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      Creg Boston put the tractug into reverse and spun up more regolith dust. It sprayed around the cab in trillions of glorious sun-catching sparkles.

      The tractug didn’t move. Typical. Nothing worked.

      Well, nothing worked if the driver got himself into a rille. Could hardly blame the machine. The tractug was a souped-up six-wheeled, six-engined block of composite resin and aluminium spat out of the automated factory up at Tycho. Bigger than a battlefield tank, and lighter than an Ubercar, the tractug was supposedly the lunar workhorse.

      So long as there wasn’t put some bozo behind the wheel. Creg was no bozo, but some days, well, some days thing went bad.

      He was wearing a comfy set of dark overalls, and a pair of cushioned booties. The cockpit’s air was cool, but not cold. He did need a scrub, though. The commode in the cabin below supposedly provided all the comforts of home—a toilet bowl that folded away so the shower rose could operate. Not a comfortable operation, and really, who was going to have to breathe around him for the ten days besides himself?

      On previous jaunts he’d left showering until he was within sight of the base, and none of his ragtag bunch of surly co-workers were ever the wiser. Besides, some of them had their own peculiarities with regard to bodily odours and personal hygiene.

      Creg tapped at the console displays, trying to coax something positive from them. The tractug’s cockpit carapace held him safe from the near-vacuum of the lunar environment. An ovoid of tempered reactive quartz, it was a meter across and less than two meters high. If he stood too quickly he would bump his head and if he stretched both arms at the same time he could bruise his knuckles.

      Lunar work was not the place for claustrophobes that was for sure.

      When he’d been a kid, growing up feral and wild at Foxton while his mother drank away the food money and his father hid in the Western Australia mines and doing his best to make sure that Creg’s mother didn’t get her hands on any cash, Creg and his friends had dug tunnels in the old dunes. Under the trees, where the roots held the damp, packed sand in place.

      A dune sand bunker was no place for claustrophobes either.

      They’d had some amazing adventures. Repelling trolls from the underworld, bunkering down as Russia and the States blasted each other into nuclear slag, digging a tunnel under the Tasman, all the way to Sydney.

      From Sydney, you could hitch to the Kimberly. That seemed like a sound plan. Twelve years old, knowing that it wasn’t real, but with an uncemented brain, fantasy was easy.

      One time, Damain Baker and Ross Donoghue had been trying to impress Jody Benseman—twelve years old—and they’d dug all wrong. In the collapse, Damian had died and Ross lost oxygen for long enough that his brain never quite worked right again.

      Idiots. But then, were they currently stuck in a rille on the moon?

      If they had been claustrophobic, maybe they would still be alive now.

      He shouldn’t let that play on his mind. Really, twenty-five years later, shouldn’t any guilt have long passed?

      Creg adjusted the controls and tried to roll forward. A simple old stuck-car trick—roll forward, roll back, creep a little farther each time. Eventually, bump out of the rut.

      But then, this was the moon, not a ditch in the Horowhenua. He was driving a tractug, not an ancient 2064 Toyota. And then there was gravity.

      Boy could that play tricks on the brain. Things fell wrong. Blood flowed to the head all too easily. After eight months, maybe Creg was just getting tired of it all. Here he was, practically echoing his father’s career, just much, much farther away than the Kimberly was from Foxton.

      “Problem?” a voice said from the control consoles.

      Patty. The tractug’s resident silico-biologic co-pilot. Unlike him, she had grown up right here on the moon. In a vat.

      Smart as a theatre of rocket engineers sharing a convention centre with a battalion of brain surgeons, she still lacked a sense of humour. Unless it was so dark and subtle that Creg missed it entirely. Could be.

      She was housed in a ceramic carapace within the science consoles in the cabin below.

      “There is a problem you’re not acknowledging,” Patty said. “You need to don your suit.”

      Somewhere in the checklists. Put out any fires. Don your suit. Establish radio contact. Checklists written by someone back in an office outside of Tampa, who had little idea of the necessities of lunar work really.
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