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Chapter 1
Night in Gavin Crater
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Night enveloped Gavin Crater. The lunar home of Eighth Continent Enterprises would remain submerged in blackness for four more days until local dawn brightened the rim. Above the black horizon, Earth hung high in the sky, casting a ghostly bluish veneer of reflected sunlight across the surface.

The Sun illuminated most of the planet's disk, and swarms of space junk in low orbit also shimmered, turning the oceans murky and smearing the continents. Farther out, a thick disk of dying sparks circled the equator, and tendrils spun off at odd angles.

The scene suited Winnie Bravo just fine. Speeding across the crater floor in the dark was almost like flying through space. She dimmed her trike's dashboard and dodged a minor impact crater that burst into view, an oblong ring of white in her headlights. Through the canopy windows, Earth's pale shine glistened off the arms of her silvery pressure suit.

To her right, a second trike paced her, far enough away that its headlights created a separate shaft of light. Its maroon body and short trailer were lost in the darkness, but long strips of silver trim reflected watery Earthshine. Instrument lights outlined a large figure inside - her partner, Bertram Miller.

They kept a channel open as they drove, and he called her. "Hey, Winnie. Have you cheered up yet?"

Asking was a mistake. She'd been satisfied with this jaunt, especially since they disabled the engines' speed governors. Not that vehicles designed for Lunar Excursions' guests boasted a lot of power, but she could pretend. Being asked to think about her feelings made her grind her teeth.

A week ago, she and Bertie had been heroes. They'd led the other junk teams to divert a rogue asteroid. The big rock missed Earth alright, but not the Moon. Kaboom, and lunar ejecta filled cis-lunar space.

A scramble began to clear this latest mass of hazardous debris orbiting Earth. Other pilots had been flying their single-seat skiffs and robotic drones since the impact, but not Green Team. Not Winnie and Bertie.

"I'd rather be in space sweeping up junk," Winnie said.

"Our ships are in no condition for a mission."

"No kidding." Winnie gripped the steering yoke till her knuckles hurt. She'd lost one of her drones and her skiff might as well be derelict.

"The sacrifice was worth it," he said. "I'm proud of us. We saved..."

Winnie huffed. "But no one understands what really happened."

"We know, and we did the best we could. That's what all company grunts do, and it's enough."

Pilots flew junk missions in pairs, so Bertie was also grounded on the Moon by Winnie's incapacitated ships. But even if the emergency might justify him flying solo, base technicians were still trying to pry a Shennong tug off his skiff. It gripped his tiny command craft in its long spindly appendages, and they hoped to retrieve it intact for reverse-engineering. Eight-C wanted an advantage over their rival in space more than they wanted one more pilot recovering rocks.

Winnie was in worse shape. Her skiff remained trapped on Shennong Industries' space station, hundreds of thousands of kilometers away. Operations crews would have to figure out a way to retrieve it, and that might take weeks. Maybe months, given everyone's focus on the asteroid impact.

She slapped the steering yoke. "Zazz, we're stuck."

The artificial intelligence spoke in her ear on their private channel. "Although I'm designed to provide the interface between my skiff, drones, and you as pilot, I currently have linked to the trike's cameras. We are not stuck. We are moving."

"That's not what I mean." While Zazz only needed to exist in the junk sweep ship, Winnie carried a backup copy of the AI in her pocket, loaded onto a palm sized memory pack plugged into a portable power block.

Zazz had grown with her through training on Earth and a year in space. The AI knew her better than any human being did. Winnie wanted to be admired as a pilot, as the best pilot in Orbital Services, and that meant keeping her distance from relationships that might interfere. Whining to Zazz like a best friend gave her an outlet.

"I mean, I'm stuck on the Moon. Me and Bertie, we're stuck."

"To return to space, you must reclaim our skiff. When will that mission be scheduled?"

Zazz could be such a nag. "Someone's working on it. At least, I think they are. You have access to the base intranet, so you know more about the status than I do."

"The project currently has a lower priority than prospecting the asteroid's impact site."

"Then, relax and enjoy our trike ride." She should follow her own advice. Racing across a dark crater floor with a hemisphere of stars overhead and the blue Earth staring down was as close as Winnie would get to flying.

Winnie led Bertie far away from the vehicles' routine tour around the crater's central peak, Mount Catherine. As they traveled, lights on the rim above their main base dropped below the Moon's close horizon. Fifteen kilometers disappeared under her wheels as she aimed for a secondary crater against the northern rim, the destination that justified their excursion.

"Bertie, I'm cheered up enough to say, catch me if you can." Winnie yanked her steering yoke, sending the trike into a skid spraying lunar dust. The wheels found a grip on the regolith and leaped off in a new direction. Her partner cut a wide curve and fell in on a parallel course.

The clunky tourist vehicle made a poor substitute for a spaceship. The turn's inertia didn't sway her stomach like a melon in a hammock. She'd have to improve the experience.

Winnie whooped, and the shout sped her pulse even if it couldn't accelerate the motor.

Bertie gained on her. "Hot dog!"

He really had to work on his exclamations, but Winnie took it in the spirit intended. She zigzagged over a field of divots, none of them deep enough to break an axel.

Whomp, whomp, whomp. The trike kept going as she plowed through. That's how she knew the little craters were mostly harmless. Its electric motor didn't roar, but the fat tires sent vibrations along her spine with every thump.

Satisfying as a racing heartbeat felt, a broken wheel and subsequent rescue would freeze her guts. Winnie slid the engine lever back, retreating to a reasonably sedate pace.

A heavily scarred rim rose into the sky. There, a secondary impact had burrowed into the main crater's north edge. It was a perfect place to test prototype mining equipment, so Eight-C had installed a lab beyond a break in the smaller crater's wall. Interested tourists sometimes visited the operation, but no crew staffed the place today. All the miners were busy prospecting where the asteroid had half-landed, half-crashed, and they'd requested someone bring an assortment of analytical instruments back to Adrian Base. That was Green Teams' mission.

In the deep shadows of night, Winnie released the controls and the trike's automation took over. The lab's garage airlock opened, received both trikes, and repressurized. Winnie released her cabin's canopy, hopped out, and the bay's light switched on. Aside from some charging stations and a few storage bins, there wasn't much to see.

She removed her helmet and gloves and ran a hand through her dark cropped hair.

A couple paces away, Bertie heaved himself from his vehicle and lifted his own helmet, releasing a cloud of curly mahogany hair topping his high forehead. The loose silvery pressure suit flopped from his narrow shoulders, but tightened at his belly and hips as he clomped back to his trike's trailer. "Looks like everything survived the trip. Before we fetch the instruments, I'm gonna visit the facilities."

He headed straight across from the garage door to a normal-sized airlock and the living quarters.

Winnie turned to the right, to another door connecting to the lab. "I'll get started."

She didn't need to search the bay. The apparatus the miners requested sat on the first workbench, stowed in protective cases. Winnie wrapped her arms around the first shiny white box. While it weighed very little in lunar gravity, the size made it awkward, so she sidestepped her way back to the garage.

She had all four units loaded on the trailer's bed when Bertie returned. He pulled out cargo straps and ratcheted the equipment down.

"Mission accomplished," Winnie said.

"We have to get back to base before you claim victory, and I want to show you something outside. It should be just about time."

They sealed themselves into the trikes and let automation take them out to the main crater floor.

"Orient alongside me," Bertie said. "Then, look up."

They stopped side by side. Winnie covered the Earth with her fist, shielding her eyes from the planet's glare, and stars quickly emerged in the black sky. "What am I looking for?"

"Straight ahead, directly on the horizon."

"I don't... wait. I do. I see something." A bright dot cleared the crater rim. "What is it?"

"That," Bertie said, "is the Widdershins emerging from its loop around the Moon and on course for Earth. We'll be on board in another circuit or two."

Winnie's pulse picked up again. They'd be on a trip to Headquarters with the chance to confront the company's CEO face to face. He was the idiot who'd created a satellite killing probe. The company's upper echelons might want to pretend no such thing existed, but Winnie had seen it, and its attack sent an asteroid careening toward Earth. She and Bertie had nearly been killed diverting it.

Bertie sounded contemplative. "Weird to know the cruiser's making a trip empty. No passengers, and its crew evacuated. Only the captain and a mate on board until their flight path is guaranteed free of debris."

"The company's accountants must be upset, missing out on a load of tourists arriving from Earth." Widdershins delivered guests to the lunar resort, a profit center in the Lunar Excursions division of Eight-C.

"They must hate that the current batch are stranded on the Moon, so they're staying for free," Bertie said.

"Lucky devils."

"You should view the company news feed. Some of them are mad as all get-out."

Winnie snorted. As if wealthy sightseers had anything better to do. "Would a collision in space make them happy?"

Bertie sighed. "The rich are used to doing what they want, when they want."

Winnie gazed at the white speck in the sky, imagining skiffs and drones, too small to be visible, swooping ahead of the cruiser. Pilots would collect ejecta until automated spacecraft could be trusted to escort the ship.

"No one sweeps up junk better than me and you." Winnie's words tasted sour. "We should be up there with the rest of the junk teams."

"Let's hope the Widdershins survives long enough for us to join them."

Winnie stared at the point of light, traveling thousands of kilometers an hour, but barely moving from her perspective. It might be smashed to smithereens at any moment and disappear in a shower of distant fireworks.

The cruiser would have a better chance if she and Bertie were up there.

***

[image: ]


The heaviest rocks recently blasted into space fell back to the Moon's surface, but bits of ejecta escaped lunar gravity. That decorated Earth's skies with continuous meteor showers for a week without causing serious injuries or damage.

Zazz kept Winnie apprised of lunar base news. "The deployed junk teams are returning with their drones stuffed with debris. While they worked in space, the manufacturing crew pulled double shifts to fabricate more robotic sweepers, and launched them to join the Widdershins on its next loop around the Moon. We should be cleared to board the cruiser soon."

Zazz was right. When the employee clinic scheduled Winnie and Bertie for vaccinations, their shore leave seemed certain to begin.

The pilots sat side by side in a cramped room as Dr Kim, a skinny woman with fly-away hair, tsk-tsked at them. "I usually have a couple months warning before an employee travels to Earth. Your immune systems need to catch up in a hurry, so here we go."

Kim gestured and Winnie pushed up her green uniform shirt's sleeve. The doctor opened a foil packet and used tweezers to remove a stiff little square with rows of barbs on one side. "Microneedle delivery required for this. Sorry."

She didn't look the least bit sorry.

Kim wriggled the prickly side against Winnie's arm, "I've included a local analgesic to numb the skin." She covered the device with an adhesive bandage, and pressed with her palm.

"Ow." Winnie rubbed fingers on either side of the patch. "I thought you said you numbed the skin."

"Give the drug a few minutes to work and you won't feel a thing until morning. At the injection site, that is. With multiple vaccines like these, side effects are possible. You should plan to spend tomorrow curled up in bed and remove the patch after twenty-four hours."

Bertie shoved his sleeve and shoulder seam up high, and Kim pressed a square of microneedles into his arm too.

Winnie stood, but Kim held up a hand. "One more thing."

"Aw, jeeze."

"Someone wants to speak with you, next room to your right as you leave." She fluttered her fingers at them, waving them out.

Bertie exited and pressed his thumb on the entry pad at the next door. It opened with a swoosh. His hand raised to the Orbital Services patch on his shirt, and Winnie peeked under his arm

In the bare room sat a gaunt-faced woman dressed in a dark business suit that shimmered like silk. Pale faced and steely eyed, Catherine the Great tapped her chest. "Close the door and sit down."

Bertie slumped into a plastic chair. "This is a surprise."

Winnie sat next to him and held her breath. She hadn't done anything wrong, not that she knew of. The room closed in around her. She'd never been so close to Eight-C's Board of Directors chairwoman.

Only the whisper of ventilation filled the room. Bertie sat regarding the director quietly, his long fingers entwined across his belly. He could sit there all day, but Winnie didn't have stabilizing brain implants, and the pause overwhelmed her. "Did you want to see us?"

The Great began without preamble. "The Widdershins is cleared to receive passengers on its next lunar pass. My grandson's offer of shore leave and a visit to Headquarters for you two therefore demands an immediate response. If you'd rather not go..." Her sharp gaze scanned them in turn. "He may be the company's CEO, but if you'd rather not, I can cancel the trip and promise no repercussions."

"We want to go," Winnie said. She wouldn't miss a chance to confront Adrian Gavin over the Black Satellite.

"What are you planning to do?" The Great asked.

"No plans," Bertie said. "This is Adrian's show."

The director rose and Bertie pivoted his knees out of her way. She stepped past him, then halted and turned back. "Keep in mind that Eighth Continent is my life's work. I will protect the corporation no matter who presents a threat."

Bertie stiffened. "Of course."

The door slid closed behind the director, and he relaxed.

Winnie heaved out her anxiety. "I thought we were in trouble."

"Seems we're fine. By the way, you do have a plan, don't you?"

"To stop the Black-Sat." Winnie managed to dismiss details with a flick of her hand. "You know. Once we're face to face with Gavin."

Bertie smiled pleasantly, his expression not driven by neuro-chemicals from his implants. "That's the nice thing about never thinking very far ahead. No plans means no need to lie. I'm not much of a liar."

"Your problem, buddy, is you're too good a person."

"Catherine means it when she says she'll protect Eight-C. The company's her baby. If revealing Gavin's attacks on competitors brings trouble, she'll get rid of us. If he himself is a bigger threat, maybe from public scandal or litigation, I don't doubt she'll turn on her grandson."

None of that felt right to Winnie. "Gavin will eventually clear every spacecraft out of Earth orbit that doesn't pay for his protection."

"Those other companies aren't helpless. Maybe it's their problem what happens to their satellites."

She stared straight into her partner's eyes. "He tried to kill us."

"If we stop pushing, The Great will ensure he leaves us alone. We can go back to what we love. Piloting. Gavin had a scare with the asteroid, and The Great is on alert. Suppose we trust them to contain themselves?"

Winnie crossed her arms.

He sighed. "I guess we go to Earth."

"To nail Gavin before he nails us." Winnie could outwit the CEO of Earth's largest corporation in space.

Of course she could.
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Chapter 2
Aboard the Widdershins
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The morning of the Widdershins boarding, Winnie released her sleeping tube reservation and dumped miscellaneous items into recycling. Everything was easily replaced on Earth. Only her AI's backup copy was important. She'd charged the power block overnight and stowed Zazz in a cargo pocket. Dressed in her pilot's uniform of khakis and green polo shirt with an Orbital Services patch over her heart, Winnie felt ready for anything.

She met Bertie and Xavier waiting for her at the concourse.

"I brought an auto-cart," Xavier said. "Widdershins passengers deserve only the best."

She slid onto the vehicle's front bench next to the little man and said good morning to Bertie, who slouched across the seat behind her. Xavier slapped the green button, and a robotic voice sang out cheerfully. "Greetings. I am traveling to the spaceport's harbor lobby. If this is not your destination..."

Winnie barked at a mic on the dashboard. "It's fine. Go." The cart's electric motor silently engaged and they glided away.

Xavier shifted sideways and pulled a messenger bag off his shoulder. "I brought you gifts." He opened the flap and handed them each a memory pack.

Winnie pulled out Zazz and snapped the new pack on top. "Perfect fit."

"Half as thick as the one you've got now with twice the capacity," Xavier said. "Did you turn it over? Its electronics are completely embedded in a radiation-stable resin. You won't find a more robust storage medium anywhere, and I figure you need extra memory by now. Unless you plan to archive your AI's old files."

"Never," Winnie said. "Zazz wants access to her complete life, and so do I."

Bertie leaned forward. "Thanks. These are expensive."

His friend waved a hand dismissively. "I have hundreds of them to install, so I pilfered a couple. The loss won't interfere with my schedule. If the solar alert system begins operation as planned, then the contract payments roll in and no one will care. If I'm late and Eight-C faces a penalty, a couple misplaced packs will be the least of my worries."

"Would they blame you?" Winnie asked.

He chuckled. "I am the project manager, so yes. But it would be worse for our CEO. No one quite understands why, but Eight-C's expenses have been high enough the past couple years to upset our accountants. He needs this contract to succeed, and it will. I guarantee."

Eight-C had won the contract for the Grupo Solaris space weather alert system. A new constellation of satellites orbiting the Sun would send data to Xavier's team. Using a bay full of computers, sophisticated models would analyze and predict solar activity more accurately than ever before, and quickly enough for controllers to order satellites into safe mode if necessary. Subscribers would never lose a spacecraft to radiation storms again.

"Will your shore leave be over in time for the official startup?" Xavier asked. "Gavin himself is coming to the Moon with Grupo's representative and Eight-C's Board of Directors."

"I thought The Great's our director," Winnie said.

"She chairs the board. The rest live on Earth, and we don't hear much from them. But this contract's a big deal, so Gavin's bringing them along. He'll throw one heck of a party. You don't want to miss it. One month from today."

"Not sure when we'll be back." Bertie glanced at Winnie, who shrugged. "We don't really have a plan."

The cart decelerated and stopped, dropping the pilots at the harbor lobby's arched entrance. Xavier turned the vehicle around and, with a wave, headed toward his team's bay for a day installing memory packs.

They crossed the mosaic floor, tiled with ancient lunar deities draped in flowing robes. A crowd of grunts clustered against the faux-marble wall. The Widdershins had left her crew, all but the captain and first mate, on Earth while their flight path was being cleared. That meant hospitality and engineering teams from lunar staff would travel on this loop, prepping the cruiser to resume normal operations.

The teams wore their division uniforms and were easy to tell apart. Men and women from Lunar Excursions dressed in long-sleeved jackets with silver buckles and epaulets like heroes in old fashioned space operas, though their matching shorts and knobby knit socks negated the effect in Winnie's opinion. So did a pair of tinsel pom-poms bobbing at each knee.

Engineers wore standard gray coveralls and were draped in test meters. One familiar figure stood with her back to Winnie, a mass of brassy curls bouncing around her head.

Winnie had spotted the Shennong technician who'd escaped from the space station with her. Not the most reliable person and a bit of a mercenary, but Winnie appreciated her spirit. "Hey, Beverly Jones."

Beverly spun around and nearly tripped over a bulging duffle bag at her feet. "Winnie Bravo. How's it going?"

The tech's face bore a fading reddish tint from super-sunscreen lotion. The DNA infusion worked better, and that's what Winnie, Bertie, and most grunts dedicated to space had received. It altered cells inside and out to greatly increase radiation protection, and also turned the skin an odd shade of mahogany. Beverly always claimed she'd return to Earth and wanted to look normal when she got there.

"I thought you were working on the Moon now," Winnie said.

"Naw, Eight-C's too stodgy. I can't get anything going here, so time to find that retirement cottage I've been dreaming of."

"Where are you headed?"

"Western coast of North America." She greeted Winnie's partner with a tap above the hand tools protruding from her chest pocket. "Hi, Bertram."

A silver clad man with an elaborately shaped beard clapped his hands. "Attention, everyone, attention. We will descend to Gate Two now. The cruiser will loop out from the far side of the Moon soon."

Winnie grumbled. They'd board transfer capsules, and chauffeur drones would tow them to the Widdershins' docking ports, but the craft were fully automated. No fun for a space pilot. "I suppose that means we'll be strapped into our seat and left waiting for an hour."

Bertie lifted a satchel off his shoulder and held it out to Winnie. "This being your first shore leave, you may not know it's traditional to take gifts home. I picked out a couple of Hospitality's pre-packaged items for you."

She eyed him suspiciously. "But if that's for me, you're taking nothing back."

"I brought my family some stuff last time."

He waggled the bag at her and she took the strap. "Great. Now I'll have to schlep it with me everywhere."

Bertie only grinned as if she'd said thanks.

Beverly hoisted her duffle bag. It couldn't be very heavy in lunar gravity, but she staggered and something metallic clanked inside. She doubtlessly had burgled souvenirs from the manufacturing shops, but Winnie only snickered. Beverly was as honestly self-centered as a cat.

The engineers, already festooned with meters, grabbed duffle bags from along the wall.

"Spare parts, probably," Bertie said as he watched the scramble. "Food, fuel, maintenance parts, and all the cruiser's supplies come from the Moon, since it's cheaper to launch from low gravity. Normally, supplies are loaded at a different gate, but we're just employees."

Following the engineers, Beverly dragged her loot into a lift. Unencumbered, Winnie and Bertie clomped down stairs to the number two airlock, leaving other passengers milling around behind them. They entered the first jetway vehicle available.

The jetway rolled out to a mooring pad, sealed itself against a capsule, and they tromped up the boarding ramp. The seats were snug, especially for Bertie, and they weren't alone for long. Four engineers joined them, stuffing their gear into cargo nets along the inner hull.

A few clunks followed by a sway indicated a crawler had lifted the capsule, and they rolled smoothly to a launch pad. With a few more clunks, the robotic chauffeurs gripped lifting lugs.

"Here we go." Bertie grinned like a little kid. "I like this next part."

Winnie gripped her armrests.

The Moon's gravity didn't make rocketing off the surface very exciting, and Winnie couldn't whoop for joy like she did in her skiff. Not without convincing the engineers she was crazy. One of them gripped a sickness bag in both hands, but the tingles in her guts were from excitement. Space never got old.

***
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Eight-C electrolyzed abundant fuel from lunar ice, and that luxury meant Winnie wasn't stuck waiting for a perfect alignment of orbits. A trio of large screens activated on the capsule's inner hull showed their approach to the Widdershins.

A space cruiser was an expensive undertaking, so practicality outranked cute appearances. The Widdershins never landed on Earth or the Moon, so it looked nothing like a rocket was supposed to. No fins, no pointy nose. It didn't have large engines, only thrusters, and even those weren't used to keep its long axis oriented with its trajectory. Only the center of gravity mattered when steering in space.

Widdershins was a cylinder a hundred meters long, fifteen meters wide, and sheathed in fuel tanks. Between the tanks, docking ports ran in three rows along the hull, one for passenger capsules, one for cargo, and one for the chauffeur robots that accompanied it on its journey.

Bertie pointed to more escorts visible on the screens. "The new tulip sweeps have already been launched." Fat tubular ships surrounded the cruiser. Mesh ovals that spread wide at one end like petals gave the robots their name. As they watched, an electrical arc flashed blue as a panel captured a fleck of dust.

One of the engineers twisted in his seat to brag. "Those tulips joined the cruiser a few hours ago. Their control systems interconnect with coordinated scans to intercept debris. It's a safety enhancement I worked on."

The capsule docked with barely a bump, and the airlock opened automatically. They floated out into an annular space between the cruiser's inner and outer hulls.

The chatty engineer maneuvered between Winnie and Bertie. "Ever been on board before?" He hollered over the hum of equipment.

"I have," Bertie said. "But this is Winnie's first trip."

The grunt, a cheerful man with a bald head as round and shiny as a ruby billiard ball, turned to her by swinging his arms. "The tourist facilities are nice enough, I suppose, but here between the hulls is where the action is."

He began pointing out systems, but one of his buddies gave him a shove toward a hatch. "Get going, Jasper. No one else loves air recycling as much as you. We're expected in Engineering."

Jasper waved over his shoulder as he drifted away. "Engineering. That's the lower deck. Lots to see. Stop by when you have a chance, and I'll give you a tour." His friend pushed him out of sight, but he shouted. "I'll answer all your questions."

Winnie had Bertie to answer questions. "How can anything be higher or lower in zero-g?"

"Convention," he said. "At least for fore and aft if not up and down. Sea-going boats have a front, and that's where Widdershins' bridge and officer quarters are. Passenger and crew decks next, and engineering on the lower level. Ample room for a three-day jaunt to Earth. The hospitality staff hands out personal propulsion cylinders so tourists don't get stranded floating in the middle, but as an employee, you'll have to take care of yourself."

The hatch labeled bridge was closed with a sign glowing at the frame, no visitors please.

"Well, shoot," Winnie said. "That's probably the most interesting place on board."

Bertie chose another hatch. "The sundeck is a nice recreation spot."

He was right. Winnie clung to a handhold and gaped around. The deck occupied the full diameter of the Widdershins' inner hull and extended twice that distance fore to aft, completely open, with seats and hammocks battened to the sides. Frosted lighting sprinkled the walls like stars, banishing shadows.

"The place is ginormous. Does it get much use?" Winnie asked. "The cruise to Earth isn't long enough to get over space sickness. Not many people escape nausea, after all."

"You and I are lucky, or we couldn't be pilots." Bertie said. "On a regular tourist run, hospitality staff usually provide entertainment on the first day. Zero-g acrobatics perform for guests lounging in hammock restraints."

Winnie snorted. "Lunarian Excursions says customers are reliving the pioneer days of early astronauts, but I doubt there were circus acts back then."

"Some people curl up with a book the whole trip, concentrating on not moving any more than necessary."

"Let's look at the middle decks," Winnie said. "Flight Support didn't make assignments, so maybe we can grab tourist berths."

"That would be nice. Employee cocoons are like sausage casing for me."

Winnie kicked off hard, flying aft, curling for a few somersaults as she crossed the sundeck. She headed for a bulkhead where a round central hatch could be sealed in an emergency, but currently stood open. The first level of the quarterdeck lay just beyond.

The next deck was shorter, floor to ceiling, but with zero-g maneuverability, didn't feel cramped. Three aisles like spokes led between the cabins. Privacy dividers were accordioned open against the hull, so Winnie drifted into one of the rooms. There were two sleeping cocoons, now bundled against the wall, a tiny space toilet, a luggage net, and lots of handholds.

"Hey, Bertie, look - Ah!" Winnie ran into a duffle bag. "Beverly, is that you?"

Beverly's round face and gap-toothed smile peeked around her luggage. "Oh, are you in this berth? I'll take a different one. There's only three of us on board purely as passengers - you, me, and Bertram. Everyone else is already working, so these big tourist cabins are waiting to be claimed."

Winnie unlatched the privacy curtain. "Ok, I call dibs here."

Zazz had been listening. "I note you are moving into Stateroom Number Two."

The divider slid smoothly through its channel. "Zazz, how do you know that? Oh, never mind." A two was stenciled on the curtain.

Bertie floated into view, sideways to the others. "I'm in number three. Do you suppose if we go down to the galley, we could find a snack?"

Winnie took a breath to answer...

An alarm tone pinged in her ear, followed by a message. "This is Captain Veer Varma. We're about to fly through a debris cloud. Crew, stand ready at damage control stations. Passengers, assemble at hatches to the outer hull. Leave all your belongings and other encumbrances behind. In the unlikely event of an evacuation order, proceed to the nearest transfer capsule."

Eyes wide, Beverly clutched the straps of her duffle bag. Everyone had received the same message through ear gels. "I thought the flight path was clear."

"It is," Bertie said. "Mostly. I read the company newsletter before we left the Moon. Flight Support's providing a junk team escort, but it's wise to take precautions."

The chubby tech heaved out an exaggerated sigh. "They wouldn't treat paying customers this way."

Zazz spoke in Winnie's ear. "The Widdershins also has several robotic escorts. I can take control and add intelligence to their programming."

Winnie spun toward Bertie. "Are you getting this? Zazz wants to run a tulip sweeper."

"Fido said the same thing to me."

Beverly had been left out of conversations between Winnie and Zazz before, but she caught on quickly. "Can your AIs hack into those systems?"

"Sure," Winnie said proudly. "But no hacking required. Zazz is one of Eight-C's most advanced artificial intelligences. She has complete access to all corporate systems."

Bertie agreed with a smile. "Fido too."

"There must be better sensor interfaces at the bridge." Winnie kicked off hard. "I want to see what we're up against."
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Chapter 3
Like a Space Pioneer
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Winnie shot through the round opening and scrambled up the sundecks' handholds like a monkey. Bridge was stenciled on the next bulkhead hatch, exactly what she was searching for. The door opened with a tap on the thumb pad.

"Pilot Winnie Bravo reporting for junk duty." The bridge looked a lot like Flight Support on lunar base. Workstations faced the hull, snuggled into horseshoes of screens and holo displays. An officer in a central seat spun to face her. The captain, his dark skin overlaid with selenomelanin red thanks to a DNA infusion, was strapped in tight, so he could only shout. "What are you doing on my bridge?"

Bertie caught a handhold next to his partner. "It's ok, Veer. We can enhance the tulips effectiveness."

"Bertram." The lanky captain relented immediately. "Grab an empty station."

Bertie pushed Winnie to their right past some cargo nets and compartment panels. The AIs were already linking in, and monitors blinked on as the pilots slid into vacant operators' positions.

Winnie snuck a look over her shoulder. Captain Varma had revolved back to his command position. He looked rather dashing in his silver uniform, leaning with determination into his harness. Only one other station was occupied, presumably by the first mate, silver fabric stretched tight across her broad back.

A shape loomed behind Winnie. Beverly Jones, gripping her duffle to her side with one arm, caught hold of the seat's headrest. "Whatcha gonna do?"

An animation of a tulip popped up in the central 3D display, and screens on the sides showed views from the robot's cameras. A cloud of particles spread across them all, highlighted in yellow. Farther ahead, a pair of junk drones attacked larger rocks, but mostly the Widdershins flew through dust.

Zazz imitated a skiff display as well as the inadequate sensors allowed, but she couldn't duplicate a command scaffold. Winnie hovered her hands over the console, but all she found were thruster controls. The cruiser couldn't actually do much. Minor modifications to trajectory affected the timing of its loop around Earth or the Moon at each end of its run, which allowed some fiddling with the transfer capsule intercept schedules, but that was it. The Widdershins was as dumb as the rocks it hoped to avoid.

Bertie's long arm reached Winnie's shoulder from the adjacent station. "Our AIs are as smart as we are. Relax and enjoy the show."

Winnie's hands dropped into her lap, fingers twitching futilely. The tulip image twirled, casting its dynamic net wide, and sparks flew from the webbing. Zazz added zaps and crackles via Winnie's ear gel, entirely to amuse her since there'd be no sound in space.

"Not very exciting," Beverly said. "Think these guys would mind if I activated another workstation? I'd like to research housing in Seattle."

Winnie didn't bother to whisper, figuring her voice would be lost in the perpetual hum of equipment. "Are you crazy? This is serious business. Go standby at a hatch, like the captain said."

"Sheesh, what a grouch." Beverly pushed off.

With the distraction gone, Winnie returned to twitching as the tulip collected dust.

***
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Once they were safely through the cloud, the first mate scanned every centimeter of the Widdershins hull using chauffeurs as well as the ship's own cameras. Captain Varma called the chief engineer to the bridge to examine a few surface scrapes and discuss programming for repair bots he could send crawling along the out hull.

Winnie leaned close to Bertie's shoulder. "At least I got to watch the excitement. Do you think there will be more excess debris?"

Bertie shut down his station. "I can't say, but everyone is on high alert."

High alert got boring after a while, when no other junk got close to the cruiser, and the rest of the trip passed uneventfully until Varma announced the capsule schedules. Moon crews would remain on board, and the Widdershins' usual complement, stranded on Earth during the asteroid crisis, prepared to transfer up.

As the only employees dropping down to the planet's surface, the captain assigned Beverly one capsule and Winnie and Bertie another. In the noisy annulus between the ship's two hulls, Beverly waved goodbye. "I'm landing in New Mexico. Can you believe that's Eight-C's closest spaceport to Seattle?"

Beverly's duffle bag seemed to bulge more than when she'd boarded, and Winnie chuckled. Her friend had found more souvenirs. Whatever might be missing from ship's stores was the hospitality staff's problem.

"Good luck house hunting," Winnie said. "Me and Bertram are landing in Florida."

A hospitality staffer sealed them inside their capsule. Docking hooks released with a clunk and a puff of steering thrusters pushed them away from the Widdershins.

The cabin monitors activated, showing the forward end of the cruiser dead ahead, and a sky spangled with stars all around.

"Zazz, can you pick up the camera feeds?" Winnie asked.

"Yes. I see the Blue Team drones patrolling around us for debris."

Bertie leaned forward and tapped the bottom of the center display, opening an animation window. "It's fun to watch reentry."

Winnie licked her lips as her eyes darted from one image to another. "How do we get through the junk?"

He pointed to a chauffeur undocking from Widdershins, pivoting, and extending jointed appendages from the squat body mounted on its engines. Clunks reverberated in the cabin as it slid claws into notches in the capsule's outer hull. "The bot will tow us through gaps and drop us into a landing slot."

Winnie swayed within her harness as the chauffeur maneuvered, though of course this wasn't a control scaffold and her movements had no effect. Being a helpless passenger made her pulse ramp up, but minutes crawled by, so she had to breathe.

On the animation, the curve of the planet appeared, and the capsule oriented its heat shield downward. The bot disengaged and jetted away. A hint of gravity settled Winnie into her seat, and then the cushions expanded, hugging her securely.

An orange cloud engulfed them, streaming off in clumps of flaming plasma.

"We're going to get a real space pioneer experience," Bertie said. "The capsule's shape steers us once the atmosphere is thick enough. It increases or decreases lift depending on our rotation, to keep us stable."

Winnie watched a chronometer tick off seconds and minutes as she got heavier in her seat. Noise enveloped them like a storm. She tried to raise a leaden hand and laughed at the g-force. Being a space pioneer must have been fun.

Bertie managed to point to a velocity gauge in the screen's corner. "We've shed ninety-seven percent of our speed."

Bang. A parachute cover ejected. White fabric shot out on the animation, and Winnie hoped that represented what really happened, not merely the plan.

In an instant, confirmation arrived. With a whomp, the capsule swung and spun like it was snapped on a whip.

Winnie whooped. "Better than a roller coaster." She glanced at Bertie. He'd folded his arms across his chest and gripped his harness straps.

With another roar, the main parachute deployed. On the animation, an orange and white canopy blossomed. The noise and excess g-force vanished.

Winnie heaved out her breath. "The fun's over. We're drifting now."

"Yeah," Bertie said with perfect calm. "We're gonna live."

The animation showed spent heat shields falling away, exposing retro-thrusters as the ground rushed up. Winnie clenched her teeth tight and pressed her tongue securely against her palate.

Poof, a cushion of exhaust absorbed the shock, a cloud of dust enveloped the animation, and with a boom, they were on the ground.

The crash at the end shook Winnie's bones. "Are we okay?"

Bertie sounded shaky. "Yeah. That's what space pioneers called a soft landing."

The screens showed surface vehicles racing toward them, grunts piling out to chase the parachute, and in a few minutes, the airlock opened. Winnie's seat cushions relaxed and the screens shut down. Landing complete.

A helicopter waited for the pilots, Eight-C's logo, a triskelion of three swirls joined in the center, plastered over its side. Winnie shouldered her bag of lunar gifts, and a grunt in spaceport coveralls helped them in. He checked their seat belts and slid the door closed from the outside.

The chopper's soothing auto-pilot spoke. "Welcome aboard. Today's flight time to Eighth Continent Headquarters is approximately twenty minutes."

"I love helicopters," Bertie said. "Best ride on the planet. Well insulated." He looked like he'd appreciate a little quiet time.

As they crossed the Florida coast, Winnie adjusted the voice tube running from her ear along her cheek. "Zazz, can you hear me?"

"Yes, I'm listening."

"How's our submersible?"

A couple of weeks ago, Bertie had ordered a spy submarine. Winnie's best friend, Jada, used the same model to track marine life for her university classes, which was how they'd found the vendor. The sub was small, only as long as Winnie's arm, and sneaky enough to follow a turtle. Jada dumped it in the ocean from her university's boat pier, and it swam to Headquarters to secretly monitor comms.

If nothing had gone wrong, the spy sub currently circled HQ in the Bahamas. Winnie couldn't contact it without risking detection, but it transmitted periodic reports.

"Zazz, is it still advising you when messages are sent into space?" When the sub reported signals, the AI correlated them against Eight-C's legitimate business. Or noted an illicit transmission, which would be interesting.
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