon Base, Jay took the time to enjoy the view as well. The transparent dome did not protect them from solar radiation and cosmic rays completely, so he could not linger here with his guests for long. But he did have one more gag up his sleeve.

“And now, ladies and gentlemen, if you pay careful attention, you may feel small vibrations coming up from below. These are from the steps of the elusive Abominable Moon Man, which we discovered but have kept secret from the people of Earth. Everyone, please stay quiet and still, and observe!”

The vibrations stopped, and a head appeared near the top of the dome. Jay tried hard not to laugh at all the gasping. The “head” had a face that looked suspiciously like a gorilla’s. And before any of his charges could have a heart attack, Manikin Five stepped out into the open and waved, then pulled off its rubber gorilla mask.

“It’s a robot!” someone exclaimed.

“Sorry, folks! False alarm.,” Jay explained, as the manikin began to do a little dance routine. “Manikins like this are remotely controlled from safely inside the base. The ‘driver’ wears an immersion suit and uses some other equipment to let them walk and use their arms to manipulate their environment. They wear a headset that allows them to see whatever their manikin sees through the cameras mounted in its head. This is just one of the many machines we use to maintain the base's external systems.” He keyed a button on the control panel. “Hi, there! Who is driving Number Five today?”

There was a click, and over the bus speaker came the reply, “This is Lieutenant Rami White, from ISEC mechanical engineering.”

The manikin finished its dance with a Charleston and the Bees Knees, much to the enthusiastic clapping of Jay’s guests.

“Have to go now, Jay; lots of work to do,” came over the bus speaker, as the massive figure took a bow.

“Thanks again, Rami,” Jay replied. “You’ve brought down the house.”

With a little wave, the hulking machine turned and walked off, sending those tiny vibrations through the seats of the bus as it did. Jay noted most of the bus waved back, as if saying goodbye to a friend.

Jay ordered the bus to continue. In a few meters, the dome overhead returned to lunarcrete. “Does anyone have any questions about ISEC, or commercial activities on the moon?”

“Who owns the moon?” asked the little girl—'Rachel’, Jay noted to himself.

“Now that is a very grown-up question, with an interesting answer. The answer is: no one owns the moon. Countries all over the world came together, starting in the 1960s, to define how humanity would treat the moon, and in fact everything in our solar system. The treaties, which have been revised and updated to include new technologies, have always maintained that the moon, and everything on or beneath its surface, belongs to all of humanity.

“This is why ISEC was created, to make sure the moon remained available to any country or private interest that wished to use it.”

“But what if you want your own part of the moon?” she demanded.

“Another good question. ISEC stands for International Space Exploration Consortium. It’s made up of member countries who either provide equipment, trained personnel, or financial support. The base provides material support to any country wanting to operate a scientific presence on the moon, as well as to any commercial interest wanting to mine the moon’s resources.

“Have you ever had an orange sliced into little rings?” he asked Rachel, who nodded. “Well, that’s what we do with the moon. We keep a hundred-kilometre buffer from the base, which is basically at the moon’s south pole, and then we cut the moon into one hundred-kilometre slices. Each slice is then cut into about one hundred-kilometre lengths, and any company that wants to lease a slice can do so. First come, first served. They pay a fee to lease their land, and in turn they get to use the moon base resources to get their products into orbit, and back to Earth.”

“Why did the Abominable Moon Man have those big feet?”

“Because the lunar gravity is so low. It’s only about one sixth of what we experience on Earth. Those big feet, filled with heavy filling, give the machine better stability.”

Rachel made as if to ask another question, but her grandfather whispered to let someone else talk. It didn’t seem anyone else had any questions—Jay could see the exhaustion of their trip sapping away their excitement of landing.

“It looks like we’re almost at the hotel. Please wait until the bus is completely stopped, then proceed through the front doors, grab your luggage from the lobby, and the staff will get you all to your rooms. I’ll be back in sixteen hours for your first tour.”

The domed roadway opened up into a five-story terrace. A huge facade faced them, with a massive neon sign across the top third: Hotel Luna. Two massive doors at ground level swung open and bright, welcoming light shone from inside. The bus came to a stop and the now-weary tourists began to shuffle their way out.

“Thank you, Mr. Jay,” Rachel said, as she walked past him, giving Jay a big smile that presented one missing front tooth.

Jay watched as his charges entered the front doors to the hotel, then sighed and keyed in the bus to head back to the garage.

A comm request blinked on the control panel, so he keyed it open. “Go for Jay.”

“This is Russell. Heda's been taken to Medical. Looks like she gave her head quite a wallop.”

“Is she okay?”

“So far as I know, but she did pass out on her way.”

“Fuck! Thanks for letting me know.”

“No problem.”

Jay cut off the communication and then reset the bus to take him to Medical. In his impatience he considered contacting the infirmary, but that would just pull some doctor or nurse away from their duties and annoy them before he arrived. Since the bus always travelled at top speed when possible, there was no way to get it to move any faster, so he gritted his teeth and watched the map display on the console.

It was only six minutes from the hotel to the circle, and another two to the infirmary, but the trip felt like forever. Jay began to realise how upset he’d become. It seemed this casual relationship with Heda might not as casual as he’d been fooling himself into thinking it was.

Jay did not wait for the bus to stop as he jumped out the front door and ran into Medical. The infirmary was on the main floor. He walked quickly through the double doors and across the room. Most of the beds were empty. He passed one sleeping man and two more empty beds, until he saw Heda, talking angrily with someone on a pad.

“I don’t know how the connector slipped out. There was no damage and nothing was out of spec. I simply pushed it back into position. There should be no more problem.”

Someone replied from the pad, but Jay could not make out the words.

“Test the actuator all you like. Do one-armed push-ups and handstands for all I care. That arm is not going to be a problem any longer.”

Some more talking from the pad.

“Okay. Yes. And thank you. Doc wants me to take the day off, so I’ll be in tomorrow morning. Talk to you later.”

Heda sighed and put the pad on her bedside table. Then she noticed Jay, and her face lit up. “What are you doing here?”

“Well,” Jay said coyly, “I heard you might need some sexual healing.” He wiggled his eyebrows up and down and made as perverted a face as he could manage. Now that he was sitting beside her, Jay could see a bloody lip and the start of what was probably going to be a really nasty black eye on the left side of her face.

“That sounds better than you can imagine,” Heda said, smiling, “but the doc says I have to lie here doing nothing until tomorrow.”

“Well, will you at least tell everyone I had to smack you around because you didn’t listen to me? I’ve always wanted to look like a tough guy.”

Heda put on a shocked face, then smacked him with one of her pillows.

“But seriously, is there anything I can do for you?”

“Would you bring me some dinner? I didn’t imagine there could be anything worse than the grub they serve us, but having had lunch in Medical, I now know it’s possible.”

“I shall return with a feast!” Jay agreed, standing up.

“Oh, and before you go, my stuff should be in an envelope in one of the drawers of the nightstand. Can you find it for me?”

Jay regarded her for a moment. “You’re not milking a little bump on the head, are you?”

“Maybe a little.”

Jay dug through the few drawers of her night table, finally producing a large envelope. “There you go. I have to get going and get the bus back to the garage. I’ll be back with dinner in an hour or so.”

“Thanks.”

Jay paused for a moment, then leaned over and placed a soft kiss on Heda's lips. He pulled back and stared into her eyes for a moment. “How exactly does someone concuss themselves on the moon, anyway? Were you doing something stupid?”

“I... yes, on careful reflection, I realize my approach was somewhat unorthodox. I’ll tell you all about it over dinner.”

“Okay, back in a bit.”

#
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Heda watched Jay walk out of the infirmary. Then she opened the envelope and spilled the contents onto her lap. One ID badge, one mini-pad, one toe-ring. She looked at the items, then opened the envelope and peered into it. A frown teased the edges of her mouth.

Something was missing...
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They ate dinner by candlelight—LED of course—that Jay had thought to bring: simulated sweet and sour pork, stir fried vegetables from the hydroponic gardens, noodles made from actual rice, and a bottle of local red wine: a Moon Merlot.

“What did this set you back?” Heda asked between mouthfuls.

“Please don’t ask. I’m already worried I’ll be eating Soylent for the next month.”

“So good! This sweet and sour is so good. And the vegetables!”

“I’ve been saving my credits.”

“Saving them until I beat myself unconscious at work?”

Jay looked at her, his chopsticks half way to his mouth with an angled slice of carrot. “When I heard you were hurt... Heda, I went a little crazy. I don’t think I’m as casual as I’ve been pretending.”

“Took you long enough,” Heda replied, laughing, and she gave him a quick peck on the lips.

They continued to eat in silence, eyes locked to one another.

“I’m such a shit,” Heda proclaimed.

“What? No,” Jay began, “what do you mean?”

“I wanted to ask you a favour. But after all this...”

Jay reached out and gently grabbed her wrist. “Anything.”

“I can’t find my necklace.”

“It wasn’t on you when you were brought here?”
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